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        Series Foreword

      
      The MIT Press Essential Knowledge series offers accessible, concise, beautifully produced pocket-size books on topics of current interest. Written by leading thinkers, the books in this series deliver expert overviews of subjects that range from the cultural and the historical to the scientific and the technical.

      In today’s era of instant information gratification, we have ready access to opinions, rationalizations, and superficial descriptions. Much harder to come by is the foundational knowledge that informs a principled understanding of the world. Essential Knowledge books fill that need. Synthesizing specialized subject matter for nonspecialists and engaging critical topics through fundamentals, each of these compact volumes offers readers a point of access to complex ideas.

    
  
    
      
        1

        The Concept of Happiness

      
      Few experiences are as cherished or sought-after today as happiness. Indeed, analogues and variations of this beneficent state have been a dominant human concern throughout recorded history. Yet few phenomena are also so elusive or poorly understood. Across fields of human endeavor—from academia to advertising—the promise of happiness is celebrated and pursued. It remains an opaque and contested notion, however, with little consensus on what it is or how to find it. Compounding the issue, it is often conceptualized via other constructs that are equally vague or contentious, such as well-being. I cannot then be too definitive in defining happiness here at the outset, since this whole book is devoted to exploring its nuances.

      Yet one must stake out some territory to get the conversation started at all. So this brief introduction offers some basic orienting definitions to which the book will then bring further complexity. The following articulation is by no means the only way of configuring the ground, and is inevitably influenced by my background as a psychologist situated in the area of positive psychology. Nevertheless, it is commensurate with most of the relevant literature with which I’m familiar.

      
        Few phenomena are as sought-after as happiness, yet few are also so elusive or misunderstood. This book summarizes the latest scholarship on happiness, offering an interdisciplinary analysis of this most cherished of experiences.

      

      We’ll start by considering well-being, which most scholars regard as an overarching concept that includes happiness within it.1 Broadly speaking, well-being can be defined as including all the manifold ways humans can be, do, and live well (although I shall offer a more comprehensive and technical definition later in the chapter). There are numerous ways of conceptualizing this vast arena, but one effective way is to differentiate it in terms of four distinct ontological dimensions (i.e., with ontology referring to the nature of being): physical, mental, social, and spiritual.

      So, we can first differentiate between physical and mental well-being, denoting the state of the body and mind, respectively. I should note, though, that this distinction does not map onto the ontological objective versus subjective dichotomy. This latter binary is a subtly different way of carving up being, distinguishing between phenomena that exist objectively (i.e., as material, physical entities) versus those that exist subjectively (i.e., as qualia—a catch-all term for all conscious experience). In that respect, physical and mental well-being both have objective physiological aspects (how the body and brain are functioning) and subjective phenomenological aspects (how the body and mind are experienced by the person).

      Added to these, many theorists emphasize the importance of social well-being, which essentially denotes the quality of one’s interpersonal relationships and communities. Its significance is reflected in the World Health Organization’s definition of health—unchanged since 1948—as “a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being, and not merely the absence of disease and infirmity.” In addition, some scholars propose that spiritual well-being should be recognized, reflecting the quality of relationship one has with phenomena deemed sacred (such as a god).2 Admittedly, not all people value such potentials or even hold that they exist, so this dimension may be more speculative and less universal than the others (which are undoubtedly applicable and relevant to all). Still, it is worth considering.

      Indeed, these may conceivably not be the only relevant dimensions. Recent years have seen a fascinating debate around the ontological nature of the virtual/digital/online world, for example, both in terms of human beings’ presence and activity in these spaces (e.g., interacting as avatars), and the phenomena that exist there (e.g., virtual money and tools).3 It may be that this initial taxonomy will soon need revising to incorporate virtual well-being, especially with people spending increasing amounts of time online, and as the state and impact of these digital worlds—now sometimes called the “metaverse”—are better understood. Or consider the natural environment: human beings are not only impacted by nature, they are part of nature. One could therefore make a good case for identifying an ecological dimension to our existence, hence acknowledging the significance of ecological well-being. This too might one day need adding to the framework here.

      For now though, it may be prudent to keep our focus just on the four main dimensions outlined above: physical, mental, social, and spiritual. We can then view all four as arrayed on a spectrum between a negative and positive pole, with a neutral and nominal zero at the midpoint. I will introduce some nuance to this metaphor below, since the notion of these each being a singular continuous and moreover separate spectrum is somewhat misleading; nevertheless, I shall tentatively deploy it for now.

      Let’s now bring two additional concepts into the conversation: illness and health. We can label the negative territory of each spectrum as illness, and the positive territory as health. Thus one can refer to physical illness and health, mental illness and health, and even social or spiritual illness and health (although these latter usages are less common). Let us also use suffering to collectively signify the negative territory of the dimensions, and thriving or flourishing for their positive territory, especially their upper reaches (i.e., the further along each of these spectra one is, the more one is thriving/flourishing).

      Then expanding even further outward, flourishing can also be deployed to describe the all-encompassing context in which these dimensions are situated. I tend to use well-being, and subsidiary terms like health and happiness, for singular living beings (i.e., with a central locus of sentience and agency). But flourishing can function more expansively to also include the systems in which humans are embedded and that shape their well-being—systems both living (e.g., their community) and nonliving (e.g., the economy). This whole dynamic scene—all the dimensions of well-being, and the systems and factors that influence them—constitutes flourishing.

      The four well-being dimensions cover great expanses of territory. As such, discrete fields have emerged to attend to their various regions. There has traditionally been stronger emphasis on their negative territory, on curing or at least ameliorating illness. These are the prerogatives of fields such as medicine and physiotherapy for physical illness, psychiatry and psychotherapy for mental illness, social work for social illness, and religion and philosophy for spiritual illness. These fields can broadly be seen as respectively focused on discomfort, distress, strife, and anomie, though they are not only focused on these (medicine, for instance, also applies when people are not experiencing discomfort per se).

      These fields might ideally propel people into positive territory, but prioritize helping them reach the relative neutrality of zero (the absence of illness). This aim is reflected in Sigmund Freud’s remark that the goal of psychotherapy was mainly limited to turning “hysterical misery into ordinary unhappiness.”4 Escaping negative territory is of course important. But must we stop there, or can we strive to go further? Crucially, the absence of illness does not necessarily entail the active presence of health. A person might be relatively free of suffering, yet not thriving either. Instead, they may be languishing around zero—not ill per se, but not excelling physically, mentally, socially, or spiritually.

      Consequently, there is increasing interest in this salutary positive territory. Physical well-being is the province of disciplines like sports science, which probe the outer limits of human performance and behavioral capability. Social well-being is the focus of some aspects of arenas like public policy, education, and community organizing, which include efforts to improve society. Spiritual well-being is again the prerogative of religions and philosophies, which help people develop connections with the sacred. We might broadly regard these fields as respectively focused on promoting vitality, conviviality, and transcendence—though again, as with the fields above, they are not only focused on these outcomes.

      Most relevantly here, mental well-being has been explored by fields like humanistic and positive psychology. Now we can finally bring happiness back into the conversation. Essentially, I suggest we view almost this entire positive mental territory as the realm of happiness—with certain exceptions, as elucidated shortly—which for now we might define simply yet also expansively as a desirable mental experience of quality.

      I will unpack this definition over the course of the book, but a few explanatory remarks may be useful now. “Desirable” means that this state is generally coveted, pursued, valued, and appreciated (although some forms of happiness may not meet all of these criteria for all people). “Mental” is used expansively to encompass all psychological processes and experiences, including but not limited to emotions. “Experience” refers to a state of being that has a subjective component (i.e., qualia), and can vary widely in duration—from a fleeting emotion lasting seconds to a durable way of being that could even last for years. Finally, “quality” alludes to the notion of quality of life, a common concept in work on well-being. Moreover, the principle of quality itself has been meaningfully and influentially explored by philosopher Robert Pirsig, who saw it as a fundamental and irreducible sense of a phenomenon being good or valuable in some way.5

      I should note that happiness might not cover all aspects of mental well-being—hence the “almost” two paragraphs above—since this territory would include the mind broadly “working well” too. As per the spectrum metaphor, one could see how its various faculties—attention, perception, memory, and so on—are capable of not only being relatively free of problems (at zero on the spectrum) but also thriving to various degrees. Insofar as the experience of mental well-being is concerned, however, happiness arguably does capture most of the terrain.

      Moreover, one can harness this definition to conceptualize the other dimensions of well-being, too. First, following the discussion above, well-being can be operationalized in technical terms as a multidimensional phenomenon, spanning illness and health, encompassing the physical, mental, social, and spiritual dimensions of existence. One can then define health—which could also be described as the attainment of well-being—as a desirable state of quality in relation to any and ideally all dimensions of existence (with “state” including but not limited to “experience”). Conversely, one can define illness—i.e., a lack of well-being—as an undesirable state lacking quality in relation to any and, at worst, possibly all dimensions of existence. These descriptions can then be adapted specifically for any given well-being dimension. So, for instance, spiritual health—or, the attainment of spiritual well-being, also referred to as transcendence—is a desirable state of quality in relation to one’s spiritual existence. Conversely, spiritual illness—or, a lack of spiritual well-being, also referred to as anomie—is an undesirable state lacking quality in relation to one’s spiritual existence. And so on.

      The respective well-being phenomena and specializations are illustrated in figure 1. I should emphasize that its labels are merely indicative rather than exhaustive. The respective realms are covered not only by the fields listed, nor are the fields necessarily limited to these realms; for example, mental illness is not only attended to by psychiatry and psychotherapy, nor are they only focused on mental illness. Similarly, as noted above with respect to happiness, the realms are not completely signified by their descriptive labels, nor are these descriptive labels confined to these realms; for instance, mental illness is not only about distress, nor is distress limited to the mental realm. Nonetheless, as a rough heuristic, the figure broadly indicates the relevant territories.

      
        [image: ]

        
          Figure 1 Dimensions and specializations of well-being.

        
      
      One must note, though, that the spectrum metaphor is imperfect. For a start, as alluded to above, it may be misleading to view each of these as straightforward continua from illness to health, as if progressing “rightward” along a spectrum means that illness lessens to the point where one crosses over into the realm of health. Indeed, some scholars prefer to view the territories of illness and health as separate spectra. With mental well-being, the dual continua model suggests that mental illness and health may be relatively disconnected—physiologically, functionally, and experientially—and that people can experience aspects of illness and health at the same time.6 This view can be represented visually by placing the continua orthogonally to create a two-dimensional space in which people can be variously situated, as represented in figure 2.7

      From the perspective of the dual continua model, mental illness and health are not mutually exclusive. Put another way, happiness is not incompatible with suffering. This is just as well, given that many thinkers and traditions view suffering as inherent to the human condition. That the spectra may be orthogonal means that a person could be struggling in some respects, yet also experiencing some happiness.
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          Figure 2 The dual continua model of mental illness and health.

        
      
      Moreover, the picture is even more complicated still. Illness and health may not merely be orthogonal; crucially, they are also not singular. Instead, they themselves contain multiple continua—for instance, different forms of mental illness or health—with any given person concurrently doing poorly on some and better on others. These dynamics are illustrated in figure 3, which depicts the multifaceted nature of mental well-being. I have reverted to the original image of a singular dimension—rather than the two-dimensional space presented in figure 2—otherwise the visual would have been too cluttered. Yet one should ideally keep the dual continua model in mind, and think of illness and health as distinct spectra.
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          Figure 3 The differentiated mental well-being spectrum.

        
      
      In relation to mental illness, the figure features two of the most common issues (anxiety and depression), as well as “etc.” bubbles to signify the many other mental problems that can afflict people. Similarly, in relation to mental health, it includes two of the main forms of happiness (hedonic and eudaimonic), as well as “etc.” bubbles to indicate various other potential forms (which we’ll explore in chapter 3). The black circles suggest a given person might be located at certain points along all of these distinct axes at a given point—experiencing various forms of distress and happiness to different degrees during a particular period.

      A further nuance to add to the spectrum metaphor is that we ought not to simplistically associate illness and health with, respectively, negative and positive qualia. Qualia can be appraised as negative and positive in numerous ways, including valence (unpleasant versus pleasant), desirability (unwanted versus wanted), morality (bad versus good), and utility (unconducive or conducive to well-being).8 Arguably, for an experience to be deemed constitutive of suffering, it must tick at least two negative boxes and possibly more. That said, an experience may be negatively valenced yet positive in other ways and so still deemed a form of well-being. A sportsperson, for instance, might experience negatively-valenced qualia in relation to their passion—physical (e.g., sore muscles), mental (e.g., performance-related anxiety), social (e.g., loneliness), and even spiritual (e.g., religious doubt)—yet still derive certain forms of happiness from it. Some forms might even involve the negative qualia (e.g., physical pain and exertion being interpreted positively as sources of meaning and accomplishment). We will keep these nuances in mind throughout the book.

      A final limitation to note regarding the spectrum metaphor is that it misleadingly implies that the four well-being dimensions are discrete and easily differentiated. In reality, they are intertwined and interpenetrating, to the point where their conceptual boundaries are fuzzy and somewhat arbitrary. The distinction between mental and physical well-being, for example, is arguably an artifact of the “mind-body” dualism dominant in the West since René Descartes.9 By contrast, other cultures have made less rigid distinctions between these realms; indeed, in the West their close interaction is increasingly recognized too, as reflected in the identification of phenomena deemed psychosomatic. As such, this book endeavors to highlight these interconnections between the dimensions, showing how happiness is thoroughly intertwined with the physical, social, and spiritual elements of people’s lives. Nuances aside, though, the spectrum metaphor is a useful heuristic.

      Our primary focus, then, is on the positive territory of the mental spectrum, which I am broadly designating as happiness. In so doing, I’m explicitly advocating an expansive vision of what happiness means, encompassing a significant range of experiential territory. Like many concepts, happiness is a contested construct, deployed in different ways by different people (and even by the same person at various times). Some people use it more narrowly, viewing it perhaps as merely synonymous with pleasure. By contrast, others—myself included, and hence this book—regard it more expansively, enfolding wide swathes of psychological states relating to well-being. Happiness is thus not only an affective phenomenon but also encompasses other aspects of mental life, such as character, attention, perception, and knowledge. Many mental states and processes are multidimensional of course, featuring at least some affective aspects. But of the forms of happiness considered here (see chapter 3), some are not primarily affective, and a few may not even include affect at all.

      This point about viewing happiness expansively can be best understood using a cartographic metaphor. One function of language is to map our experiential world.10 Some words cover more ground than others and can encompass more granular concepts within them. “Love,” for instance, is an “empire uniting all sorts of feelings, behaviors, and attitudes, sometimes having little in common.”11 Then, within that empire, more specific words cover particular regions, from “passion” to “care.”

      My perspective on happiness is similar. Here I deploy it expansively to cover most of the positive territory of mental well-being (recognizing that it might not cover all of it, and that this territory also includes the mind “working well”). It spans the kaleidoscopic diversity of positive mental experiences—as elucidated in chapter 3—from uplifting emotions like joy and bliss to nourishing states such as meaning and purpose. Moreover, its scope ranges from the most modest increments into this positive realm (e.g., the mildest, briefest, most inconsequential moments of pleasure), to its farthest possible reaches (e.g., the most intense, long-lasting, consequential, rewarding experiences possible).

      
        I’m advocating an expansive vision of what happiness means, defining it broadly as a desirable mental experience of quality, which encompasses wide swathes of psychological states relating to well-being.

      

      I take this perspective not least because I feel it resonates with how happiness tends to be used in common language. When a parent, for example, says, “I just want my child to be happy,” they are usually not just referring to happiness in a narrow, hedonic sense. Rather, I believe they generally hope the child lives their best life—one of connection and love, creativity and purpose, fulfillment and flourishing, and so on. They want them to be happy in the deepest, highest, most expansive sense possible. So all of that is within our purview here.

      This book delves into this terrain over five main chapters, drawing on multiple fields of scholarship, and offering a genuinely interdisciplinary analysis of the topic. There is inevitably a strong tilt toward psychological perspectives, this being my own academic field. I have embraced work across disciplines, however, from philosophy and sociology to economics and anthropology. It will not be possible to exhaustively cover all the applicable literature given the book’s brief nature. Nevertheless, the text highlights the vast scope and range of the relevant work.

      Chapter 2 offers an overarching historical perspective, charting how happiness (and related concepts) has been understood over the centuries around the world, and how these legacies have shaped the current thinking. Turning then to contemporary academic perspectives, chapter 3 concentrates on happiness as a concept, looking at its myriad of forms. Chapter 4 explores the mechanics of happiness, the manifold processes—spanning physiology, psychology, phenomenology, culture, and society—that constitute its architecture. Chapter 5 examines how happiness is shaped by numerous influencing factors, from economics to politics. Lastly, chapter 6 addresses applied efforts to promote happiness. A brief concluding chapter then summarizes the book, and offers suggestions for future directions in happiness research and practice. With all of that in mind, let’s begin!

    
  
    
      
        2

        The Roots of Happiness

      
      We start our journey by first looking backward, thereby gaining an appreciation of how we have reached our current standing. Doing so heeds calls to situate fields like psychology in a historical context, not as timeless or universal bodies of knowledge, but emerging in a specific time and place, influenced by long cultural processes.1 So this chapter looks at how happiness has been understood over the centuries around the world, thus allowing us to see how current views have been influenced by these prior developments.

      Most cultures did not call the phenomenon in question “happiness” of course. This term only emerged in English in the sixteenth century, preceded by “happy” in the fourteenth, both of which implied being favored by fortune. This meaning is reflected in their etymological roots in the Old Norse hap, which similarly underpins terms like “happenstance.” It was not until around the 1590s that happiness began to take on its current character of denoting—per the working definition here—a desirable mental experience of quality.

      It’s also fair to say, however, that most cultures—maybe even all—have taken an interest in well-being and happiness, as broadly defined here. Since the dawn of civilization, people have engaged with questions of well-being, of how best to be, do, and live well. Then more specifically, cultures have also explored the notion of happiness (in terms of the expansive definition offered here).

      As such, this chapter reviews a panoply of philosophical, religious, and cultural perspectives from humanity’s history, showing how these have broached ideas pertaining to happiness. As with all chapters, the coverage cannot come close to being exhaustive given the book’s brevity. But it will suffice to indicate the breadth and depth of thinking worldwide on these topics. To structure the presentation, I’ll survey our long past in rough chronological order, beginning in prehistory and culminating in present-day science. Along the way, we’ll see how ideas around happiness emerged and evolved.

      
        Aboriginal

        The origins of humankind stretch back far into the unrecorded mists of prehistory. In places like the Olduvai Gorge in Tanzania, we find evidence of stone tools made by early hominid species dating back an astonishing 2.6 million years. Our own species of Homo sapiens is widely thought to have emerged around 200,000 years ago, although recent finds in Morocco may have pushed this further back to 300,000.2 Thereafter, our long evolution is tentatively marked by the incremental creation of culture. Evidence has been found of modern tool use by the San hunter-gatherers of South Africa, for instance, dated to 44,000 BCE.

        
          Throughout history, people have reflected on well-being: how best to be, do, and live well. Furthermore, cultures have also tended to inquire into happiness, insofar as this denotes a desirable mental experience of quality.

        

        Among the earliest-known cultures—that is, of which traces are preserved—are those indigenous to Australia, to which humans first migrated some 50,000 years ago. Thereafter, a rich, complex culture began to emerge and flower, as illustrated by forms of rock art dated to 26,000 BCE, with other examples potentially far older.3 Throughout this long developmental arc, ideas and insights pertaining to well-being and happiness started to take shape.

        A powerful example is the nexus of thought and practice encompassed by the term aljerre-nge, which signifies the complex cultural-religious belief system of the Arrente (with other Aboriginal peoples having comparable knowledge systems known by different names). Such systems are sometimes rendered in English as Dreamtime or The Dreaming—terms coined by anthropologist William Stanner in the 1950s.4 His neologisms have been criticized as mistranslations or at least non-ideal renderings of the original terms (though his respect for these concepts and the cultures which generated them is generally acknowledged). Nevertheless, his intent seems to have been to highlight the epistemological significance of dreams as a means of acquiring knowledge, including receiving guidance from ancestors.

        
          Here we consider philosophical, religious, and cultural perspectives from humanity’s rich history, showing how these have cultivated ideas and practices relating to happiness and how such accomplishments have shifted and developed over time.

        

        Insofar as concepts like aljerre-nge can be understood and interpreted from a modern Western perspective—which is debatable—they appear to denote holistic, all-encompassing ways of perceiving all life as interconnected. Stanner also coined the term “everywhen” for this mode of understanding, embracing past, present, and future. No mere synonym for timeless, everywhen acknowledges the ongoing relevance of the primordial ancestral beings and powers that shaped the world. Moreover, it is not simply an origin myth, but rather a vibrant, complex, living reality.5 Aboriginal peoples past and present engage with this reality for guidance about how they should best live—from relationships with the land to personal interactions. In that respect, aljerre-nge is a formative theory of well-being, a vision of how humans ought to be, and remains among our oldest extant perspectives on flourishing.

      
      
        Mesopotamian

        While Aboriginal cultures were developing, comparable advances were apace across numerous world regions. Indeed, entering recorded history, major milestones appear to have occurred in numerous places somewhat in parallel.6 First, beginning around 12,000 BCE, were early attempts at farming and agriculture, around which formed settled communities. Then, from around 5000 BCE on, we see the first stirrings of more complex civilizations: societies characterized by urban development, industrial innovation, and advanced symbolic communication.

        A particularly important region in that respect is the fertile soil of Mesopotamia. From this cradle emerged many of our oldest empires, including those of Assyria, Akkad, and Babylon. By 4000 BCE, these societies had won many world-shaping accomplishments, from monumental architecture to innovations in metallurgy and writing. And from here hails the world’s oldest surviving work of literature, The Epic of Gilgamesh, dated to around 2100 BCE. It illuminates the concerns of our forebears, revealing existential worries that remain of paramount importance—above all, how to become reconciled with mortality and find some happiness within our all-too-brief lives.

        Its protagonist is Gilgamesh, the semi-mythical tyrannical king of Uruk, and centers on his burgeoning awareness of his finitude and the futility of earthly pursuits. Along the way, he receives advice about his plight and how to find the happiness that eludes him. A taverner at the gates of the underworld, for instance, encourages the embrace of simple pleasures: “Until the end comes, enjoy your life, spend it in happiness, not despair. Savor your food, make each of your days a delight, bathe and anoint yourself, wear bright clothes that are sparkling, let music and dancing fill your house, love the child who holds you by the hand, and give your wife pleasure in your embrace.”7

        Ultimately, Gilgamesh finds some comfort in striving to be a beneficent ruler and creating a magnificent city. In so doing, he realizes he can attain an immortality of sorts in being remembered as a great man. Above all, it is a tale of finding meaning in life, despite its existential limitations, through a commitment to a virtuous path. Indeed, this vision finds itself reflected in contemporary theories of certain forms of happiness, as we will see.

      
      
        Chinese

        Also among the oldest civilizations, and certainly the longest continuous one, is China, whose founding Xia dynasty emerged circa 2070 BCE. Many philosophies and ideas arose throughout its rich history that directly pertain to our central topic. By way of example, consider the school of thought known as Taoism.

        With origins stretching back into unrecorded antiquity, Taoism can be more recently traced to the I Ching (translated as the Book of Changes), which developed orally before crystallizing in written form around 1150 BCE. The text was formulated to help interpret divination practices, often involving the generation and analysis of hexagrams (permutations of six broken and unbroken lines). Central to the process is that hexagrams represent states of becoming rather than being. Their focal point is the “moving” lines; any that are dynamic or unstable and so herald the shift to a different hexagram.

        Thus the overarching principle of the I Ching is change—paradoxically, the one constant in the universe. As Richard Wilhelm wrote in introducing his translation, “He who has perceived the meaning of change fixes his attention no longer on transitory individual things but on the immutable, eternal law at work in all change.” Here we find the origin of Taoism, for this law is “the Tao, the course of things, the principle of the one in the many.”8 Moreover, the I Ching not only identified the ubiquity of change but the dynamic through which it occurs too: the dialectical interaction between opposites, which eventually became symbolized by the yin-yang motif.

        Fundamentally, Taoism holds that a deep experiential understanding of the Tao is the path to well-being. Such guidance suffuses the Tao Te Ching, a canonical text attributed to Lao-Tzu, who possibly lived between the sixth and third centuries BCE. As verse 16, for instance, suggests, “To be of heaven is to be in Tao.”9 Taoism highlights principles such as wu-wei, for example, which translates as “nonaction,” but means surrendering to and aligning oneself with the organic patterns of life (as, say, a skilled sailor harnesses the wind). Hence we find exhortations to be “Yielding as ice when it begins to melt; Blank as a piece of uncarved wood; Yet receptive as a hollow in the hills” (verse 15). Such ideas have proved influential to this day, including helping to shape the conceptualizations of various forms of happiness considered in the next chapter.

      
      
        Vedantic

        As Taoism was emerging in China, comparable developments were fomenting elsewhere, not least on the Indian subcontinent. There we see world-shaping achievements such as the Vedas, the foundational texts of what is now called Hinduism, which took shape between 1500 and 500 BCE. The four Vedas each comprise four types of material: Samhitas (mantras and prayers), Aranyakas (rituals and ceremonies), Brahmanas (commentaries on rituals and ceremonies), and Upanishads (philosophical and spiritual teachings).

        The Vedas have considerable relevance to our deliberations here. Much reference, for example, is made to ānanda, an intense, profound happiness often translated as bliss. It can even mean eternal bliss in the context of a belief in saṃsāra, the ongoing cycle of birth, death, and rebirth to which human beings are subject in Vedantic metaphysics. In that sense, ānanda can denote experiential release from saṃsāra into a durable state of total well-being—a supreme psychospiritual attainment known by terms like mokṣa and nirvāṇa, common to traditions including Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism.

        Moreover, such states are not merely intellectualized concepts. Central to the Vedas is how to attain them. The Upanishads in particular focus on an experiential union between Ātman and Brahman. The former describes something like an inner spirit or soul, an unchanging essence beneath the contingent flux of personality. The latter is often depicted using terms such as Godhead or Ultimate Reality, usually conceived in panentheistic terms (i.e., not only immanent in the cosmos, per pantheism, but also transcending it). Their union is captured by the phrase Tat Tvam Asi (That Art Thou), although there are different perspectives as to its nature; the “non-dual” Advaita school tended to uphold an absolute equality between Ātman and Brahman, for instance, whereas the Shuddhadvaita saw the former as part of the latter.10

        The Vedas—and subsequent teachings—elucidate paths for attaining such states, such as yoga, which featured in the foundational Vedic texts before finding fuller expression in classic works like the Sutras of Patanjali (second century BCE).11 Yoga encompasses a nexus of psychospiritual practices, of which there are numerous branches, each offering a different path to liberation, including hatha (physical practice), rāja (meditation), mantra (vocalized sound), guru (dedication), karma (service), bhakti (devotion), jnana (study), and tantra (esoteric). It is a testament to the power of these ideas and techniques that they continue to be practiced, and moreover have been embraced globally.

      
      
        Judaic

        As the Vedas were slowly coming into being, similarly influential teachings were gradually emerging to the west in the form of the Tanakh, the canonical collection of Jewish scripture—including the Torah (the Pentateuch), Nevi-im (books of the prophets), and Ketuvim (Hagiographa). As with most such foundational texts, details of their authorship are uncertain and much debated. Rabbinic tradition holds that Moses—who may have lived in the thirteenth century BCE—received the Torah from God on Mount Sinai and committed it to writing. Modern scholarship, however, suggests it may have been assembled over centuries before attaining its canonical version around the fifth century BCE.12

        Historicity aside, it is among the most consequential texts in history, with much to offer around our main theme. The Torah, for example, contains one of humankind’s oldest codified moral frameworks: the Aseret ha-Dibrot (Ten Commandments). Although preceded and possibly informed by the Babylonian Code of Hammurabi (circa seventeenth century BCE), it is arguably the most influential such framework in history, shaping multiple world religions and continuing to guide people today.13

        Its mitzvot—laws or precepts—are legendary: exhortations to worship one god, honor one’s parents, and respect the Sabbath, along with proscriptions against idolatry, blasphemy, killing, adultery, theft, dishonesty, and covetousness. These were augmented by many further mitzvot throughout the Torah—as many as 613, according to common reckoning.14 Together these laws constitute a codification of wisdom, a guide for how to live, offering a meaningful perspective on well-being that continues to hold relevance for our understanding of happiness.

        Moses ben Maimon (aka Maimonides), preeminent Jewish theologian of the Middle Ages, for instance, argued that fulfilling religious duties should result in simḥah (usually translated as gladness or joy). Referencing Deuteronomy, the fifth book of the Torah, he wrote, “The joy [simḥah] which a person expresses in doing a mitzvah, and in the love of God that He commanded through them, is a great act of worship. And whoever restrains himself from this joy is deserving of punishment from God, as is said [in Deut. 28:47]: ‘[You will be punished] because you did not serve the Lord with joy and gladness.’”15 Thus forms of happiness, clothed in religious interpretations and significance, were central to Judaic teachings.

      
      
        Buddhist

        In the long, winding history of humanity, another dramatic collective shift seemed to occur between the eighth and third centuries BCE. In multiple locations, profound, unprecedented cognitive revolutions unfolded in relative parallel. Philosopher Karl Jaspers called this the Achsenzeit—axial age—to signify a pivotal turning in the earth’s history.16

        Among its luminaries, few are as influential as Siddhārtha Gautama, better known by the honorific Buddha (enlightened one), born circa 480 BCE (or possibly earlier). As with many traditions, Buddhism’s origins are veiled by a lack of historicity in the source documents. Nevertheless, the mythologized narrative describes the Buddha as living a sheltered life until age twenty-nine, when a series of existential encounters with mortality compelled him to pursue a religious path dedicated to exploring the human condition.17

        Living in a context shaped by Vedanta, the Buddha initially spent five years engaged in ascetic yoga practices. He eventually deemed such self-mortification unhelpful, though, and resolved to pursue a “middle path” (between indulgence and asceticism). The Buddha committed to meditating until he had attained nirvāṇa—introduced above and discussed further in chapter 3—and sat for forty-nine days until achieving his breakthrough. He then spent the next forty-five years formulating and disseminating his insights—known as the dharma, implying laws of nature—which are squarely focused on questions of happiness and well-being.

        Central to the dharma is the Four Noble Truths. First, life is pervaded by dukkha—often translated as suffering, yet perhaps better rendered as dissatisfaction (since Buddhism recognizes there are joys in life, but even these are imperfect). This is tempered by the second, however, which is that the cause of dukkha can be identified, attributed mainly to people’s tendencies toward craving and attachment. Moreover, having understood these causes, the third truth offers the redemptive hope that dukkha can be alleviated. The fourth supplies a map toward this goal: the Noble Eightfold Path.18

        The path is a detailed prescription for “right living.” Its ultimate goal is the zenith of nirvāna, but even if this superhuman peak may be unattainable for most people, the route itself offers opportunities for lessening dukkha and more reliably experiencing sukha (its antonym). The path has eight elements, frequently envisioned as spokes on a wheel, in that all support each other and should be cultivated together. These elements, prefixed by the adjective samyak (right or best), cover three broad dimensions of life: wisdom (vision and resolve), ethical conduct (speech, conduct, and livelihood), and meditation (effort, mindfulness, and concentration). A vast set of teachings then speak to the nuances of these elements and their promise in facilitating happiness (as we explore further in the next chapter).

      
      
        Hellenistic

        Arguably no era has had a greater influence on contemporary thinking around happiness than Hellenistic Greece. Even today many luminaries remain household names, their teachings the foundation of myriad aspects of modern life, and with numerous concepts still bearing a Greek etymological imprint, from democracy (power of the people) to philosophy (love of wisdom). Among this vast corpus of thought, Greeks had much to say on happiness and well-being.

        Of these intellectual pioneers, Aristotle undoubtedly has had the strongest influence on contemporary thought. Among his many contributions is the pivotal distinction between two forms of happiness: hedonic and eudaimonic. The former refers essentially to pleasure, while the latter reflects deeper forms of happiness arising through self-cultivation, which he defined as the “activity of the soul in accordance with virtue.”19 Etymologically it refers to having a good daimōn, a guiding spirit or perhaps, from a modern perspective, one’s conscience. A complex idea, it encompasses the cultivation of character, pursuit of knowledge, and commitment to ethical development.

        Aristotle was disparaging of hedonism, and likewise of most people, whom he complained were “slavish in their tastes,” preoccupied with superficial pleasures.20 Whether that analysis is fair is another issue, especially since his moral attitudes in general (e.g., regarding women) have been critiqued by modern standards. Nevertheless, this hedonic-eudaimonic distinction has proved influential to this day—even if the former is judged less harshly now—and is central to contemporary thinking around happiness.

        The era had many other contributions to our central topic of course. Take Stoicism, founded by Zeno of Citium around 300 BCE. Among its adherents was the Roman Seneca, whose works include De Vita Beata (On the Happy Life), featuring lines such as “the happy man is content with his present lot, no matter what it is.”21 Epictetus took this thought to its extreme, claiming it was possible to be “sick and yet happy, in peril and yet happy, dying and yet happy, in exile and happy.”22 This does not, however, mean hedonic or even eudaimonic happiness but instead a more contented form characterized by ataraxia, a lucid, tranquil, imperturbable detachment from the vicissitudes of life.

      
      
        Christian

        “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:3–11). Thus begins one of the most famous passages in history, the Sermon on the Mount. Delivered by Jesus toward the end of his ministry, this oration is often regarded as the zenith of his teachings, the “essence of Christianity.”23 As with other traditions here, Christianity had much to say on happiness.

        Consider the poetically repeated motif of the sermon: blessed. In the early Greek of the New Testament, this was makários, later rendered as beātitūdō in Latin, and then béatitude in French. This eventually became “blessed” in English, derived from the Proto-Germanic blodison, meaning to consecrate (originally with blood, as evident in its etymology). According to Darrin McMahon, however, in his exemplary Happiness: A History, an equally suitable—and even preferable—rendering of makários is “happy.”24 The sermon could therefore equally run, “Happy are the pure in heart, for they will see God.”

        This is no mere pleasure, but among the deepest—or highest—happiness possible. Here we strike against the limitations of language in that “happiness” can encompass many emotional states, from the banal to the sublime. In that respect, granular terms like blessed can indicate its more profound forms. As historian Thomas Carlyle wrote, “There is something higher than happiness, and that is blessedness.”25 Yet it would arguably be better to expand our conception of happiness itself to encompass notions like blessedness, and in chapter 3 we’ll include such states under the label chaironic happiness.

        Semantics aside, Jesus’s message was revolutionary. The prevailing ideas on happiness in the Roman world tended to position it either as determined by fate (and hence beyond people’s control) or only amenable to influence by select people (e.g., wealthy, powerful men). By contrast, Jesus not only preached that happiness could be attained by the poor and persecuted, but even more radically that such people were more blessed than the rich and powerful. This spectacular vision was not quite equivalent to the self-empowerment of the Stoics, as people remained at the mercy of God’s grace. Nevertheless, it was a redemptive idea that helped shape the modern world.

      
      
        Islamic

        A central debate within Christianity was whether the blessed state described by Jesus was attainable on earth or only in the afterlife. We find similar considerations in the last great monotheistic tradition to emerge, Islam, which originated in Mecca in the seventh century CE. There the Prophet Muḥammad was born in 570, and received revelations from Allah (God), the recitation of which became the Quran. Now Islam has the second-highest number of adherents worldwide (nearly two billion), with the Quran among the most influential texts ever composed. Again, among its teachings are in-depth commentaries on our key themes.

        It differentiates forms of happiness, for instance, including mut’a and sa’adah. The former refers to sensual pleasure, akin to the hedonism disparaged by Aristotle, and likewise denigrated as mere earthly satisfaction. That said, in considering the farah (joys) available in this life, the Quran differentiates “blameworthy” forms, which celebrate “the life of this world” (13.26), from “praiseworthy” ones rejoicing “in the bounty of God and His grace” (10:58). In any case, sa’adah is valorized as a superlative, even ultimate happiness, only accessible to believers in the afterlife. The latter features in the title, for example, of the classic work The Alchemy of Happiness by the great eleventh-century Persian theologian Abū Ḥāmid Muḥammad al-Ghazālī.

        Considerable attention is paid in Islam to the nature of this reward, with the Quran painting beautifully detailed images of Jannah (paradise).26 This is portrayed as a vast Edenic garden of rewards and joys, featuring many regions and levels, access to which depends on people’s conduct in life. Some aspects of its account attend to sensual delights (such as beautiful sights), and others on more elevated visions (like beholding God).

        Such evocations, though, do not mean that Islamic perspectives on happiness are only focused on the afterlife. As with the notion of praiseworthy joys, its teachings elucidate what a good life on earth involves. This includes character development—such as the cultivation of temperance, modesty, and self-restraint—which pertains to eudaimonia. Indeed, both Greek and Islamic scholars contributed to the blossoming vision of humanity in the Renaissance.

      
      
        Renaissance

        The pre-context for our next era is the so-called Dark Ages, a period of European history roughly from 500 to 1200 CE. Its disparaging coinage derives from Petrarch (1304–1374), reflecting a perceived near absence of independent thought, juxtaposed with the forthcoming “light” of his age. The term is misleading, as this epoch did include openness and creativity. Nevertheless, Western peoples’ outlook was dominated by the church, which had taken on some dark tones, often despairing of the possibility of worldly happiness. In The Misery of the Human Condition, for instance, the future Pope Innocent III (1161–1216) bleakly wrote, “All [people’s] days are full of toil and hardship . . . Rich or poor, master or slave, married or single, good and bad alike—all suffer worldly torments and are tormented by worldly vexations.”27

        Yet a dialectic counterpoint to such pessimism emerged through an optimistic humanism, celebrating humankind and the possibility of happiness on earth (not only in the afterlife). This movement took root in the twelfth century with the formation of Europe’s first universities, leading the nineteenth-century historian Jules Michelet to coin the term Renaissance to describe the rebirth of learning that ensued—driven above all by the rediscovery of the classical world, with the increasing availability of Greek and Roman works. Through these dynamics, Europe embraced newly encountered perspectives on the good life.

        Initially, most scholarship remained within a Christian matrix—a synthesis exemplified by Saint Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274), who integrated church teachings with classical philosophy, such as equating Aristotle’s notion of a prime mover with God. By the fourteenth century, however, some strands of humanism began to slowly become extricated, with an independent spirit epitomized by Petrarch, reflected in the legend of him climbing Mont Ventoux to appreciate nature for its own sake. The church had tended to denigrate such pleasures as self-indulgence. But humanism ushered in secular visions of the good life, including encouraging people to engage in their own pursuits of truth and beauty.

        The Renaissance then bloomed in the fifteenth century, as the Italian awakening spread north. A celebrated event was the discovery in 1417 of Lucretius’s long-lost poem De Rerum Natura (On the Nature of the Universe).28 In this, he discussed the ideas of Epicurus (341–270 BCE), who saw humans as entirely physical products of the cosmos who cease to exist after death. As such, Epicurus argued that the goal of life should be happiness—though not the hedonic self-indulgence with which his name is often erroneously associated today, but per the Stoic ideal of ataraxia. Thus even while Christianity remained hegemonic in Europe, secular visions of happiness were increasingly prominent.

      
      
        The Enlightenment

        Moving into the sixteenth century, this burgeoning secularism began to generate new modes of inquiry. Most consequential were the first major stirrings of empirical science, as propelled by the likes of Sir Francis Bacon (1561–1626) and Galileo Galilei (1564–1642). Their efforts inaugurated a compelling new sense that well-being could be influenced by freethinking study and measurement of the natural world. Hand in hand with this empiricism, a bold vision and narrative started to seize the collective imagination, namely progress, with the emergence of this temporal mindset widely recognized as marking the transition into modernity.29

        Previously, the dominant Christian orientation had been a powerful combination of retrospective yearning for a golden age (the Garden of Eden) and eschatological hope for future redemption (paradise). But driven by advancements in science and technology, a potent belief emerged in the linear, inexorable improvement of life, as reflected in Bacon’s utopian novel New Atlantis. This belief truly took hold in the eighteenth century, epitomized by The Encyclopédie, led by Denis Diderot and involving over 150 scholars, which advocated for the advancement of science, secularism, tolerance, rationality, and open-mindedness. The age consequently was known as the Enlightenment, with an overarching message that happiness can be found on earth, above all through the development of character and pursuit of truth.

        Moreover, not only were people encouraged to pursue the good life independently but there were also concomitant efforts to arrange it systemically. A powerful idea emerged: that society itself could be restructured to better enable flourishing. This vision helped propel the revolutions in the United States (1776) and France (1789), with their respective founding ideals of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, and liberty, equality, fraternity. In practice, these ideals were difficult to realize and sometimes betrayed. Even so, the belief in the perfection of society as a pathway to happiness became forcefully attractive.

        In many respects, the world today bears the imprints of this era. Political thinking, for instance, is shaped by Enlightenment ideals like utilitarianism, as developed by Francis Hutcheson (1694–1746), and later Jeremy Bentham (1742–1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806–1873). This is a family of consequentialist ethical theories—where the ultimate arbiter of an action is its consequences rather than abstract principles—that aim to maximize well-being. In Hutcheson’s words, “The best action is the one that procures the greatest happiness of the greatest numbers.”30 With such thinking we enter the contemporary era, where happiness becomes an academic concern.

      
      
        Therapeutic

        In our modern age of scholarship on happiness and well-being, one can arguably identify four main waves. The first began in earnest around two hundred years ago with the formalization of psychiatry and psychotherapy. Their roots stretch further back of course. Throughout history, cultures have identified and treated problems which these disciplines today call mental illnesses or “disorders.” The fields themselves then emerged in proto form over many centuries.

        An early milestone in the West was the founding of a priory in London in 1247 to shelter the sick and infirm, which treated “insanity” as early as 1403, and served exclusively that purpose from 1676 on. In 1808, Britain then legislated for the widespread establishment of such asylums, in the same year that psychiatry itself was coined by Johann Reil—from the Greek psyche (soul or mind) and iatros (healer). The profession then announced itself with the first major work by Emil Kraepelin, widely celebrated as the father of the field. Around this time psychotherapy was also coming into being—a term coined by Walter Dendy in 1853—though initially just as a feature of psychiatry itself.

        While these fields were concerned with well-being, it was of a limited kind, although this limitation itself was not appreciated until the second wave. As elucidated below, the pivotal insight of the newer incoming wave was to regard mental well-being as a spectrum—as discussed in the introduction—spanning a negative pole (the presence of illness), through zero (the absence of illness), to a positive pole (the active presence of health). Yet this first wave focused almost exclusively on its negative territory.

        Many key figures did not even acknowledge the positive territory, and if they did, it was generally not deemed relevant or amenable to their endeavors. Their prerogative was to help people reach the relative neutrality of zero, as reflected in Freud’s remark quoted earlier about the goal of psychotherapy being limited to turning “hysterical misery into ordinary unhappiness.” There were exceptions, such as William James’s pioneering work The Varieties of Religious Experience, which touched on ideas and experiences that we might situate in the positive realm of the spectrum. Overall, though, the focus was on alleviating mental illness.

        It was the subsequent openness to explore more positive territory that heralded the emergence of a new second wave. This first wave did not cease of course; psychiatry and psychotherapy still flourish today. Indeed, waves of scholarship tend to not dissipate but rather continue to unleash energy; likewise, newer waves usually do not replace earlier ones but instead augment them. So while these fields continue to play vital roles vis-à-vis well-being, they were joined from the 1920s onward by a newer generation of humanistic scholars and practitioners.

      
      
        Humanistic

        In a dialectical process, the negative focus of the first wave soon compelled some to center on the positive potential of humankind. Among the first was Otto Rank, initially a protégé of Freud who broke away in the 1920s to concentrate on healthy developmental processes (in contrast to Freud’s focus on psychopathology). For instance, Rank’s Will Therapy examined the primal “creative will”; critiquing Freud for reducing creativity to a mere by-product of the sex drive, it looked at people’s self-consciousness and agency in the creative process, and above all their own individuation, moving “from creature to creator, in the ideal case, creator of himself, his own personality.”31 For Rank, psychotherapy should therefore create nurturing spaces for clients to explore these individuation processes.

        In turn, he influenced Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers, widely regarded as the twin founders of humanistic psychology. As Rogers said, “I became infected with Rankian ideas and began to realize the possibilities of the individual being self-directing.”32 He proceeded to create his person-centered therapeutic approach, envisaged as helping people become “self-actualized”—essentially, the fulfillment of human potential, and a modern incarnation of the Aristotelian notion of eudaimonia—including by reaching a congruence between their actual and ideal self.

        Rogers’s efforts were complemented by Maslow, who also helped develop the notion of self-actualization. To account for such possibilities, he proposed his well-known—but somewhat misunderstood too—hierarchical conception of human needs to explain how this process might unfold, as we’ll explore in chapter 5. Moreover, he beautifully captured the spirit of this new wave by establishing its foundational spectrum metaphor: “It is as if Freud supplied us the sick half of psychology and we must now fill it out with the healthy half.”33

        Which brings us to this book’s central focus, for this “healthy half” refers to the positive territory of the mental well-being spectrum, to the broad terrain encompassed by the label happiness. Furthermore, since Rogers and Maslow first stressed the importance of this realm, research and theory has steadily accumulated, with an emphasis on scientific approaches ushering in a third wave.

      
      
        Scientific

        Although the first two waves did incorporate the scientific method—testing theories through empirical research—they were mainly anchored in a therapeutic context. Gradually, though, interest in well-being overflowed these applied arenas and began attracting scientific attention across numerous fields, heralding a new wave.

        These energies started building in the 1960s, driven by attempts to measure well-being (with quantification a hallmark of science). For example, an important construct in happiness research is life evaluation, for which the dominant assessment tool was developed back in 1965: psychologist Hadley Cantril’s Self-Anchoring Striving Scale, which asks respondents to consider where they currently stand on a ten-rung ladder whose base and top represent, respectively, their worst and best possible life.34 This is still widely used, including in the influential Gallup World Poll (GWP), whose results are the basis for the high-profile World Happiness Report (WHR), which annually ranks nations on this item.35 Besides this, many other key scales were in place by the 1980s.

        This wave then crested at the turn of the millennium, exemplified and propelled by the creation of positive psychology by Martin Seligman (on assuming the presidency of the American Psychological Association in 1998). Although scientific work on well-being had been accumulating for years, positive psychology assembled its disparate pieces and placed the resulting picture center stage in psychology. The narrative is that prior to positive psychology’s emergence, the field was generally focused on disorder and dysfunction. Some areas did attend to positive well-being, such as the ongoing tradition of humanistic psychology and the emerging scales above. But overall, psychology tended to dismiss notions like happiness as not especially serious or worthy of scientific attention.

        It was therefore significant when Seligman used his presidency to give these topics the weight and significance they merited. Indeed, much of this book draws upon the scientifically informed work associated with or inspired by positive psychology. Yet the development of well-being science has continued apace, to the point where a new fourth wave is now emerging in response to issues with this scientific base.

      
      
        Global

        As productive and innovative as well-being scholarship has been over recent decades, it has faced various critiques. Thankfully, though, such critiques are helping improve its methods and understanding as scholars respond to the charges. Some issues are significant, but they nevertheless can be resolved without the field fundamentally changing, and thereby constitute a refinement of the three waves above. When assessing factors that influence happiness, for instance, most current research is correlational, which limits the extent to which causality can be ascertained. In that case, the answer is to conduct more longitudinal studies, which indeed is happening. Doing so does not revolutionize the science, though, but rather improves it.

        Some academic critiques and responses are so fundamental, however, that they constitute a real paradigm shift—in philosopher Thomas Kuhn’s terminology—and herald a new wave. This is so with one of the most challenging contentions faced by contemporary well-being science: that it is Western-centric, and so lacks the universal validity and scope toward which it strives.

        Psychology has long been taught and practiced the world over of course. Still, as an international endeavor, its center of gravity has been the West and—following the Second World War—North America in particular, given the overall political, economic, military, and cultural hegemony of the United States.36 These dynamics have meant that concepts, priorities, and methods associated with US psychology have come to dominate the field. In turn, the contours of US psychology have been shaped by the predominant values and traditions of the United States. Tracing the patterns further back, the United States itself has been influenced by the historical currents mentioned above, particularly the Western lineages, from Greek philosophy and Christianity to the Renaissance and Enlightenment.

        An example of such dynamics is the US tendency toward individualism. As theorists like David Bakan have argued, human beings have two fundamental modes of existence: agency (as autonomous self-contained beings) and communion (as also inextricably part of networks of other people and processes).37 Cultures appear to differently emphasize these modes: following theorizing by Geert Hofstede and Harry Triandis, decades of research suggests that the West generally tilts toward individualism and the East toward collectivism (although these broad generalizations belie the complex dynamics of these regions, as we explore in subsequent chapters).38

        This individualism can be traced to Western eras like the Enlightenment, and is characterized by an emphasis on personal agency and rights (in contrast to collectivism, which prioritizes the group).39 Such traditions influence how people in those cultures perceive and understand the world, including scholars themselves. An influential article in 2010 pointedly argued that the vast majority of research in psychology—up to 96 percent by some estimates—has been conducted by and on people in societies considered “WEIRD” (Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic).40 Significantly, most of the world is not comparably WEIRD, which raises questions about the validity and universality of such work. For instance, shaped by their cultural situatedness, Western scientists are liable to focus more on happiness as an individual phenomenon (e.g., dwelling on personal strengths), rather than attending to its collective dimensions (e.g., its sociocultural aspects).

        In the context of the wider dynamics of globalization, however, such trends are shifting. Although there has been cross-cultural research in psychology for over a century, it has remained fairly niche and underappreciated in the field as a whole. Yet now scholars are getting better at not only conducting research globally—rather than restricting it to WEIRD contexts—but also engaging with different cultural perspectives around happiness. This includes, for example, not only doing cross-cultural assessments using Western-derived constructs like Cantril’s ladder—which is still very valuable and useful—but exploring diversity in what happiness actually means in various places.

        Indeed, such engagement is the premise of my own research over recent years (and hence my particular interest in these global dynamics): a lexicography of “untranslatable” words relating to well-being.41 These are words without exact equivalents in English, and so signify phenomena overlooked by English-speaking cultures—thus also by psychology, whose default language is English—but identified by another culture.42 Through this project, I’ve sought to enrich the map of concepts relating to well-being by incorporating ideas from other cultures.

        My approach has been to analyze these words looking for common themes, and twelve categories have emerged so far, grouped into three meta-categories: qualia (featuring positive emotions, ambivalent emotions, embodiment, and cognition), relationships (love, prosociality, eco-connection, and aesthetics), and development (character, competence, understanding, and spirituality).43 Although still a work in progress, the project suggests that current Western-centric conceptualizations of well-being are overlooking important ideas and perspectives from other cultures.

        Such work thus reflects—and is inspired by—the emergent fourth wave of global scholarship, as do many other research endeavors we’ll encounter throughout the book. In so doing, the chapters that follow seek to provide a snapshot of a truly dynamic, fast-moving, and exciting world scene, beginning with contemporary ideas around the very concept of happiness itself.

      
    
  
    
      
        3

        The Forms of Happiness

      
      The previous chapter considered the roots of happiness, tracing some of the formative historical influences that have shaped modern thinking on this topic, culminating in four waves of contemporary well-being research and practice. Having set this context, the book will now explore different aspects of this scholarship. Much of the literature hails from the third wave—characterized above all by a scientific approach—since this constitutes the main arena in which most of the relevant research has taken place. One should also be mindful, however, that the majority of this work is Western-centric, influenced especially by scholarship in the United States. So where possible, we’ll pay attention to the emerging fourth wave, acknowledging that our current understanding of happiness is not final or total but instead continues to improve, including by becoming more cross-cultural and global.

      But even in its present imperfect state, the existing scholarship on happiness is truly vast and comprehensive, spanning numerous fields of inquiry and endeavor, from physical sciences such as biochemistry to more social sciences like economics. It has been driven above all by psychology, which has led the way in developing key models and metrics. That said, happiness research is genuinely interdisciplinary. Even if many of the ideas and methodological tools primarily originated in psychology—although their roots stretch back into the traditions featured in chapter 2—they have since been harnessed by other fields. As such, the book will cover the breadth of happiness research across academia.

      We begin in this third chapter by looking at current perspectives on what happiness is. By that I mean how happiness has been conceptualized and operationalized by contemporary science into discrete forms or types. In doing so, I want to carefully thread the needle of summarizing the consensus of third wave scholarship while also pointing to fourth wave developments that challenge or complexify this consensus. In a nutshell, from a third wave perspective, modern scholarship has tended to follow Aristotle in identifying two main kinds of happiness: hedonic and eudaimonic. Yet newer, fourth wave scholarship points to additional nuances and types that may warrant inclusion in our evolving taxonomies.

      
        This chapter explores perspectives on what happiness is, considering how it has been conceptualized by contemporary science into discrete forms (even if actual experiences may interweave several at once).

      

      A significant case in point is Gallup. Founded in the United States in 1935, it conducted its first survey abroad in 1938, and gradually expanded its overseas reach, culminating in establishing its annual GWP in 2005, surveying citizens in more than 160 countries. It usually includes around a hundred items, covering most aspects of life, including well-being. For that, it has focused on what tend to be regarded as the two main aspects of hedonic happiness (although I will introduce some nuance to this classificatory approach below): life evaluation and positive emotions. Thus with such efforts, well-being scholarship had already been taking on global dimensions.

      More recently, however, Gallup has gone even further in its worldwide engagement via the new Global Wellbeing Initiative—a partnership with a Japan-based research foundation called Wellbeing for Planet Earth—with which I’m privileged to be involved.1 Its impetus is the recognition that despite assessing happiness globally since 2005, the GWP metrics are still Western-centric, with measures like life evaluation—as assessed by Cantril’s ladder—influenced by Western traditions such as individualism. It’s not that such measures lack global relevance; people the world over do understand and respond to these items. The issue is whether they capture the full picture of happiness, or conversely, whether there may be dimensions that are being overlooked since they are not widely acknowledged in Western cultures (as has been suggested by my own lexicography project).

      Consequently, the Global Wellbeing Initiative aims toward a more cross-culturally inclusive picture of well-being by developing new items for the GWP that reflect non-Western perspectives. The initial focus has been on Eastern cultures, with nine items included in the 2020 poll, covering topics like balance and harmony, peace and calm, and communal well-being. These have been augmented in the 2021 poll by questions on vitality, connection to nature, and mindfulness. The plan going forward is to expand the scope still further to include perspectives from other world regions. Through endeavors like this, well-being scholarship is becoming more globally comprehensive, inclusive, and nuanced.

      As such, here I’ll tentatively add to the two main forms established in the literature: hedonic and eudaimonic. To begin with, I identify several forms of happiness that are often included within these two, but arguably are better considered as distinct forms in themselves. Hedonic happiness is usually seen as comprising positive feelings and judgments of life satisfaction or evaluation. I’ll reserve hedonic just for positive feelings, however, and describe the latter as evaluative happiness. With eudaimonia, it now seems to have become a catchall term for all happiness-related experiences that fall outside the scope of hedonia, including character development, meaning/purpose, and mastery/achievement. Here I’ll reserve eudaimonia specifically for character development, and extract these other elements as two separate forms: meaningful happiness and accomplished happiness.

      Having thus identified five different forms, I further discuss another nine potential ones that can be found in the literature (particularly its emerging fourth wave). These fourteen forms are not mutually exclusive, and a given well-being experience may certainly involve several intertwined. A helpful metaphor is therefore to view these forms as different “flavors”; despite being distinct, they can be blended together to create unique and complex tastes.

      Nevertheless, it is helpful to conceptually acknowledge these distinct forms to show the granular varieties of happiness. Even these fourteen may not be exhaustive, and other forms may exist. I gave consideration, for instance, to including a notion of aesthetic happiness, capturing the powerful experiential state of being moved by beauty. Yet ultimately it seemed it could be adequately accounted for by a combination of several forms here (e.g., hedonic, absorbed, meaningful, and intellective). Still, further scholarship will possibly—even probably—identify other forms beyond the fourteen here.

      Having so many distinct forms can become somewhat complicated and unwieldy though. As such, I have organized them according to whether their primary modality is either feeling, thinking, or doing—recognizing, though, that every form probably involves all three in some way, since experience is generally multidimensional—as illustrated in figure 4. As the cautious language here suggests, this classificatory approach is only based on my conceptual analysis of these forms and has not yet been explored empirically (e.g., using factor analysis). Even so, it is a useful way of organizing the relevant ideas.

      
        Current research focuses on two main forms: hedonic (essentially, feeling good) and eudaimonic (essentially, becoming good). Emergent scholarship, however, suggests various other potential forms, with this chapter reviewing fourteen in total.

      

      I should also acknowledge that rather than multiply the taxonomy in this way, some people may simply prefer to expand hedonia and eudaimonia to encompass these other forms. This case has been made, for instance, regarding broadening eudaimonia to include spirituality. There may be merit to the simplicity of that approach, and in some contexts—for example, teaching the topic to children—presenting just a binary hedonic-eudaimonic distinction might be appropriate. In general, though, introducing further granularity by conceptualizing other forms is useful.

      One should be clear, however, about the relative weight of the respective literature. I would estimate that roughly around 50 percent of the scientific work focuses on evaluative happiness, followed by 30 percent on hedonic, and 15 percent on forms currently treated as eudaimonic (including those I classify here as distinct forms, such as meaningful happiness). The other types then share about 5 percent between them. That said, this 5 percent figure only pertains to these being explored as forms of happiness per se, and many have a substantial literature on their own terms. Notions of balance and harmony, for instance, are not usually treated as forms of happiness per se, but there is a voluminous literature on relevant topics such as work-life balance. As such, these concepts do have a substantial basis in academic scholarship.
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          Figure 4 Fourteen provisional types of happiness.

        
      
      In terms of happiness itself, though, these other forms are admittedly more tentative and speculative. But it is worth bearing them in mind to appreciate potential future directions in this arena. Indeed, work will be needed to explore not only these less well-substantiated forms (e.g., to ascertain whether they do merit including in an enriched taxonomy), but also whether there are additional possibilities besides the ones considered here. We are really only beginning to appreciate the full potential scope and complexity of happiness, and other forms may yet be revealed.

      As a final point, I’ve sought to find a common thread among these forms by defining them with reference to the conceptualization of happiness elucidated in the introduction, namely a desirable mental experience of quality. This notion will animate and interweave all fourteen forms, beginning with hedonic happiness.

      
        Hedonic

        The first five forms considered here pertain primarily to feelings. By far the most widely researched form is hedonic happiness, sometimes also referred to as subjective well-being, a construct primarily developed by Ed Diener and colleagues.2 Essentially, this form is about feeling good. Yet subjective well-being is not unitary. It is usually interpreted as comprising two main aspects: affective and cognitive. The affective aspect means feeling good in life (i.e., positively valenced emotions), and the cognitive aspect involves feeling good about life (i.e., a positive appraisal of one’s existence).

        Here I would like to immediately introduce some taxonomic nuance, as indicated above, and suggest that hedonic happiness is best conceptualized as only pertaining to the affective aspect of subjective well-being. We can then refer separately to the cognitive aspect—which is not really about hedonia, as conventionally understood—as a distinct form of evaluative happiness, discussed later in the chapter.

        So, this book will reserve hedonic happiness only for the affective aspect of subjective well-being. This aspect tends to involve assessing current or recent feelings through the prism of positive affect (PA) versus negative affect (NA). Emotions can generally be categorized—with exceptions known as mixed emotions—as having either a pleasant (PA) or unpleasant (NA) hedonic tone, such as joy or sadness, respectively. Tools like the Positive and Negative Affect Scale then ask to what extent people felt such emotions over a given period, with the resulting ratio offering an appraisal of subjective well-being’s affective aspect.3 Thus hedonic happiness could be regarded as a desirable mental experience of quality in relation to one’s present emotions, with particular emphasis on high arousal PA (which differentiates it from our next form).

        As a final point here, I generally avoid the term subjective well-being in this book. Although the construct may have a precise and narrow meaning for scholars in the field—combining cognitive and affective aspects of mental well-being, as elucidated above—the words themselves imply something far broader. As articulated in the introduction, well-being can be understood as having mental, physical, social, and spiritual dimensions, all of which can be experienced subjectively. As such, “subjective well-being” implies people’s own felt sense of their well-being across all four dimensions. By contrast, the established construct of subjective well-being mainly pertains to the mental dimension, and only a portion of it at that. So to avoid confusion, I will not use the label here, and will instead refer separately to its affective and cognitive aspects as hedonic and evaluative happiness, respectively.

      
      
        Contented

        Closely aligned with hedonia is contented happiness, often conceptualized as low arousal PA. From one perspective, one could simply expand our conception of hedonia to include such feelings. It is arguably more useful to view this as a distinct form, however, since it includes states not usually considered particularly hedonic (e.g., tranquility), and even ones that might not be positively valenced at all (e.g., equanimity). We could thus view contented happiness as a desirable mental experience of quality in relation to one’s present emotions, but with particular emphasis on low arousal PA.

        One way to appreciate these dynamics is to conceptualize PA along a spectrum of arousal, from quieter states such as peace or calmness, to more energized ones like joy or bliss. Most research on PA focuses on relatively high arousal forms such as enjoyment (though frequently not the peaks of PA, which are reflected in some forms below, such as chaironic happiness). Yet researchers increasingly acknowledge that this prioritization may reflect a Western cultural bias, and relatedly, that inattention to lower arousal affect is a conceptual lacuna.4

        Consequently, scholars are now paying more attention to cultures that emphasize low arousal experiential states. As noted above, the Global Wellbeing Initiative, for instance, has focused on developing new items for the GWP based on Eastern perspectives on well-being, with the 2020 poll including three pertaining to contented happiness: In general, do you feel at peace with your life? Did you experience calmness during a lot of the day yesterday? Would you rather live an exciting life or a calm life? Such research will help expand academic conceptions of happiness to include such states.

        Moreover, just because contentment may have been highlighted more by Eastern cultures, it is not only valued or experienced by people in those cultures, and may be more universal than is appreciated. Indeed, on the third question above, most people in every country polled—with the exceptions of Georgia and Vietnam—tended to prefer a calm life (low arousal PA) to an exciting one (high arousal PA). Similarly, research on lay perceptions of happiness worldwide, including in Western countries, found the most prominent definition was “inner harmony,” encompassing inner peace, contentment, and balance.5 Note, though, that inner harmony not only includes low arousal states (peace and contentment), but also balance and harmony, which we’ll explore below as a subtly different form of harmonic happiness.

      
      
        Mature

        Contented happiness took us into affective territory where positive valence is relatively mild or even absent, such as neutral states of equanimity. Strikingly, we can travel even further “downward” to find forms of happiness involving some negative valence. Such experiences are not necessarily in the negative territory of the mental well-being spectrum though; as we saw in the introduction with the example of a sportsperson, just because an experience is negatively valenced does not automatically mean it constitutes suffering. Still, some experiences could be characterized as such, but through a strange alchemy, one may yet potentially find forms of happiness in these very experiences, meaning they might no longer be appraised as suffering.

        Central to eudaimonia, for instance, is personal development, as elucidated below. This may often include and even require experiences that are difficult rather than pleasant. Consider psychotherapy, which usually involves becoming aware of, reflecting on, and integrating negative aspects of oneself (in Jungian terms, “the shadow”). Similar dynamics apply to other opportunities for growth, both voluntary (e.g., learning a skill) and involuntary (e.g., crises). The latter is reflected in a burgeoning literature on “post-traumatic growth,” in which the process of wrestling with distressing experiences can potentially generate some positive changes in people (e.g., renewed appreciation for life).6

        Psychologist Paul Wong has proposed the idea of mature happiness to account for such dynamics.7 Drawing on Buddhism, he argues that suffering is inherent to the human condition and cannot be eluded. Buddhism, however, also holds that powerful forms of happiness—including the zenith of nirvāṇa, discussed in chapter 2 and further below—can yet be found by facing and engaging with such suffering. Similarly, Wong drew inspiration from Viktor Frankl, whose pioneering creation of logotherapy—healing through meaning—derived from his personal trauma experienced in the camps of World War II8. Frankl asserted powerfully that not only might redemption be found amid life’s difficulties, but such challenges may even be a source of fulfillment too, and are intimately connected to deeper forms of happiness.

        Indeed, philosophical traditions like Taoism suggest distress may be necessary for happiness to be known at all, in that phenomena usually require a counterpart for their existence (e.g., “up” only makes sense in relation to “down”). People’s very experience and knowledge of suffering may therefore be what makes their happiness so precious and valued—the dark backdrop that allows the light to shine all the brighter. As Khalil Gibran expressed it poetically, “The deeper that sorrow carves into your being, the more joy you can contain.”9

        This insight does not necessarily come easily or quickly to people, but instead may need to be attained through hard-won experience, hence Wong’s qualifier “mature.” That said, some people do express a preference for a “psychologically rich life,” which involves having diverse and complex experiences and emotions, including those that may be challenging or negatively valenced.10 In any case, sought or not, mature happiness might be viewed as a desirable mental experience of quality regarding the way one has responded to suffering in one’s life.

      
      
        Chaironic

        The potential horizons of affective happiness are further expanded—this time upward—by another useful concept proposed by Wong. Although conceptualizations of hedonia focus on high arousal PA, these tend not to include its most intense or significant forms (but rather less highly charged states like enjoyment). For such elevated states, he proposed the idea of chaironic happiness, based on the Greek chairo, which has meanings like gladness, joy, and bliss, but also grace and blessing. With such roots, this form could be viewed as a kind of spiritual happiness, defined by Wong as “feeling blessed and fortunate because of a sense of awe, gratitude, and oneness with nature or God.”11

        We should note that one need not necessarily equate such happiness purely with positively valenced emotions. Indeed, Wong suggests this form can overlap with mature happiness in that, for some people, the solace and even fulfillment they might find in their suffering is often interpreted as spiritual. This kind of transformational process might even be seen as the heart of spirituality, as embodied in the powerful redemptive motif of Christ on the cross. But whether involving suffering or not, this type of happiness does seem to be qualitatively different—more elevating or profound perhaps—than mere hedonic forms.

        With its spiritual overtones, such happiness naturally intersects with the idea of spiritual well-being. In the introduction, I suggested the latter could be viewed as the quality of relationship one has with phenomena deemed sacred (e.g., God)—that is, how one stands in relation to spiritual dimensions of existence. By contrast, chaironic happiness is centered more on feelings of spirituality. Clearly there is considerable overlap between these phenomena, but nevertheless there is value in differentiating them.

        What spiritual means, though, is itself much debated. But a good starting point is what philosopher Rudolf Otto influentially called the numinous: anything qualitatively different from regular events and modes of consciousness.12 This could include moments of stillness or insight in meditation or prayer, being profoundly moved by art, experiencing oneness with the world, falling so deeply in love that one’s self dissolves, and so on. That said, such states need not necessarily be conceptualized as spiritual; Maslow’s notion of peak experiences covers similar ground and is open to secular interpretations. Thus we might broadly conceive of chaironic happiness as a desirable mental experience of quality in relation to self-transcendence.

        Crucially, chaironic states are qualitatively different from closely related experiences such as flow (discussed below in relation to absorbed happiness). The added X factor is hard to pin down, but is best seen as involving the sacred in some way. This term is also elusive, but many modern conceptualizations rest on the pioneering work of sociologist Émile Durkheim, who contrasted it with the profane: the latter pertains to ordinary everyday life, and the sacred concerns “things set apart and forbidden.”13 This can include divine beings, and associated places and objects, but also phenomena that are “just” precious or meaningful, like memories or objects one holds especially dear.14

        A potential further element here is the idea of grace. In Christianity, for instance, it describes the “unmerited” love and redemption bestowed on humans by God—a gift granted not because humans have earned it but rather freely given. Chaironic experiences have a similar dynamic. Although one can try to facilitate them—practicing meditation, for example—one cannot force or will their appearance. Rather, they tend to arrive spontaneously and out of the blue (by grace, if you will), and depart just as mysteriously, eluding attempts to prolong or capture them. Which is perhaps what make them so precious and sought after.

      
      
        Vitalic

        Of the five forms of happiness pertaining primarily to feelings, this last one brings us into slightly different ontological territory. Specifically, into a consideration of the body—into one’s existence as a physical being. Among these fourteen forms are three that branch away from mental well-being and reach out toward the other three dimensions of well-being. We’ve just seen how chaironic happiness intersects with spiritual well-being, and below relational happiness connects to social well-being. Completing the picture, vitalic happiness pertains to physical well-being.

        In the introduction, the positive realm of the physical spectrum was labeled vitality, being positioned as the physical analogue to happiness. It therefore refers to not only being relatively free of physical illness (zero on the spectrum) but thriving too (excelling physically in some way). From a critical perspective, however, the whole distinction between physical and mental is somewhat artificial and constructed, since the mind permeates the body and vice versa, as explored further in later chapters. In objective terms, the physical body and brain constitute one interconnected system. Likewise, in subjective terms, many qualia involve both embodied physical sensations and mental phenomenology. Take an experience like joy, for example. This is not only a mental event (objectively as brain activation, and subjectively as emotionality), but a physical one too (objectively as physiological processes distributed throughout the body, and subjectively as embodied feelings).

        Likewise, vitality not only has physical aspects (e.g., high levels of bodily energy), but mental aspects too (e.g., a mind-set characterized by zest and gumption), both of which have objective manifestations (i.e., physiological activation) and subjective manifestations (i.e., qualia).15 With that in mind, although vitality fundamentally pertains to the physical well-being spectrum, conceptually and experientially it overlaps with the mental spectrum. Indeed, some aspects of it may pertain more to the mind than the body, like an enthusiastic attitude, resilient spirit, or vivacious personality. We might thus refer to these more mental manifestations of vitality as vitalic happiness, involving a desirable mental experience of quality with respect to one’s physical being.

        As ever, though, more research is needed to explore these dynamics. Indeed, vitality has often been overlooked by researchers, perhaps reflecting the Western-centric nature of academia, with embodiment having been relatively neglected in the West compared to other cultures. To that end, the Global Wellbeing Initiative introduced an item on vitality in the 2021 GWP. Its formulation was tricky due to an impoverished English lexicon in this area. After much discussion, we opted to ask about “enthusiasm,” since this seems to incorporate both physical (e.g., energy) and mental aspects (e.g., attitude). Through such analyses, we may find that vitalic happiness really does constitute an important aspect of mental well-being.

      
      
        Evaluative

        Having considered forms of happiness that are primarily about feelings, we turn our attention to four that have more to do with thinking. By that I do not only mean discursive thoughts but also cognition in the broader sense, encompassing modalities such as perception and attention.

        This first form is perhaps the most widely studied type of happiness, accounting for at least 50 percent of the empirical research by my rough estimate. I’m referring to the second main aspect of subjective well-being, which I call evaluative happiness. Although often conflated with hedonia, as noted above, it makes sense to treat it as distinct. Whereas hedonia is primarily affective, evaluative happiness is mainly a cognitive phenomenon, being a desirable mental experience of quality with respect to appraising one’s life (either as a whole, or in relation to specific domains, such as work).

        Evaluative happiness has been operationalized via constructs like life evaluation, life satisfaction, and quality of life. These reflect one’s global assessment (all elements together) of life generally (over a reasonable span of time rather than a passing moment). One of the earliest measures was Cantril’s ladder, which has subsequently been augmented by many others, the most prominent being the Satisfaction with Life Scale, which as of early 2022 has nearly thirty-four thousand citations.16

        These are valuable and influential constructs. The WHR, for instance, has made an immense impact—highlighting the importance of happiness to arenas such as economics and policy making—all based on Cantril’s ladder (in the GWP). This item is well chosen. If you could only pick one question to ask people about well-being, that is probably the best, since it invites reflection on their life as a whole. Even so, it may not capture everything about happiness; people might prioritize another form of it—such as pursuing a virtuous path, as per eudaimonia—even if it detracts from other aspects of their life and hence hinders their life evaluation overall.

        Nevertheless, we will have much more to say about evaluative happiness throughout the book. When we consider the mechanics (chapter 4), factors (chapter 5), and interventions (chapter 6) relating to happiness, much of this research focuses on this form in particular.

      
      
        Meaningful

        With this next form, we move into territory usually associated with eudaimonia. As noted above, contemporary scholarship follows thinkers like Aristotle in presenting this latter concept as a broad counterpart to hedonia. The most prominent model in this space is Carol Ryff’s influential model of “psychological well-being,” which features six dimensions: self-acceptance, positive relationships, autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life, and personal growth.17 Clearly, these are in a very different realm from hedonia.

        Yet eudaimonia has arguably now become a catchall category for anything happiness-related that is non-hedonic. The expanded taxonomy here therefore offers an opportunity to refine our understanding of eudaimonia, since it allows some of the qualities frequently bundled up within it their own space, as distinct forms of happiness in their own right. In that regard, let us reserve eudaimonia for self-development—essentially, the cultivation of character and virtue, as elucidated below—as this is more closely connected with classical theorizing on the concept. Doing so then enables other dimensions within Ryff’s model, which are not necessarily to do with self-cultivation, to be considered separately.

        The first of these is meaning and purpose in life, widely seen as integral to well-being. Besides Ryff, for example, they are central to Martin Seligman’s PERMA model of flourishing, alongside positive emotions (i.e., hedonic happiness), as well as engagement, relationships, and achievement (with these aligned, respectively, with absorbed, relational, and accomplished happiness, as explored below). For Seligman, meaning/purpose can be found in “belonging to and serving something that you believe is bigger than then self.”18

        In that description, though, we can see how finding meaning/purpose in life does not necessarily involve eudaimonic cultivation of character. Many people find some meaning and purpose, for instance, in supporting sports teams, myself included (shout out to Brentford and Liverpool football clubs!). Such activities certainly fall within Seligman’s definition, yet they do not require any self-development or pursuit of virtue. For reasons like these, it is helpful to disaggregate meaningful happiness from eudaimonia, allowing it to be recognized as valuable on its own terms, namely as a desirable mental experience of quality with respect to one’s meaning and purpose in life.

        As a final point, this form overlaps with mature happiness in that it can also include experiences that are negatively valenced yet are interpreted positively in other ways. In my twenties, for example, I spent several years working as a psychiatric nursing assistant. This included many challenging episodes, which evoked various difficult emotions. Overall though it was highly meaningful to me, not least because I felt I was doing something valuable and worthwhile. This is not the same as evaluative happiness; at that point, I was not particularly satisfied with my life overall for various reasons, nor indeed with my career per se. Yet still I found real purpose in what I was doing. Such complexities again attest to the value of a more granular taxonomy.

      
      
        Intellective

        Still within the realm of thought is a form of happiness that has been largely overlooked by modern scholarship, but may warrant inclusion here. It pertains to the cultivation of character and virtue that is central to eudaimonia, as elucidated below, and from one perspective, could be simply enfolded within as one of its elements or manifestations. Similarly, it overlaps with chaironic happiness. The advantage to an expanded taxonomy, however, is it creates space to appreciate forms on their own terms, without being subsumed within broader categories, as has happened with this particular type.

        We find its importance addressed in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, which was pivotal in establishing the notion of eudaimonia. Toward the end, the text suggests that the highest form of happiness comes from the highest exercise of virtue, namely the reflective study, contemplation, and understanding of what is best and most noble in life. For those who are spiritually inclined, such contemplation may take on an avowedly religious character (hence the overlap with chaironic happiness). In his influential interpretations of Aristotle, for example, Aquinas depicts such contemplation as a perfect happiness, involving complete satisfaction of the will, found in a full, final intellective vision of God.

        These ideas indicate an intellective or contemplative happiness, wherein one can soar up into elevated and rarefied states of being through reflecting on, as well as understanding, some great good. Here “intellective” is used, since although “contemplative” is in keeping with the way Aristotle discussed this topic, in modern discourse it has connotations with meditative states, which pertain more to absorbed, chaironic, and nirvanic happiness. In sum, we might describe this form as a desirable mental experience of quality relating to one’s intellectual or contemplative being (i.e., aspects of mental life that particularly concern intellect, cognitions, and understanding).

      
      
        Absorbed

        The final form of happiness relating to thinking—using the latter in its broadest sense to refer to cognition generally—covers various valued states denoted by labels like absorption, engagement, focus, creativity, and play. These align with the notion of engagement in Seligman’s PERMA model, and above all center on how attention modalities are deployed. This form could therefore be depicted as a desirable mental experience of quality relating to one’s attentional engagement.

        Among the most widely studied phenomena here is psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s notion of flow.19 Using an experiencing sampling method—where people are contacted at random moments and asked about their current thoughts/feelings—he examined which activities in life people found most rewarding, and observed a pattern of experiential phenomena that he called flow. The activities themselves tend to be intrinsically valued (enjoyed for their own sake), and well matched to one’s skills, neither too demanding (which can be stressful) nor too easy (which can be boring). Common examples are playing sport or music, though the range of possibilities is essentially limitless.

        The resulting mental state is one of total involvement, absorption, concentration, or captivation. One is completely focused on the task, with no intruding or extraneous thoughts. Such focus elicits a loss of subjective sense of self and time, which is usually experienced as liberating. Crucially, these activities are not exactly enjoyable per se—otherwise they might be classified under hedonism—even if people describe them as such afterward. They are not primarily affective states at all, but instead are a different mental order altogether.

        This form also encompasses the multitude of practices and states covered by the term meditation. We will discuss meditation in more detail in chapters 4 and 6, but the essential point here is that it involves above all training attention skills, such that one can deploy these to enhance well-being. At the risk of oversimplifying a complex topic, a distinction is frequently made between two main meditative forms (even if many practices involve a mix or sequence of both): focused attention and open awareness.20

        Some forms of focused attention overlap with flow. One may enter deep absorption by focusing intently on stimuli like the breath, say. That said, flow may not necessarily be equivalent; a crucial difference lies in the relative presence of conscious awareness. In flow, people commonly get “lost” in the activity and are not consciously present per se. By contrast, most meditation is characterized by heightened conscious awareness and increased presence in the moment. Yet such distinctions are still not well understood, and more research is needed to better tease these phenomena apart.

        In comparison, other forms of meditation facilitate states of open awareness. Rather than focusing on specific stimuli, one aims to be expansively receptive to all qualia that pass through consciousness, registering but not clinging onto them. A metaphor often invoked is watching clouds float through the sky. The practice of mindfulness is one example of open awareness—even if many mindfulness sessions begin with focused attention to stabilize the mind—as we explore further in chapter 6.

      
      
        Eudaimonic

        Finally, we move into forms of happiness that are more about “doing” (though of course they still also involve feeling and thinking). The place to begin is with eudaimonia, which in its broader sense has been discussed extensively already. Here I am using it in a more selective way, however. As noted above, eudaimonia has become something of an umbrella term for all happiness-related phenomena that fall outside the remit of hedonia—from meaning and purpose to mastery and accomplishment. Yet an expanded taxonomy allows these phenomena to be valued as distinct forms of happiness in their own right.

        This means we can preserve eudaimonia for dimensions of mental well-being that align more closely with its classical framing. As articulated by the likes of Aristotle, eudaimonia is essentially about self-development, the cultivation of one’s character. This does not simply mean having a “personality” but rather trying to become one’s best self. Moreover, it has a moral dimension. Eudaimonia is not just about becoming skilled at something (which is captured by accomplished happiness below). It also embeds a sense of aiming toward acting and thinking in ways that foster the good. Or as Aristotle put it, eudaimonia is the “activity of the soul in accordance with virtue.”21 We might therefore position eudaimonic happiness as a desirable mental experience of quality in relation to one’s personal development.

        Such ideas find their modern articulation in a wealth of concepts and models relating to self-development. To begin with, the very possibility of such development was articulated by the humanistic psychologists who ushered in the second wave of well-being scholarship—introduced in chapter 2—including Rank, Rogers, and Maslow, as well as Kurt Goldstein, credited with coining the term self-actualization.22 This latter phrase evoked the possibility that within every person is a seed of potentiality, which with careful nurturing may blossom and bear fruit to its fullest capability.

        Scholars then sought to capture the precise dynamics of self-development, including identifying potential stages. Maslow, for instance, created his well-known hierarchy of needs—as we’ll discuss in chapter 5—with self-actualization near its peak, followed by self-transcendence. Other models were then fashioned that identified a broadly similar pattern—that is, culminating in some form of self-actualization—albeit with slightly different emphases, from Erik Erikson’s framework of psychosocial development, to Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of moral development.23 Such are the potential contours of eudaimonic happiness.

      
      
        Accomplished

        While eudaimonia focuses on the cultivation of character, accomplished happiness is more about skills. Essentially it means being able to successfully navigate one’s environment, which clearly is integral to well-being. It is reflected in numerous concepts, spanning illness and health. With the former, it is manifested in constructs such as coping and resilience. Then in more positive terms, this form involves thriving in the contexts one finds oneself, reflected in notions such as mastery (one dimension of Ryff’s model).

        Although mastery is often incorporated into eudaimonia, I am reserving the latter for character development, as elucidated above, allowing us to consider mastery on its own terms. Although skills and character sometimes overlap, they are not identical. Creativity may be a character strength, for example, but painting is a skill. Indeed, one can be skilled at abilities that matter little in terms of one’s personal values, but are nevertheless conducive to well-being.

        Moreover, skills are not necessarily about becoming one’s best self—the essence of eudaimonia—but rather the interplay and fit between oneself and one’s environment. In that respect, skills tend to be context dependent and situationally relevant. A city dweller may be adept at navigating an urban environment (e.g., dealing with busy roads), for instance, but not a rural one (e.g., identifying wildlife), and vice versa for a rural inhabitant.

        Finally, this form of happiness is not only about the skills themselves but also the rewards one may receive from their successful use, as per the notion of achievement in Seligman’s PERMA model. These can be social (e.g., status and recognition) and/or nonsocial (e.g., material benefits, such as safely negotiating one’s milieu). Both rewards are powerful forces, motivating as well as shaping human concerns and behavior. Accomplished happiness might therefore be conceived as a desirable mental experience of quality in relation to successfully navigating life’s challenges.

      
      
        Harmonic

        When thinking about navigating life, two interlinked concepts are particularly relevant: balance and harmony. Furthermore, their importance is not limited to dealing with the world around but instead appears to extend across all areas of existence. Indeed, balance and harmony may even be a “golden thread” running through all aspects of well-being.24 As such, their successful instantiation in one’s life might be regarded as a form of “harmonic” happiness. Before giving examples, it is worth differentiating balance and harmony, as these are not synonymous (even if often treated as such).

        Balance tends to denote the quality of relationship between two dialectically related phenomena, either poles of a spectrum (e.g., hot versus cold), or dichotomous categories (e.g., work versus life). Temporally such dyads can be either synchronic (in the moment), such as the homeostatic equilibrium of temperature (neither too cold nor too hot), or diachronic (over time), for example averaging a good work-life balance over one’s career. In most cases, people are concerned with optimal balance, as reflected in concepts such as Aristotle’s golden mean, the “Goldilocks principle,” and the Swedish notion of lagom, all of which denote an ideal of calibrating just the right amount of a given quantity:25 not simply identifying the midpoint on a spectrum, or just crudely giving equal priority to two categories, but carefully finding the ideal point or relative weight (which may sometimes be skewed far toward one pole or category).

        Then in conceptualizing harmony, traditions like Chinese and Greek philosophy frequently elucidated it as an ideal using the example of music, where it denotes a pleasing, ordered gestalt of multiple notes.26 So if balance describes an ideal connection between two phenomena, harmony might be the emergent relationship quality between multiple such balancing acts. Consider a harmonious marriage. This implies not just finding balance regarding one aspect of the partnership (e.g., the division of tasks), but potentially all of them (or at least most).

        On reflection, balance and harmony are relevant across all aspects of life and indeed throughout the forms of happiness. With emotions, for instance, we find concepts like emotional equanimity, equilibrium, complexity, and diversity.27 The first two pertain more to balance and are closely linked to contented happiness, describing an equipoise between positive and negative emotionality. By contrast, the latter are more about harmony among a broad and well-differentiated range of feelings, including even negative ones, and thus has relevance to mature happiness and a psychologically rich life.

        But balance and harmony not only pertain to emotions. Take character, say, where Aristotle’s golden mean holds that virtue is found in an optimal balance between extremes (e.g., courage as avoiding both timidity and rashness), which has relevance to eudaimonia.28 Or work-life balance, which reflects the judicious allocation of time and resources to various life elements, and may be integral to forms like meaningful and evaluative happiness. Or in the social arena, good self-other interactions involve balancing each other’s needs, which is important for relational happiness (introduced next).

        From this perspective, well-being involves numerous such balancing acts, with their overall configuration ideally being in harmony. As such, harmonic happiness constitutes a desirable mental experience of quality with respect to how well the elements of one’s life are ordered and operating together. Moreover, although this could be deemed a specific form of happiness, in a meta sense these principles also apply to the other forms, as alluded to above. Perhaps then, in its fullest, deepest sense, the most complete form of happiness might be found in attaining harmony among all the forms themselves.

      
      
        Relational

        Although I’ve positioned happiness as covering the mental dimension of well-being, some forms transcend its boundaries, overlapping with its other dimensions. We’ve seen chaironic and vitalic happiness intersect with spiritual and physical well-being, respectively. Completing the trifecta, relational happiness brings in a consideration of social well-being.

        It is therefore of a different ontological order to the other forms here, which tend to be conceived as individual experiences. Some may involve other people (e.g., meaningful happiness arising from joining a community), but are generally conceptualized as existing within the person as a psychological state. This focus on intrapsychic happiness may reflect the individualism of Western cultures that shaped the development of psychology.

        By contrast, some other cultures prioritize forms that are fundamentally relational and intersubjective.29 Such processes exist at the level of multiple people as an emergent gestalt. Just as a melody does not inhere in single notes but instead in a sequence, relational happiness is a property of a social group, shared among multiple living beings. Rather than an intrapersonal state, it involves interpersonal synchrony and togetherness. With this form, one could not speak of an individual feeling good if others in their group are not, reflected in the saying that a person is only as happy as their unhappiest child.

        We should note here the subtle difference between relational happiness and social well-being. The latter pertains to the quality of people’s relationships and communities, signifying their breadth, depth, strength, and so on. By contrast, relational happiness is a shared experience, which is somewhat different. In being thus shared, it is therefore also distinct from experiencing other forms of happiness because of a relationship. Relational happiness, then, might be conceived as a shared desirable mental experience of quality arising from a relationship dynamic.

        The little research there is on relational happiness suggests it is emphasized in cultures regarded as more collectivistic (e.g., in the East) and downplayed in those deemed more individualistic (e.g., in the West). As such, it has largely been overlooked in contemporary academia given its Western-centricity. Yet we may well find that—as with other overlooked forms—this mode may be more universally valued and experienced than is appreciated.

        Indeed, from a critical perspective, simply mapping the collectivist-individualist dichotomy onto an East versus West binary may represent a contemporary incarnation of the pejorative Orientalist discourse identified by Edward Said.30 Such generalizations tend to obscure the dynamic heterogeneity of these regions: there are movements and cultures in the West that embrace elements of collectivism, and conversely, emergent forms of individualism in the East (and indeed, the modernization theory of cultural change suggests a relatively universal movement in the direction of individualism).31

        Moreover, even if the West is predominantly individualistic, its people nevertheless still need relationships and recognize their importance, as seen in the voluminous literature on social capital. Arguably, the fullest manifestation of relational happiness is love—at least reciprocal love between living beings, for other forms also exist—which most people would surely regard as a universal. We must thus be wary of assuming that relational happiness (and other forms here) only pertains to certain cultures, and be open to it potentially having wider relevance.

      
      
        Nirvanic

        This chapter has covered a great deal of ground, with this expanded taxonomy allowing for an extensive accounting of the nuances of happiness. But even the diversity of forms above might be incomplete. Despite the wealth of scholarship over the past century, our understanding remains provisional and in need of further efforts. We may have not yet touched the outer limits of what humans are capable when it comes to well-being.

        To that point, this chapter has mainly focused on contemporary academic concepts of happiness, developed in psychology as practiced in the West, but this is not the only arena in which relevant ideas have been formulated. As we saw in chapter 2, many religious, spiritual, and philosophical traditions have also developed detailed theories in this space. Moreover, these are not merely historical, as if superseded by modern academic ideas. Many traditions still exist and continue to offer much to our understanding of happiness.

        Let’s consider Buddhism. This choice reflects several factors. First, of all comparable traditions, it may be the most psychologically oriented, replete with detailed theories on the mind and well-being. Second, for that reason perhaps, it has received the most attention in contemporary psychology, reflected in many thousands of studies on meditation, most of which focus on Buddhist-derived practices like mindfulness. Third, I have personally and professionally (as the subject of my PhD) been drawn to this tradition for over twenty years, and have found it of great relevance to happiness.

        From one perspective, Buddhism is entirely focused on helping people find happiness—in the deepest sense—and has accumulated twenty-five hundred years’ worth of intricate teaching and practice toward this goal. We cannot delve into their details here, so it will necessarily suffice to merely allude to the “nirvanic” happiness that is central to the Buddhist vision.

        Key to Buddhism is the Noble Eightfold Path, a detailed prescription for “right living,” as introduced in chapter 2. Advancing even a little along this path is likely to improve well-being, including the forms of happiness above. But its ultimate goal is nirvāṇa. While fundamentally elusive and ineffable, aspects of its meaning can be glimpsed by considering its etymology, namely to blow out or extinguish. Phenomena to which this process might apply range from psychological patterns that contribute toward duḥkha (e.g., craving and attachment), to one’s very sense of selfhood. In so doing, one may experience the kind of ultimate happiness denoted by terms like nirvāṇa.

        More esoterically, nirvāṇa promises release from saṃsāra, the endless cycle of birth, death, and rebirth that is inherently pervaded by duḥkha (in the metaphysics of Buddhism and comparable traditions). This cycle can be interpreted according to various time frames, from successive physical lives implied by theories of reincarnation to the moment-to-moment way the human self is continually renewed. As such, metaphysical claims of reincarnation aside, most Buddhists believe one can potentially attain nirvāṇa in this lifetime.

        Clearly, we are in esoteric and rarefied territory here, and readers are encouraged to explore the topic further. Suffice it to say that nirvāṇa cannot be understood simply as a feeling or thought but rather a whole way of being (hence its inclusion here as a type of doing). In terms of our common definitional thread, one might thus describe nirvanic happiness as a desirable mental experience of quality with respect to one’s relative freedom from suffering. This dry description, however, belies the vast promise of nirvāṇa in Buddhism, where it is positioned as being of a radically different existential order to other human states, potentially constituting a veritable zenith of flourishing. With that we conclude our expansive—but still not exhaustive—tour of the varieties of happiness.

      
    
  
    
      
        4

        The Architecture of Happiness

      
      Having explored different forms of happiness, we turn to the fascinating question of how such states are manifested and experienced. These include physiological, psychological, phenomenological, and sociocultural processes, which together create the “architecture” of happiness. Essentially, this chapter examines what happiness is made of. This is subtly different from the next chapter, which looks at factors that influence it. Economic factors play a role in how happy people are, for example, but money itself does not constitute happiness. The question of what does constitute happiness—or similarly, what generates, produces, or creates it—is our focus here.

      Our starting point is to recognize these mechanics as multidimensional. So I’ll briefly introduce a framework to help us approach the material with that in mind. First, the notion of dimensions can be understood in terms of ontology, as we saw in the introduction, where I discussed four main dimensions of well-being (physical, mental, social, and spiritual). Here though I would like to bring in a different ontological schema: the Integral Framework, created by philosopher Ken Wilber. He also identifies four principal dimensions, but his are mind, body, culture, and society.1 These are created by juxtaposing two common binaries: mind-body and individual-collective.

      
        Neurophysiological dynamics constitute the “raw material” for happiness, which is then filtered through psychological processes—which themselves have been shaped by sociocultural influences—to create the subjective experience of happiness.

      

      Before delving into the details, I should note that such divergence between frameworks is not only fine—there is more than one way to carve up existence—but can be useful. By bringing different frameworks together, and exploring their intersections and tensions, one can better tease apart and conceptualize the subtle complexities of life. In that respect, Wilber’s schema can help us better appreciate the dynamics of our four main well-being dimensions.

      The first binary featured in Wilber’s framework is the mind-body dichotomy. This has been debated for centuries by philosophers, and in some form is accepted by most thinkers (except for strong materialist or idealist monists). In the context of Wilber’s model, “mind” refers broadly to subjective experience (our inner, private, phenomenological world of qualia), whereas “body” refers to our objective existence (as a physical, material being).

      This distinction is different to that between the mental and physical dimensions of well-being, and indeed uses the terms mind and body in a subtly different way. In the introduction, mental and physical well-being were described as reflecting the state of one’s mind and body respectively. Moreover, I suggested that both mind and body have subjective aspects (i.e., qualia) and objective aspects (i.e., physiological processes). By contrast, in Wilber’s framework, mind and body denote this subjective-objective dichotomy itself. These semantic nuances reflect the fact that words like mind and body can have numerous meanings, some of which overlap or even conflict. When using these words, I will aim to make clear in the text which meaning is being invoked.

      The relationship between mind and body—in both senses of these words—is complex and disputed. In terms of the mind-body distinction as deployed in Wilber’s framework, at present, the dominant scientific approach is the neural correlates of consciousness paradigm, which traces patterns of association between mind (subjective states) and body (physiological states).2 Yet their relationship remains poorly understood and is still fundamentally quite mysterious. This paradigm does not, or cannot yet, establish causality, for instance. Brain states do not necessarily cause subjective experience per se. Qualia may well depend—supervene, in philosophical terminology—on brain states for their existence. The brain, however, is better seen as the physiological architecture or mechanism by which the mind is instantiated, rather than its cause.

      A positive mood, say, has been linked to neurotransmitters such as serotonin and dopamine. But its proximate cause may be a hug from a loved one, the response to which is then expressed physiologically in the brain as neurotransmitter activity and phenomenologically in the mind as a pleasant emotion. In that sense, mind and body—subjective and objective existence— may be two sides of the same coin: mind is the body/brain experienced from the “inside,” and the body/brain is the mind observed from the “outside.”

      The second binary is the individual-collective distinction. This draws on the idea—introduced in the previous chapter—that humans have two fundamental modes of existence: agency (as autonomous beings) and communion (as part of networks). Wilber’s insight was to juxtapose this binary with the mind-body distinction, creating a two-by-two matrix, with mind versus body as the columns, and individual versus collective as the rows, as illustrated in figure 5.

      The top row covers the standard mind-body dichotomy—that is, applied to the individual—as outlined above. The bottom row is where the model is especially innovative, suggesting that subjective mind and objective body can also be understood as existing at a collective level. Collectively, mind is an intersubjective phenomenon that Wilber labels as culture. When people form groups (of any scale), they enter a shared experiential horizon, featuring common ideas, values, traditions, and even feelings (as per relational happiness). Likewise, the collective also has a body, an interobjective material reality denoted as society, which includes anything that is physically observable or measurable. At the level of a nation, for instance, this ranges from its demographics and economy to its climate and geography.
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          Figure 5 The Integral Framework.

        
      
      Here one can again note the valuable intersections between Wilber’s framework and the four well-being dimensions outlined in the introduction. Above we saw that mental and physical well-being are orthogonal to the mind-body distinction, in that both forms of well-being have subjective and objective aspects. Similarly, social and potentially even spiritual well-being can be understood as having both intersubjective and interobjective aspects.

      With Wilber’s framework in mind, this chapter considers some key processes by which happiness is generated. Much of the presentation concentrates on the upper-right dimension of the body/brain, which is where most scientific research is situated—in paradigms referred to as affective neuroscience or the neural correlates of well-being approach.3 Crucially, though, it will not only do so. It is important to also consider the roles played by subjective, intersubjective, and interobjective dynamics, especially as these are often overlooked.

      As with all chapters, the presentation cannot be exhaustive; the literature is too voluminous and complex. But it at least shows the main jigsaw pieces. One heuristic for how these fit together is that neurophysiological dynamics constitute the “raw material” for happiness. This material is then usually filtered through psychological processes, which themselves have been shaped by sociocultural influences, to create experiences of happiness, as illustrated in figure 6.

      There are two final points to mention. First, the relevant literature mostly revolves around hedonic or evaluative happiness, as does happiness research generally (as noted previously). There are valuable exceptions, but unless otherwise stated, the happiness in question pertains to these two main forms. Nevertheless, I would suggest that the dynamics illustrated above apply to all forms of happiness.
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          Figure 6 The architecture of happiness.

        
      
      Second, there is sometimes a blurry line between whether something can be deemed to create happiness (the focus of this chapter) or influence it (the next chapter), and at times the distinction is tricky to maintain. It is ambiguous whether temperament, for example, constitutes part of the architecture of happiness itself or simply is an influence. Nevertheless, in other instances the division is evident and clear. In any case, subtle semantics aside, these next two chapters together provide a good appraisal of the myriad of processes that create and shape happiness, beginning here in the realm of the body/brain.

      
        Genetic

        Let’s start with the biological cards people are born with. As with most aspects of human functioning, researchers have investigated whether there is a genetic aspect to happiness. This inquiry is driven by the two-part observation that people appear to have relatively stable temperamental happiness baselines or “set points,” and more significantly and relevantly, that these vary among people. One thus wonders whether, as with phenotypes like personality, such patterns may be influenced by inherited predispositions. Both observations are complex and contested, but are generally fairly well supported.

        Regarding baselines, a substantial literature has emerged around the idea of a “hedonic treadmill.” This was prompted by eye-catching research that appeared to show that striking changes in fortune—for good (e.g., winning the lottery) or bad (e.g., a debilitating accident)—did not seem to durably alter happiness.4 There were short-term alterations, understandably, but people reportedly adapted to their circumstances surprisingly quickly (after a few months, say), whereupon they seemingly returned to their habitual level of happiness. The study did not actually measure happiness before and after the change, however, but instead relied on people’s retrospective and prospective ratings, and subsequent work has provided more nuance to its conclusions. On the plus side, it seems possible to shift one’s baseline upward through activities like meditation (as we explore in subsequent sections, and further in chapter 6); conversely, some experiences may be so traumatic that baselines are durably lowered.5 Yet overall, people’s happiness appears relatively stable.

        In any case, any within-person change does not undermine the central point about a genetic underpinning to happiness: a given event may improve happiness baselines overall, yet genetically-influenced individual differences may stay relatively constant. Which brings us to the second point. Significantly, people seem to vary in their baseline. Many factors potentially contribute to this variation, including socialization.6 But at least part of the puzzle appears to be genetic.

        Researchers have reached this conclusion via various methods, most prominently studies involving the “classical twin design.” Such work relies on the fact that monozygotic twins share approximately 100 percent of their segregating genes, while dizygotic twins on average share just 50 percent. Crucially, though, if twins are raised in the same family, they share a common family environment. As such, differences between monozygotic twins are attributable to unique environmental experiences, while differences between dizygotic twins may be due to such experiences and unique genetic factors. By comparing phenotypic similarity for monozygotic versus dizygotic twins, researchers can then model the extent to which individual differences in a given phenotype—such as happiness—can be variously attributed to additive genetic, dominant genetic, shared environmental, and unique environmental variations.

        Overall, meta-analyses of such research suggest a heritability for happiness of around 40 to 50 percent, meaning around 40 to 50 percent of individual differences are due to genetic factors, and 50 to 60 percent to environmental influences.7 It is a complex picture, however, and not as simple as “nature versus nurture.” Genetic and environmental factors are not independent but rather have complicated interactions through gene-environment interplay, including gene-environment correlation and gene-environment interaction.

        Regarding gene-environment correlation, a genetic propensity for happiness may enhance the chances of experiencing happiness-inducing events and environments; a temperamentally sociable or agreeable person, say, is more likely to have positive social interactions, enhancing their well-being even further.8 Then regarding gene-environment interaction, genetic factors can influence the extent to which environmental conditions affect well-being, as per the framework of vantage sensitivity.9 The serotonin transporter gene 5-HTTLPR, for instance, has been tentatively connected to mental illness, with short (rather than long) alleles linked to outcomes such as depression (although such findings and interpretations are disputed).10 Moreover, an emerging body of work suggests that people with short alleles are not only more vulnerable to stress (the “diathesis-stress perspective”), but are also more sensitive to environmental influence per se—good and bad—so in positive contexts are more likely to accrue gains in well-being.11

        Although the research initially tended to focus on specific genes such as 5-HTTLPR, the trend now is toward genome-wide association studies. This work indicates that most common human emotional and behavioral phenotypes tend not to be influenced by a few genes with large effects, but rather by hundreds or thousands of genetic markers—known as single nucleotide polymorphisms—with small effects. Regarding happiness, the most comprehensive genome-wide association study to date identified 148 single nucleotide polymorphisms associated with life satisfaction and 191 with PA.12 Needless to say, though, this is a hugely complex topic, and we have barely scratched the surface here. Similar considerations apply to our next factor.

      
      
        Neurochemical

        The physiological processes most directly implicated in creating feelings of happiness involve neurochemicals (organic molecules or peptides generated by and modulating the nervous system). Neurochemical activity is influenced by genes, but also by the environment and people’s behavior. A classic example of the latter is the way exercising can generate the “runner’s high,” to which the compounds below contribute. With happiness, researchers often highlight serotonin, dopamine, oxytocin, and endorphins in particular, and to a lesser extent, endocannabinoids, gamma-aminobutyric acid (GABA), and epinephrine (adrenaline). This section will briefly consider each.

        One should note first though that a comprehensive review found that evidence for their effect on happiness specifically is tentative or inconclusive; most studies had inconsistent or weak results as well as poor experimental designs.13 In general, academic understanding in this arena has not been guided by such studies (i.e., which focus on happiness itself), but instead by research on outcomes such as depression, which has then been extrapolated to more positive forms of well-being. While depression and happiness might be situated on either side of a metaphoric mental well-being spectrum, they are not necessarily underpinned by the same physiological mechanisms, as emphasized by the dual continua model mentioned in the introduction. Current knowledge on the neurochemical bases of happiness as such is thus tentative and provisional at best. Even so, there is some justification for thinking the following may at least play some role in happiness, and potentially even scope for cautiously linking these neurochemicals to specific forms.

        Perhaps the most prominent neurochemical discussed in relation to happiness is serotonin (5-hydroxytryptamine). This is a monoamine neurotransmitter (i.e., involved in transmitting signals between neurons) and hormone involved in various processes, from sleep to nausea. Most relevantly here, it is implicated in mood; low levels are linked to depression and anxiety, with serotonin boosters (Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors) being for decades the most prominent class of medicines for depression and other conditions.14 It can also be elevated naturally by activities like exercise and environmental factors such as natural light. So to the extent that serotonin may enhance mood—potentially by reducing NA and/or increasing PA—we might conceivably link it to happiness, particularly its “feeling” forms such as hedonic and contented varieties.

        Attention has also focused heavily on dopamine (3,4-dihydroxyphenethylamine), a neurotransmitter and hormone involved in numerous phenomena, including memory, attention, and body movements. Primarily, though, it appears to be associated with pleasure, and related states like motivation and enthusiasm, functioning as a reward pathway, released in relation to progress toward goals.15 Many addictive drugs, such as cocaine, act on the dopamine system, but it can be activated in healthier ways too, including working toward any kind of desired outcome. In that sense, it pertains not only to hedonia but potentially forms like eudaimonic, meaningful, and accomplished happiness as well (which encompass goal-related self-development and achievement).

        Moving more into the territory of relational happiness, oxytocin is a neuropeptide (protein-like molecules involved in neural communication) and peptide hormone that has been called the “love hormone” or “bonding molecule” in popular culture. It is integral to bonding, trust, and connection, playing a key role in experiences like romantic attachment, sex, childbirth, and child-rearing.16 More broadly, it is implicated in increasing PA and activation of the parasympathetic nervous system (linked to relaxation and recuperation), and conversely, lowering NA and stress, and reducing sympathetic nervous system activity (fight or flight), and so also has relevance to forms like contented happiness.17

        Endorphins (endogenous opioid neuropeptides and peptide hormones) constitute the fourth main class that has been studied. Their function is revealed by their etymology: endogenous (produced by the body) morphine (an opiate analgesic). Thus they are opioids—powerful pain- and mood-altering substances that also include legal (e.g., fentanyl) and illegal (e.g., heroin) drugs—naturally produced by the brain. Of behaviors that prompt endorphin release, exercise is the exemplar, but others range from expressing anger to singing. These not only relieve pain but may potentially generate forms of happiness too, particularly its more energized or euphoric varieties, which brings us into the higher reaches of hedonia and possibly even chaironic territory.18

        Besides these four, other neurochemicals are less well studied and understood, but nevertheless may play a role in happiness. These include endocannabinoids: endogenous neurotransmitters that bind to cannabinoid receptors. These contribute to homeostasis—from appetite and metabolism to the cardiac and reproductive systems—which perhaps falls within the purview of harmonic happiness. They are also implicated in elevating mood, which again pertains to hedonic and perhaps chaironic happiness. The most well-known is anandamide—after the Sanskrit ānanda, translated as bliss, discussed in chapter 2—a marijuana-like substance that generates intensely positive feelings.19 Endocannabinoids are linked to exercise too, with suggestions that they, not endorphins, may be most responsible for the runner’s high.20

        Emotional intensity of a different sort is associated with epinephrine (adrenaline), a hormone central to the fight-or-flight response of the sympathetic nervous system. In some instances, its activation would not constitute happiness at all, such as situations of fear, anger, or stress. But in other contexts, it may drive experiences of thrill and excitement, which in their visceral intensity perhaps especially pertain to vitalic happiness.21 Additionally, for people particularly drawn to risk seeking who value these kinds of challenging rewards, such experiences may even incorporate elements of eudaimonic self-development.

        Finally, in more tranquil territory is GABA (gamma-aminobutyric acid), an amino acid and the chief inhibitory neurotransmitter in the central nervous system (i.e., decreasing activity by blocking or inhibiting certain brain signals). Given this role, it is associated particularly with contented types of happiness (while conversely deficits are implicated in stress, anxiety, and mood disorders).22 This interpretation is corroborated further by findings that it is produced naturally in response to relaxation-focused activities like meditation (while it is also found in or activated by certain substances, from medications such as barbiturates to particular foods).23

        Besides these endogenous neurochemicals is a veritable universe of psychoactive compounds that can generate happiness-related experiences. By way of example, consider N,N-dimethyltryptamine. Found in certain plants (e.g., acacia) and animals (e.g., some frog species), it is a potent hallucinogen that is illegal in many countries. But where legal, it can function as an “entheogen,” eliciting spiritual experiences.24 It is an active ingredient in ayahuasca, for instance, used in shamanic and other religious rituals in South American cultures. In such contexts, it is linked to states that might be associated with chaironic or nirvanic happiness, from experiences of ego dissolution and self-transcendence to perceived encounters with divine beings.25

      
      
        Neural

        Intertwined with neurochemical activity—and precipitated by such activity—is the firing of neurons themselves, particularly the coordinated activation of neural networks. There are various ways of conceptualizing and studying these dynamics, driven by the technology available to peer into brain processes. Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) indicates the activation of brain regions by showing blood flow patterns, for instance, while electroencephalography (EEG) measures the electric activity caused by neurons firing. Such paradigms have generated a burgeoning interest in the neural correlates of happiness.

        This agenda includes investigations into its functional neuroanatomy—that is, the brain regions and circuits involved. A recent systematic review found that despite considerable variation, some consistent patterns were observed.26 The strongest and most widely observed association with happiness involved the anterior cingulate cortex, a region in the medial wall of each hemisphere with important connections to both the higher-level cognition of the prefrontal cortex and the emotional activity associated with the limbic system. The anterior cingulate cortex is therefore not only associated with pleasure and pain but also the self-regulation of emotions. Besides that, other notable regions include the orbitofrontal cortex, posterior cingulate cortex, superior temporal gyrus, and thalamus, which are involved in networks associated with processing and integrating stimuli that are relevant to one’s ongoing well-being.

        Such research focuses mainly on hedonic happiness. But there is some work on other types, notably a thriving research agenda into meditation, which principally pertains to contented, absorbed, nirvanic, and chaironic forms. This paradigm includes a decades-long collaboration between leading neuroscientists and the Dalai Lama and his team. Consequently, brain activity during meditation has been explored in hundreds of studies, allowing for the identification of the key regions and processes involved, and even elucidating subtle variations depending on the type of meditation.

        Two critical regions implicated across different practices are the aforementioned anterior cingulate cortex and prefrontal cortex.27 Both play pivotal roles in controlling attention—a defining feature of meditation—and other higher-level cognitive activities like regulating cognitive/emotional processing. During meditation, analyses show increased activation in these regions, bolstering evidence that meditation develops attention regulation skills. Furthermore, differences are observed between long-term and novice meditators, implying durable practice effects.28

        Complementing fMRI analyses, the EEG paradigm measures brain waves, which arise from the large-scale synchronization of neurons (including distributed neural networks). When neurons are stimulated by neurotransmitters, this alters their electric potential and often that of their neighboring cells too. The synchronized oscillations create larger regional currents, analyzed in terms of various parameters. Amplitude is the signal’s magnitude, reflecting the level of synchronized activity. Frequency denotes oscillatory cycles per second, divided into bands with functional significance: delta (one to four hertz), theta (four to eight hertz), alpha (eight to twelve or thirteen hertz), beta (thirteen to thirty hertz), and gamma (thirty to up to as much as two hundred hertz). Then coherence is the relationship stability between measurement points, reflecting functional connectivity between brain regions.

        With meditation, a key signature across different practices is increased amplitude and coherence in alpha and theta bandwidths.29 Although interpreting these dynamics can be difficult, this pattern may reflect a state of relaxed alertness, a potent mix of contented and absorbed happiness perhaps. This understanding is corroborated by meditators themselves via the neurophenomenology paradigm, where physiological assessments are combined with subjective reports. Other patterns include gamma synchronization, possibly reflecting activity in the default mode network—a circuit including the medial prefrontal cortex, posterior cingulate cortex, and angular gyrus—which is thought to signify the generation of reflective thoughts.30

        As with all sections, this coverage of neurodynamics is necessarily partial and brief. I’ll just mention one other notable finding: hemispheric asymmetry. A greater activation of the left hemisphere relative to the right is associated with PA and approach-related behaviors (i.e., toward stimuli deemed desirable); conversely, a greater activation of the right relative to the left is linked to NA and withdrawal-related behavior.31 Left-sided activation is also reliably observed in meditation compared to eyes-closed rest, complementing the findings above as to its benefits.32 Thus even with this brief snapshot, we can gain some insight into the neural dynamics that help provide the architecture of happiness.

      
      
        Psychological

        There are numerous emergent layers in the creation of mental states. In some ways, these can be regarded as being of lower and higher orders. At the base are neurophysiological building blocks such as biochemistry. On these are built the larger-scale activities of neural networks. Then, at some hazy, indeterminant point, out of the neurophysiological dynamics emerge psychological mechanisms. Here we start to encounter processes like emotion and thought.

        The ontological status of these latter processes is nuanced and complex. In Wilber’s framework, they straddle the mind-body divide, bridging the upper dimensions. The sections above were firmly in physiological brain territory. The section below on phenomenology is squarely in the realm of the subjective mind. But psychological dynamics are somewhere in between, or put another way, a mix of both. Phenomena like emotions have aspects open to conscious and subjective inspection (and so involve the mind, per Wilber’s deployment of this term), but also aspects that are not, being more unconscious or automatic (and so are better seen as still pertaining to the brain).

        In terms of psychological factors that help generate happiness, many play some role, from perception to memory. Again, there is not space here to be all-inclusive so it will suffice to focus on two of the most salient: emotions and thought. These are often seen as distinct or even oppositional, as per discourses of emotion versus reason. They are increasingly acknowledged as intertwined, however, each shaping the other.33 So if the neurophysiological processes above constitute the raw material of happiness, these become fashioned into a mental state by the complex interplay of emotion and thought. Let’s look into this process, beginning with emotions.

        The dominant theoretical approach regarding emotions involves naturalistic models, which conceptualize them in essentialist ways as universal “natural kinds” (i.e., as inner states generally available to all people). The circumplex model posits that affect is generated by the interaction of two independent neurophysiological systems: valence (pleasant-unpleasant) and arousal (active-passive).34 Conversely, the basic emotions paradigm associated with psychologist Paul Ekman proposes six main emotions—anger, disgust, fear, sadness, happiness, and surprise—which differ vis-à-vis antecedent events, appraisal, and probable behavioral responses, and are served by discrete and independent neural systems.35 With such models, an event like the reward-contingent release of dopamine could generate a positively valenced emotion (per the circumplex model) or a feeling of hedonia (per the basic emotion model).

        Naturalistic models have been critiqued by constructionist theories, however, which center on emotions as products of the complex dynamics of social interaction and the cultural context in which this occurs.36 Since such encounters are primarily discursive, emotions are seen as predominantly linguistic constructions (even if they also have embodied affective manifestations). From this perspective, given language differences across cultures—explored below—there is great cross-cultural variation in how emotions are experienced, interpreted, and understood.

        Although these contrasting perspectives may seem in opposition, between them is a middle ground—which this book embraces—featuring theories that incorporate elements of both. Such theories allow for the possibility of relatively universal affective experiences, but recognize these may be strongly shaped by sociocultural contexts. In doing so, such theories reflect the intertwining of emotion and thought highlighted above.

        Neuroscientist Lisa Feldman Barrett’s conceptual-act model, for instance, proposes that discrete emotions emerge from conceptual analyses of a “momentary state of core affect.”37 Core affect arguably pertains to the naturalistic theories; a generic feeling of pleasure, say, might be a relatively universal state linked to dopaminergic activity. Core affect, however, is then filtered through people’s culturally influenced linguistic-conceptual schemata and so interpreted as a specific emotion with particular meaning. These schemata not only determine what label the feeling is given but how it is appraised too—that is, perceived as desirable or undesirable, socially appropriate or inappropriate, merited or underserved, and so on. Such thoughts are interwoven throughout the emotional experience.

        The role of thought specifically in the emotion creation process has been especially highlighted by cognitive theories of mental illnesses and their associated therapies. In the early twentieth century, psychodynamic models of psychotherapy (e.g., Freud) were ascendant, attributing mental illness to childhood troubles and involving lengthy processes of digging into this history. But from the 1960s onward, pioneered by Aaron Beck, cognitive theories took a more direct approach, connecting such issues to current thought patterns.38 Depression, for instance, was associated with a triad of negative thoughts about the self (e.g., “I’m useless”), the world (e.g., “No one likes me”), and the future (e.g., “It won’t get better”). Such patterns may have developed in childhood, of course. Yet one need not dwell on history to correct them; it can be powerful simply to challenge these thoughts (e.g., “What evidence do you have that no one likes you?”). Based on such insights, cognitive therapy eventually became the dominant model in psychotherapy.39

        Moreover, just as negative thoughts are interwoven through distressing emotions, positive thoughts may help generate or shape happiness. This is the premise behind the positive thinking movement led by minister Norman Vincent Peale in the 1950s.40 There are limits to the power of such thoughts, and negatively valenced cognitions and emotions can even sometimes be conducive to well-being (e.g., if they encourage adaptive courses of action).41 But generally, there are close connections between positive thoughts and emotions, which is why interventions aimed at generating such thoughts (e.g., gratitude diaries) can be effective in facilitating happiness, as we explore in chapter 6.42

      
      
        Phenomenological

        The psychological dynamics above straddle the subjective versus objective mind-body divide: some aspects constitute objective nonconscious brain processes, while others fall into the realm of subjective qualia. Now we move fully into the latter terrain: the mysteries of phenomenology. “Mystery” is indeed apt. We now have a decent—albeit still limited—understanding of which brain processes and regions are associated with certain mental states. Philosopher David Chalmers, however, famously called that the “easy problem” of consciousness, in contrast to the far harder problem of how conscious experience arises from brain activity, of which we still have almost no definitive knowledge, only tentative speculations.43

        Nevertheless, arise it certainly does, and aside from exploring how this happens, one can and should also study consciousness on its own terms (i.e., vis-à-vis its own dynamics). The importance of doing so is emphasized by philosopher Frank Jackson: “Tell me everything physical there is to tell about what is going on in a living brain,” he wrote, “you won’t have told me about the hurtfulness of pains, the itchiness of itches, pangs of jealousy, or about the characteristic experience of tasting a lemon, smelling a rose, hearing a loud noise or seeing the sky.”44

        From that perspective, we can ask how happiness feels in the broadest sense—not only how we label it emotionally (e.g., pleasure), but what it really feels like, in all of its rich, embodied complexity. This brings us into the remit of phenomenology, a school of philosophy and psychology initiated in the nineteenth century by Edmund Husserl that systematically investigates the nature of subjectivity.45

        Such inquiry can take various forms, from meditative introspection by researchers themselves to asking others to describe their inner world. One productive line of inquiry is delving into language itself for clues about subjectivity. The foremost theorists in this arena are linguists George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, whose groundbreaking book Metaphors We Live By had over seventy-six thousand citations as of early 2022.46 Their work—and the scholarship inspired by it—highlights the intimate way that thought and language are intertwined with, and shaped by, our embodied experience in the world. As Lakoff writes, our conceptual systems “grow out of bodily experience . . . [being] directly grounded in perception, body movement, and experience of a physical and social character.”47

        As we explore the world as infants, our embodied experience generates three types of schemata: spatial orientations (e.g., up, down), ontological concepts (e.g., substance, container), and structured experiences (e.g., eating, moving). These provide the basis for a rich, complex system of metaphoric concepts, which also take three main forms (each drawing primarily on one of the schemata). Orientational metaphors allow people to think abstractly using spatial dynamics (e.g., “rising levels of happiness”). Ontological metaphors confer entity or substance status onto phenomena, such as describing one’s mind as a container (e.g., “full of thoughts”). Finally, structural metaphors allow abstract processes (e.g., understanding) to be configured as concrete activities (e.g., “I see what you mean”).

        Studying metaphors relating to happiness offers insights into its phenomenological dynamics. I conducted an analysis of academic discourse in this area, and above all found a sense of expansiveness associated with feeling good.48 Lakoff and Johnson themselves underscore the use of vertical orientational metaphors in this respect, with up and down associated with PA and NA respectively (e.g., feeling “on a high” versus “downhearted”). But the picture is more complicated, as people can also speak of “deep” happiness. As such, my analysis suggested happiness is not only about feeling elevated in phenomenological space—though it includes that—but the space itself being experienced as larger too.

        Psychologist Barbara Fredrickson makes a similar point with her influential broaden and build theory of positive emotions.49 When one is feeling low, the world tends to shrink, closing in on itself. But when feeling good, the reverse occurs: we look outward and upward; we connect with more of the world; we somehow feel lighter, airier, expanding to embrace more of life. Moreover, there may be subtle nuances in how this space is structured depending on the type of happiness. Hedonic and chaironic forms might involve feelings of soaring into the heights, for example, whereas contented and harmonic forms are potentially more about being grounded in depth.

        Besides expansiveness, a wealth of metaphors reveals other dimensions to happiness. Some are ontological, like the way positive feelings may be invoked by referencing liquid in a container (e.g., “bubbling up”). Relatedly, structural metaphors include depicting oneself as moving quickly between places, often in ways that intersect with orientational metaphors (e.g., “I was uplifted”). That said, some of these metaphors can apply to negative states too (such as “brimming with anger”), and so are not necessarily exclusive to happiness. They nevertheless reveal pertinent dynamics about its phenomenology.

      
      
        Sociocultural

        Our final stop on this brief architectural tour takes us into the collective realms of Wilber’s framework: the intersubjective domain of culture and interobjective domain of society. There are so many intersecting dynamics that we can barely scratch the surface. Still, I can at least highlight the importance of these dimensions, since they are frequently overlooked in accounts of how happiness is created (which tend to focus on physiology and psychology). For culture and society fashion the substance of happiness in many ways. If neurophysiological processes constitute the raw material of happiness, which then becomes worked into a mental state by the interplay of emotion and thought, these psychological processes are themselves strongly shaped by sociocultural dynamics.

        This shaping occurs in many interlinked ways. For a start, culture influences people’s values, which affect how they perceive and understand happiness. We encountered examples in the previous chapter, where forms like contented, harmonic, relational, and nirvanic happiness tend to be more highly valued in Eastern cultures than in Western ones. Such patterns reflect historical trends in those places, from the prominence of traditions like Buddhism and Taoism (which emphasize contented, harmonic, and nirvanic forms), to the associated tendencies toward collectivism (relational forms).

        Moreover, culture’s impact is not limited to what people deem valuable. Its tendrils reach deep into the mind, shaping processes as fundamental as our sense of self and time. A key factor here is language, which as we saw above is integral to emotion formation. Language is a quintessential cultural product. More relevantly, it varies by cultures—influenced by factors ranging from history and tradition to climate and geography—which in turn shape people’s minds in those cultures. This recognition is known as the linguistic relativity hypothesis, or the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis after the anthropologists most closely associated with its development. As Benjamin Lee Whorf summarized it, “We dissect nature along lines laid out by our native languages. . . . The world is presented as a kaleidoscopic flux of impressions which has to be organized . . . largely by the linguistic systems in our minds.”50

        The linguistic relativity hypothesis has generated much discussion and research over the decades. Essentially, its overarching point is that language affects how people experience the world, with debates then focusing on how and to what extent it does. This principle affects all aspects of experience, including happiness, as I’ve explored over recent years in my own lexicographic project (introduced in chapter 2). From a linguistic relativity hypothesis perspective, such words reveal variation in how people in different cultures not only think about but also experience happiness. Indeed, languages can disclose and even create new realms of qualia.

        For instance, some Eastern philosophies and practices—from medicine to martial arts—have developed detailed ideas relating to subtle “energies” in and around the body, such as the Chinese notion of qi and Sanskrit concept of prāṇā.51 Whatever these energies’ actual nature, they might not necessarily be universally experienced or perceived. People in such cultures may be more likely to dwell on—look for, concentrate on, articulate, and remember—qualia that appear to reflect these currents. By contrast, people outside these cultures, even if experiencing similar sensations, are perhaps more likely to ignore, miss, downplay, or forget them. In such ways, cultural contexts shape our very experience of happiness and life more generally.

        As a final point, intersubjective cultural dynamics (like language) are influenced by interobjective societal factors. Political scientist Ronald Inglehart, for instance, argued that a culture’s values are shaped by its degree of existential security.52 The greater the sense of threat and peril—from poverty and susceptibility to disease to the risk of invasion and geopolitical instability—the more readily people appear to embrace conservative traditions, strong in-group solidarity, xenophobia, and authoritarian rule. By contrast, the greater their security, the more people seem willing to adopt more liberal, open, and progressive ideals. This is but one theory among many regarding cultural evolution and change, but such models generally hold that culture is at least partly shaped by societal factors like politics and economics.

        Indeed, the point about Wilber’s framework is that all dimensions are interconnected and reciprocally influence each other. This applies to everything in life, not least happiness, which is a co-creation of mind, body, culture, and society. This multidimensionality applies in the next chapter too, where we turn to the subtly different question of how happiness is influenced.

      
    
  
    
      
        5

        The Drivers of Happiness

      
      Our journey now takes us into the maze of factors that shape and contribute to people’s happiness. Whereas the previous chapter looked at how happiness is created, this chapter is more about why it is experienced, exploring the influences that “drive” people’s well-being.

      There is a vast literature on this topic, looking at diverse, interconnected factors at both individual levels (e.g., comparing people within a country) and collective ones (e.g., comparing countries). That said, as will become evident, most research focuses on either evaluative or hedonic happiness. In the future we’ll hope to see comparable research into other forms, but for now empirical knowledge around factors is mainly restricted to these outcomes. Moreover, our understanding is limited in other ways, which are worth also emphasizing to contextualize the discussion below.

      
        Having considered how happiness is created, our focus here turns to the kaleidoscope of intersecting factors that influence it, asking why people experience different levels of happiness (i.e., which conditions affect it).

      

      First, most analyses are cross-sectional (examining patterns of associations at a given point) rather than longitudinal (tracking people over time). As is well-known, correlation doesn’t mean causation. It is possible that social support, say, does lead to happiness, but the reverse could also be true (happier people accrue more support), as could the possibility that a third factor drives both (e.g., personality may influence social support and happiness).1 So bear in mind that for most research here, unless explicitly stated, directional causality has not been conclusively demonstrated. Nevertheless, the literature is certainly suggestive of factors that may well be causal.

      Second, we must be cautious when interpreting research that compares countries. The previous chapter discussed how variation in language and culture shapes how people experience and understand the world. Moreover, this affects the validity of the research itself. With concepts like life satisfaction, while researchers make efforts to ensure translations into other languages are precise, there are usually at least subtle differences between terms. This issue is compounded by cultural variation in how people respond to research; in more individualistic cultures, for instance, there are tendencies to accentuate and stress one’s happiness versus downplaying it in more collectivist ones.2 Researchers are aware of these issues and work hard to mitigate them, yet it bears keeping them in mind.

      Still, caveats notwithstanding, considerable strides have been made in understanding factors that may shape happiness. A prominent example is the WHR, which since 2012 has ranked nations annually on self-reported life evaluation. The top ten rarely change, usually featuring the Nordic nations plus a handful of other affluent Western ones. Indeed, in 2021, Finland ranked top for the fourth consecutive time, followed by Iceland, Denmark, Switzerland, Netherlands, Sweden, Germany, Norway, New Zealand, and Austria.3 These rankings are based on answers to Cantril’s ladder question in the GWP, with people in these countries rating their life as nearly 8 out of 10 on average. By contrast, countries ranked at the bottom—in 2021, Lesotho, Botswana, Rwanda, Zimbabwe, and lastly Afghanistan—have devastatingly low scores around the third rung, with Afghanistan a desperate 2.5 out of 10.

      The rankings themselves are interesting and newsworthy. But the deeper question animating such research is why certain countries are happier. The obvious answer is that happier countries are richer, while the most miserable are riven by poverty. That is certainly part of the explanation. Additional factors are at play as well though. Based on other GWP data, for example, the 2020 WHR identified six factors deemed most important in creating “environments for happiness” and estimated their relative contributions.4 Social support was found to be most crucial (33 percent of these factors’ total impact), followed by GDP per capita (25 percent), healthy life expectancy (20 percent), freedom (13 percent), generosity, as gauged by contributions to charities (5 percent), and corruption perceptions (4 percent).

      Note, though, that such figures are relative to the factors examined; including others would alter these calculations. Kate Raworth’s influential “doughnut economics” paradigm, for example, identifies twelve factors as essential for well-being: water, food, health, education, income/work, peace/justice, political voice, social equity, gender equality, housing, networks, and energy.5 Adding these into the WHR’s statistical mix would alter the percentages above. Also bear in mind that the GWP is cross-sectional and so cannot demonstrate causality. Nevertheless, whichever factors are selected and analyzed, collectively they appear to significantly affect happiness.

      Indeed, the 2020 WHR estimated that its six selected factors accounted for three-quarters of the variation in happiness among countries. The average happiness in the top ten countries was more than twice as high as the bottom ten, with a 4.16 points difference. Of that, 2.96 was traced to the impact of the six factors: one-third of this 2.96 impact (0.94 points) was due to GDP per capita, followed by social support (0.79), healthy life expectancy (0.62), freedom (0.27), corruption perceptions (0.25), and generosity (0.09).

      One might be intrigued by the different rankings above, with social capital the most important and GDP the largest contributing factor. Social support is more equally distributed and so has a less dramatic impact. By contrast, GDP is extremely unequal—twenty times higher in the top than the bottom ten nations—which significantly affects the rankings. Whichever way you slice it, though, both matter greatly to happiness, as do the other factors.

      One way to conceptualize the importance of such factors is through telic (i.e., goal satisfaction) theories of happiness. These hold that people have basic needs, and well-being depends, at least partly, on their environment meeting these. The most famous model is Maslow’s, featuring six main needs: physiological, safety, love and belonging, esteem, self-actualization, and self-transcendence.6 His innovation was to conceive of these somewhat hierarchically: the lower levels are more fundamental, taking priority over the higher ones, and if not adequately satisfied, then the higher ones diminish in importance. Everyone wants to be respected, for instance, but if one is starving, that dominates one’s concerns.

      That said, there are caveats around this notion of a hierarchy. There is no record of Maslow developing the iconic pyramid configuration with which his work is associated.7 He also eschewed the idea that one might ascend “up” the hierarchy by fulfilling—and thus leaving behind—its foundational levels, writing that most people are “partially satisfied in all their basic needs and partially unsatisfied in all their basic needs at the same time.”8 Furthermore, higher-level resources can mitigate a relative lack of lower ones; meaning and purpose, for instance, can be achieved even amid material deprivation. Indeed, efforts to address such deficiencies may provide people with purpose, the levels of which are often higher in countries with greater economic and material difficulties.9

      Besides, one can also conceive of needs nonhierarchically, as doughnut economics does. Or consider the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals, designed as a “blueprint to achieve a better and more sustainable future for all.”10 Each could be regarded as a universal need. In fact, the 2020 WHR calculates the percentage of the variance in national happiness accounted for by each goal: no poverty (6 percent of the variance), zero hunger (6 percent), good health and well-being (9 percent), education (6 percent), gender equality (6 percent), clean water and sanitation (8 percent), affordable and clean energy (7 percent), decent work and economic growth (11 percent), industry, innovation, and infrastructure (13 percent), reduced inequalities (2 percent), sustainable cities and communities (5 percent), responsible consumption (11 percent), climate action (3 percent), life below water (0 percent), life on land (0 percent), peace, justice, and strong institutions (6 percent), and partnership for the goals (1 percent).

      Whether conceptualized hierarchically or not, the same point applies: humans have core needs, and happiness is shaped by the extent to which their environment meets these. It is not only shaped by needs per se, however. Although the concept of needs is often not clearly defined, it tends to imply contingency (being satisfied is not a given) and necessity (people would struggle to manage without it being met). In that sense, happiness is also shaped by factors that don’t meet these criteria, like temperament (explored in the previous chapter) and demographic characteristics (discussed below).

      As such, a broader way to conceptualize the factors that shape happiness is in terms of “multivariable conditionality.” The idea of conditionality is influenced by Buddhist theorizing on the nature of existence, where phenomena do not exist independently but rather come into being dependent on a complex network of supporting conditions. The notion of multivariability then describes the way an outcome may be the product of numerous intersecting variables. Legal theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw’s influential notion of intersectionality makes a similar point, describing how identity categories—like gender and ethnicity—create compound effects beyond those of the individual categories per se.11 Although her concept has influenced this chapter, it applies more to analyses of oppression and privilege. So out of respect for her original meaning, I’ll instead use multivariability, which as we’ll see can be observed with the factors that shape happiness.

      This chapter mainly revolves around contextual factors (e.g., social circumstances), though also includes some more individual ones (e.g., health). Significantly, the impact of contextual factors is often downplayed in certain quarters, with fields like positive psychology critiqued as paying them insufficient attention. Such biases may reflect the individualism of the Western contexts in which such fields developed. Through this cultural lens, people are liable to focus more on happiness as an individual phenomenon (e.g., concentrating on people’s personal qualities) rather than attending to or even recognizing its collective dimensions (e.g., affected by sociocultural factors).

      This point is reflected in a prominent model of factors that contribute to the variance in happiness.12 It proposed that only 10 percent of the variance is shaped by people’s environment, 50 percent by genetics, and 40 percent by “intentional activities.” The model has been influential, with the percentages memorably visualized as a pie chart, contributing to a discourse that context matters little. Relatedly, the field has emphasized strategies to promote happiness that fall within intentional activities, such as gratitude practices. Such interventions certainly can be powerful, as we explore in the next chapter. But we cannot overlook the importance of context in the way the model implies.

      To start with, the 10 percent figure is disputed; indeed, one analysis returned to the same sources used to derive the original model and calculated a range of 18 to 26 percent.13 Yet even if correct, the figure is frequently misunderstood as applying to everyone. It instead pertains to populations, however, within which individuals may be differentially impacted by their environment. People in deprived or troubled surroundings, for instance, are likely to be more affected by their situation than those in relatively affluent or stable contexts.

      With that in mind, this chapter examines the main conditions that shape happiness, weaving together two types of perspectives: individual and national. Some studies take a population and look at the impact of various factors on individual happiness; other assessments, like the WHR, compare whole populations in relation to such factors. Take wealth, for example; individual-level analyses explore the effect of income on people’s personal happiness, while country-level research assesses the relationship between GDP and each country’s happiness as a whole. Both perspectives are important.

      The relevant literature is vast and by no means limited to the six factors analyzed by the 2020 WHR. I have grouped the multitude of influences into eight overarching categories—illustrated in figure 7—which we’ll look at in turn. Moreover, as broad as these categories are, they do not cover all the relevant drivers. This chapter mainly focuses on environmental contributors, but starts with two that are more individual: health and demographic characteristics. Then besides these, there are two other broad individual categories discussed extensively elsewhere in the book: physiology (what a person is), as covered in chapter 4, and activity (what a person does), as examined in the next chapter.
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          Figure 7 The drivers of happiness.

        
      
      As such, the shaping of happiness is an incredibly complex affair. Indeed, one aim of this chapter is to highlight this complexity, this kaleidoscope of multivariable conditionality. If the only factor that mattered was wealth, say, it would be easy to compare and rank people or countries on that basis, and then draw inferences about their happiness. A person or country, though, may be relatively wealthy, but fare worse than their peers on other factors such as relationships. This should give us pause in making hasty conclusions and generalizations, and encourage more nuanced and tentative interpretations.

      
        Health

        Although this chapter mostly focuses on contextual influences, its review starts with the more individual factor of physical health, which is among the most significant predictors of happiness. This is especially so for people who suffer poor health. People who are relatively healthy may take this for granted and so it may not figure prominently when they appraise their life. Yet if health becomes an issue, it really can adversely impact happiness.14

        More broadly, there are intimate connections—still not well understood—between physical and mental well-being. Furthermore, these influences run in both directions: the mind affects the body (psychosomatic effects), and vice versa (somatopsychic effects).15 Indeed, as emphasized in previous chapters, so intertwined are mind and body that dividing these into distinct spheres—whether in terms of our mental versus physical being (as per the four well-being dimensions introduced in chapter 1), or in terms of subjective versus objective dynamics (as per Wilber’s Integral Framework in chapter 4)—can seem inappropriate and outdated.

        
          The contextual creation of happiness is a highly complex and dynamic process, a kaleidoscope of causes referred to here as “multivariable conditionality” (i.e., whereby happiness arises as a condition of numerous intersecting variables).

        

        Stress, for example, is usually viewed mainly as a psychological phenomenon, related to the perceived demands of a situation exceeding one’s ability to manage them. Yet it is also thoroughly physiological in manifestation and impact, as exemplified by the fight-or-flight response (with more recent formulations adding freeze, fright, and faint).16 When under duress, the sympathetic nervous system releases “stress hormones”—principally cortisol and epinephrine—that prime the body for action, including increasing the heart rate and oxygen intake.

        Short term, such activation can be beneficial in helping one deal with the source of stress. But if sustained through prolonged exposure to the stressor, these processes can have adverse consequences. These include the dysregulation of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis—part of the neuroendocrine system that regulates processes ranging from immune system functioning to digestion—which can lead to illness.17 Thus stress is harmful and unpleasant, both physically and mentally, to the point where even terms like psychosomatic and somatopsychic can seem irrelevant (since body and mind are so interlinked).

        The flip side to such interactions, however, is that happiness is connected to physical health, with causal impact potentially in both directions. From a somatopsychic perspective, good health seems to facilitate happiness. An analysis of European nations, for example, calculated that a one standard deviation improvement in health predicted higher happiness by 1.72 points (0.82 of a standard deviation), more than four times the difference of changing status from unemployed to employed.18 Relatedly, health-promoting activities like exercise are also associated with happiness, both directly (e.g., the runner’s high) and indirectly (e.g., via its effect on health).

        More intriguingly perhaps, from a psychosomatic perspective, happiness may possibly promote health too. One review that included prospective longitudinal studies indicated that accounting for baseline health and socioeconomic status, factors like PA appeared to predict health and longevity.19 Such research and its interpretations are contentious and disputed, however, and can have problematic elements, such as implying that people may be partly at fault for their illnesses (e.g., by being insufficiently positive in their outlook).20 As such, while the possibility of psychosomatic influence is significant, it is also poorly understood, and one must tread carefully in interpreting and communicating findings purporting to show causal links between happiness and physical health.

        Besides being an individual factor, health has collective dimensions too, as illustrated by the 2020 WHR, where healthy life expectancy was the third most important factor in determining country rankings. There the issue is more about how nations fare in facilitating health, such as their provision of health care. Certainly, there are striking international differences in this area. An analysis of the amount spent annually on diabetes, for instance—in international dollars, which adjusts for differences in purchasing power among currencies—ranged from $36 per person with diabetes in Ethiopia to $7,383 in the United States.21 Such inequities are liable to affect healthy life expectancy and in turn national happiness. Of course, these kinds of disparities are driven by other factors considered here, such as socioeconomic dynamics (e.g., countries’ GDP), which reinforces the overall message of this chapter that happiness is shaped by intersecting influences.

      
      
        Demographics

        While health is more individually focused, and the factors below are more environmental, this second one sits at the intersection of the personal and the collective. Happiness is shaped by demographic dynamics that reflect how culture and society interact with people’s particular characteristics. Moreover, these characteristics themselves combine in complex ways (as indeed do all factors), as articulated by Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality. Still, research and understanding around these issues—alone and in combination—are relatively lacking in academia, having not received the attention they warrant. As such, more work is needed to better understand these issues.

        To begin with, we need greater awareness of how happiness is shaped by ethnicity and race. In the United States, for instance, White people tend to report higher levels of happiness than Black people, although some researchers optimistically suggest this gap has narrowed over time; a study analyzing data from 1972 to 2006 concluded that “two-thirds of the black-white happiness gap has been eroded.”22 Recent years have seen a worldwide reckoning with these topics, however, as exemplified by the Black Lives Matter movement, propelled by the recognition that racism and discrimination—personal and systemic—still harm lives and corrode societies in ways many people may not even be cognizant of.

        Unfortunately, academic attention to these issues lags behind this cultural awakening; an article in 2000 lamented the near absence of consideration of race and ethnicity in happiness research, and the situation has not greatly improved since.23 The events of recent years have prompted an increased focus on these topics, though, even if the relevant scholarship will take some time to become realized and published. Moreover, at least some research exists in this arena, and it shows that ethnicity and race continue to affect happiness—even if this impact is hopefully eroding, as some suggest—and that more attention to these problematic dynamics is needed.

        The Minorities’ Diminished Returns theory, for example, holds that the effects of socioeconomic indicators on positive outcomes are systemically smaller for racial and ethnic minority groups, attributed to economic and psychological processes connected to racism and discrimination.24 A US study found that educational attainment, for instance, had a smaller impact on happiness for Black versus White people.25 Generally, education improves happiness, directly (e.g., a sense of accomplishment) and indirectly (e.g., via income). Yet its boosting effect is unequal; in contrast to comparably educated White people, Black people are liable to poorer health outcomes, both mental and physical.26 That is, the impact education usually has on happiness may be reduced for Black people—and other minority groups—due to the systemic inequities and racism they are liable to still experience irrespective of being highly educated.

        Such dynamics may then be complicated further by other demographic factors, such as sex and gender. Indeed, Crenshaw’s work on intersectionality arose from observations that, relative to Black men, Black women may face additional challenges—in the workplace, for instance—due to gender-based discrimination. In terms of sex and gender in themselves, their impact on well-being is complex. The study on trends from 1972 to 2006 also concluded that the “gender happiness gap has disappeared entirely,” with women happier in the 1970s, but with men now having parity. The picture may be more nuanced, though, once one delves into the details.

        An analysis of Gallup data, for example, found that women tend to express greater life satisfaction and PA and greater stress and NA.27 Such findings might seem to suggest that women experience more intense emotions as such, good and bad, so are happier and unhappier. But the story may be even more complicated still. My PhD looked into the gender dynamics of emotional experience—specifically, the impact of meditation on men’s mental health—and the literature indicates that women are not necessarily intrinsically more emotional. Men have the potential to be comparably so, but this capacity is often neutered through gendered socialization processes, including masculinity norms of toughness and stoicism.28

        Moreover, even if men seem unemotional—not self-reporting mental health issues, say—they may still be distressed internally or express it differently.29 Women are more likely to internalize their distress, expressing it as sadness perhaps, and hence be assessed as having depression (since its diagnostic criteria reflect such manifestations).30 By contrast, men are more liable to externalize it through behaviors such as aggression and substance misuse. Such patterns appear to be reflected in the observation that in the United Kingdom, for instance, men account for 96 percent of the prisoners31 and two-thirds of the alcohol deaths.32 So as with ethnicity and race, we must be careful about drawing simplistic conclusions regarding sex and gender.

        A final demographic trend worth noting—particularly because it may run counter to expectations—is around age. There is a common narrative, particularly in Western cultures, of aging as mainly a process of decline and worsening quality of life. Aging does present many challenges and hardships, from physical issues around illness to psychological problems such as loneliness.33 Still, it appears that happiness, especially life satisfaction, may be relatively U-shaped across the life span.34 It seems to decline into middle age, before rising back up in people’s fifties and sixties—although it may tail off again after seventy-five—possibly linked to factors like the reduced burden of work in retirement and lowered concern with social status.

        There are again nuances. Such findings usually involve controlling for variables such as health and family situation, which mediate the relationship between age and happiness; some argue these should not be “controlled away,” however, otherwise we may misinterpret what actually happens as people age, since the detrimental effects of deteriorating health or loss of family may be likely consequences of growing older.35 The U-shaped pattern is also not observed universally (though it holds in most cultures), while the timings of inflection points depend on factors like country-level happiness.36 Nevertheless, the trend is relatively robust and may be among the most corroborated demographic findings regarding happiness. Even so, more work is needed to better understand these age-related dynamics.

        Indeed, the impact of demographic factors in general needs much greater consideration, investigation, analysis, and appreciation. Here we have only briefly touched on three key areas, but many others deserve our collective attention. Issues relating to sexuality, for instance, can have significant implications for happiness; people belonging to so-called sexual minorities (e.g., LGBTQIA+ identities) are liable to experience reduced well-being compared to heterosexual populations, in large part due to the pervasive structural stigma—e.g., discriminatory laws, policies, and attitudes—that such groups still routinely suffer.37 In future we shall need greater efforts to better understand and moreover redress these kinds of inequalities in happiness.

      
      
        Relationships

        Having begun our narrative with more individually focused factors, we now move into the main territory of this chapter, namely contextual influences (though of course, as noted, both health and demographics have contextual elements). Of these, relationships may be the most important. This was the conclusion of the 2020 WHR, in which the GWP question accounting for the largest amount of variance concerned social support (“If you were in trouble, do you have relatives or friends you can count on to help you whenever you need them?”). Some comparable assessments have different rankings, such as identifying income as the most important factor, with relationships following.38 Whatever the analysis, though, relationships are near the top.

        There are many ways of appreciating the importance of relationships. A particularly influential concept is social capital: the “sum total of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual (or a group) by virtue of being enmeshed in a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition.”39 Such capital takes many forms. A prominent analysis of the World Values Survey, for example, argued that social capital is linked to happiness through “many independent channels and in several different forms,” from marriage and family, friends and neighbors, to workplace ties and civic engagement.40

        As that latter sentence suggests, relationships are complex, including being applicable at many levels of scale, from intimate familial bonds to wider societal dynamics. With the family, marriage has received particular attention. Obviously, there are unhappy marriages, and conversely, happy unmarried couples. But overall, married people tend to be happier, not only than single people, but than cohabiting couples (potentially because marriage is a more stable arrangement).41 There are moderating factors, naturally; for instance, the benefit of marriage over cohabitation seems greater in cultures that lean toward collectivism, possibly because marriage is more of a cultural norm, so there are greater social costs to being unmarried.42 Generally, though, the link between marriage and happiness is well substantiated.

        One might wonder about the difficulty of ascertaining causality with correlational research, and speculate that happier people are more likely to marry, for which there is support.43 But there is also evidence for a positive impact of marriage; using longitudinal data, researchers controlled for premarital happiness and still found that married people tend to be more satisfied, suggesting “a causal effect at all stages of the marriage.”44 Explanations range from the romantic (e.g., feeling loved) to the functional (e.g., division of household labor).45

        Extending outward, networks of friendship and association are important. A striking demonstration is provided by a Finnish study comparing a specific region’s Finnish-speaking majority with its Swedish-speaking minority. Other than linguistic differences, the groups are very similar, sharing almost identical genetic profiles and physiology, educational attainment, employment patterns and prospects, socioeconomic status, access to services, and so on. Yet the Swedish-speaking minority tend to live far longer—nearly nine years longer for men.46

        The study concluded that these striking disparities were mainly due to differences in social capital. The Swedish speakers were appraised as having stronger relationships, more active social lives, and a better sense of community. These patterns were interpreted as benefiting their health in two main ways: they were physically fitter, and had more support to help them through stress. Such people are also just likely to be happier, given the importance of relationships. Moreover, the impact of community is not limited to personal connections but has structural significance too, as our next section explores.

      
      
        Resources

        The theoretical premise of this chapter is that happiness depends partly on people’s context meeting their essential needs. Resources thus refers generically to all amenities that are (or should be) available in a given area to satisfy these needs. This applies at varying levels of scale—regional to international—but most analyses focus on people’s local community. Although a nebulous concept, community in this sense refers roughly to a populated geographic area that a person can readily access (i.e., without too much travel), such as their hometown.

        A granular picture of resources that matter is provided by a Canadian study that used concept mapping to identify 120 unique neighborhood categories, grouped into six clusters.47 The first two are broadly structural: necessary human and social services (e.g., medical/health facilities), and the affordability of these services. The next two, while still structural, are more social: neighborhood support (ranging from cognitive factors like social trust to organizational elements such as good policing), and neighborhood composition (i.e., mix of people). The last two are more environmental: the absence of negative situational factors (e.g., crime), and the natural environment (e.g., green areas).

        Such resources constitute the practical manifestation of many other factors in this chapter, where the rubber meets the road. From a bird’s-eye view, one can speak about issues like economics, equality, and governance, as we discuss below. But community resources are how such processes play out in people’s day-to-day lives. For people living in a relatively deprived area, for instance, this impoverishment would adversely affect all of these resources, from issues with services such as health care, to the presence of negative factors like crime.48

        These resources are embedded within and shaped by even wider systemic factors, moreover, from government policy to economic patterns. Psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner’s influential ecological systems theory, for instance, identifies six nested levels: the individual, microsystem (immediate social settings, like one’s family or workplace), mesosystem (the interaction between the microsystems), exosystem (the communities in which microsystems are situated), macrosystem (the broader structures that impinge on exosystems), and chronosystem (how all these systems change over time).49

        Thus the provision of local resources operates within macrosystemic parameters, such as governmental willingness and ability to fund them, which in turn are constrained by national and international economic trends. We’ll explore some of these macrosystemic processes over the next few sections, beginning with economics.

      
      
        Economics

        Rivaling relationships in importance—even exceeding them in some analyses—are economic considerations.50 There are many nuances to this topic, but the overarching message is that the common refrain that “money can’t buy happiness” is wrong . . . up to a point. The literature is complex, contentious, and much debated, but most scholars agree that whether individuals or countries, if people are poor, increases in wealth really can improve their happiness, particularly its evaluative forms. The reason is simple: it allows them to better meet their fundamental needs (e.g., food security). Once these are adequately met, however, increasing wealth does not necessarily improve happiness, and the relationship becomes more complicated.

        We’ll consider what makes it complicated below. First though, to emphasize, lower down the financial scale there really is a strong association between money and happiness, at both the individual and country level. People in poverty find it harder to meet their basic needs and relatedly are exposed to stressors—from crime to pollution—that invariably lower well-being. A review of the research on mental health in low- and middle-income countries, for instance, found that 79 percent of the studies reported a close association between poverty and mental disorders such as depression and anxiety.51

        In that context, increases in wealth—income for individuals or GDP for countries—genuinely helps redress these issues, alleviating mental illness and also enhancing happiness. This impact may be strengthened further given that the most common pathway to wealth generation, work, is itself associated with happiness. Longitudinal studies suggest that being made unemployed not only significantly reduces life evaluation in the short term, but even if people regain employment it may be durably lowered.52 That said, other research has challenged these conclusions; some even indicates that being out of work can potentially facilitate happiness provided people are materially secure.53 Overall, however, even though work can be stressful, most research finds at least some happiness benefit to being occupationally engaged—including voluntary activities—for reasons ranging from meaning and engagement to social connection and support.54

        To return to the main point, employment also generates income, which itself can enhance happiness. Where the literature becomes more nuanced and even surprising—depending on one’s assumptions—is where the impact of money may wear off. This issue was brought to attention in the 1970s by economist Richard Easterlin, who observed that while countries like the United States were growing richer, they did not seem much happier.55 So counterintuitive was this that it became known as the Easterlin paradox. It is only paradoxical if one expects such linkage, but that is a dominant ideology in the modern age and a pillar of consumer capitalism.56

        That said, some dispute its central premise, arguing that wealth does produce reliable linear gains in happiness (i.e., no leveling off). One analysis of the GWP reported a strong correlation (0.74) between life satisfaction and GDP—implying that GDP explains more than half of the cross-national variation in that particular well-being metric—which moreover stayed robust at all levels of wealth.57 Similarly, a US study using an experience sampling method—introduced in chapter 3 in relation to flow—observed a linear trend that continued even above earnings of $80,000 per year, although significantly, effect sizes were very small, meaning the relationship is still weak.58

        Still, probably most scholars do think the link does tail off. A comprehensive review of 111 studies, for example, found the correlation between economic status and happiness was strongest among low-income developing economies (r = 0.28, which is still statistically weak), and weakest among high-income ones (0.1, which is negligible).59 Likewise, another analysis of the GWP found an average “income satiation” —the inflection point at which the correlation weakens—of $95,000 for life evaluation and $60,000 for PA (or whatever gives the equivalent purchasing power in respective currencies).60 There was interesting regional variation, with evaluative satiation points ranging from $35,000 (Latin America and the Caribbean) to $125,000 (Australia and New Zealand), and hedonic satiation spanning $30,000 (again Latin America and the Caribbean) to $110,000 (the Middle East and North Africa). But whatever the regional details, such findings suggest that income satiation does kick in at some point. There are many potential explanations, but one of the most prominent relates to societal equality.

      
      
        Equality

        In interpreting phenomena like income satiation and the Easterlin paradox, one reason held as particularly relevant is the distinction between absolute and relative wealth. Both matter for happiness. Absolute wealth refers to how much money a person or country has irrespective of how much others have. In that sense, as people or countries get richer, they can buy more goods and services (notwithstanding dynamics like supply and demand). Doing so helps improve their happiness in the ways outlined above. But humans are social creatures and also intensely interested in relative wealth: how affluent we are compared to other people.61 This creates some interesting and powerful dynamics.

        The first concerns the hedonic treadmill from the previous chapter. Many countries may be getting richer, but expectations of what constitute a good life rise accordingly too. This is especially because our main reference point for judging how we are doing is others near to us now rather than people in earlier generations or remote places.62 In the 1960s, for instance, a single household black-and-white television may have sufficed for people to feel affluent in the United States. Now people may feel impoverished without their own smartphone—whose computing power exceeds that of the Apollo 11 module—since most others around have one, even if they know abstractly that they have more resources compared to historical forebears or people in poorer world regions.

        But perhaps even more significant than this treadmill effect is the degree to which societies are unequal. Given our natural tendencies toward social comparison, inequality is a force multiplier, tempering and even counteracting the happiness gains one might otherwise expect from rises in absolute wealth. Indeed, epidemiologists Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett have argued that a society’s inequality, rather than its wealth, is the principal determinant of its well-being (although some have criticized their analyses as unidimensional).63 The more unequal a place—the bigger the gap between rich and poor—the worse it appears to do on most metrics, from physical and mental health to crime and educational performance. This pattern generally holds not only when comparing countries but also regions within a country.

        Even more troublingly, many places are becoming increasingly unequal. In the United States, for instance, the ratio of CEOs’ remuneration to their average employee’s pay rose from 21:1 in 1965 to 320:1 in 2019, and more broadly CEOs earn up to five hundred times the median US salary.64 Indeed, that the wealthiest countries do not rank higher in the WHR—with the United States nineteenth in 2021—is attributed in large part to their inequality. By contrast, countries in the top ten may be relatively affluent, but their high placing is often mainly explained by their relative equality, exemplified by egalitarian social policies and strong safety nets. In the top country, Finland, for example, the ratio of CEO to employee pay was “only” 48:1 in 2019.65

        Moreover, inequality not only affects people worse off but is detrimental to all. Wealthier people may fare better in terms of social comparison since they are doing relatively well. They can also insulate themselves from poverty and even society to some extent, such as by living within gated communities. Such remedies, however, can become gilded cages that curtail their freedoms in other ways. After all, the wealthy still inhabit the same cities and regions as those worse off, and to the degree that inequality corrodes social capital and other precious communal resources, it affects everyone. As former US president John F. Kennedy said, “If a free society cannot help the many who are poor, it cannot save the few who are rich.”66

      
      
        Governance

        Considerations around issues like equality bring us to a nexus of influences encompassed by the label governance. This encapsulates the way people’s lives are shaped by top-down societal power structures and dynamics, such as the policies enacted by those vested with authority. Two of the six factors identified by the 2020 WHR as most contributing to variation among countries, for instance, were freedom and corruption. These are not only determined by governance of course; freedom can be conceived in individualized terms as a belief in one’s autonomy and self-efficacy. Yet analysis of these topics has also focused on the role of governance in their realization.

        With freedom, sociologist Ruut Veenhoven defines this as “the possibility to choose”—a formulation harnessed in the GWP item on which the WHR analysis is based (“Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with your freedom to choose what you do with your life?”).67 This has two components: the capacity and opportunity to choose. The former is an individual quality (as per theories of self-efficacy), but the latter is a governance issue, dependent on regulations, norms, and structures in a society. This matters greatly, with Veenhoven calculating that differences in this area explain 44 percent of the variation in happiness among nations.68

        Veenhoven identifies three main types of freedom relating to governance. First, there is economic freedom, for which the Index of Economic Freedom identifies four dimensions: the rule of law, government size, regulatory efficiency, and market openness.69 Second, there is political freedom, with Freedom House emphasizing three dimensions: the electoral process, political pluralism and participation, and government functioning.70 Third, there is civil freedom, with the Index of Economic Freedom articulating four dimensions: freedom of expression and belief, associational and organizational rights, the rule of law, and personal autonomy and individual rights.71 These are all interrelated, with high correlations in Veenhoven’s analysis between economic and political (r = 0.69), economic and civil (0.58), and political and civil (0.66) freedoms.

        Moreover, besides freedom, governance affects happiness in numerous ways. As noted above, corruption was another key factor in the WHR analysis. The control of corruption is also one of the six indicators used by the World Bank in global assessments of governmental quality, alongside voice and accountability (civil rights), stability, bureaucratic effectiveness, regulatory framework (economic policies), and rule of law (efficacious legal systems).72 These indicators overlap with the freedoms above, particularly voice and accountability and rule of law.

        Thus governance processes significantly affect well-being. An analysis of multiple surveys across fifty-five countries found that three factors showed especially strong and replicable relationships with happiness: income (discussed above), individualism (explored below), and human rights.73 For the latter, the researchers used a framework delineating forty different rights, aggregated into three dimensions: gross human rights violations (e.g., detention without charge), civil rights (e.g., independent courts), and political rights (e.g., press freedom).74 Based on such research, it is increasingly acknowledged that happiness partly depends on “effective social and political institutions.”75

      
      
        Culture

        Our brief tour of happiness drivers concludes with one that is more abstract and nebulous, but nevertheless plays a key role: culture. This label encapsulates the intersubjective dynamics of a given people, encompassing everything from their shared values and ideas to communal traditions and practices. Moreover, it operates at all levels of scale—per Bronfenbrenner’s systems theory—from microsystems like families up to macrosystems such as whole geopolitical regions (e.g., the West).

        In one sense, culture is all-pervasive. Language is a cultural product, for example, and can fundamentally shape people’s perceptions and experiences of happiness, as examined in the previous chapter. Culture therefore permeates all other factors here. Processes like economics or governance are in part manifestations or reflections of cultural values. Perhaps for these very reasons, however, culture is tricky to study and interpret (in contrast to more concretely measurable outcomes such as income). Relatedly, the relevant literature is difficult to parse, with complex and even contradictory patterns.

        Consider the phenomenon of individualism versus collectivism. The analysis cited above in relation to governance calculated that the three factors most associated with national variation in happiness were income, human rights, and individualism. In that regard, the authors suggested that the latter is associated with greater freedom, which is a key factor in happiness too. Yet such assessments are countered by research indicating that collectivism may be more conducive to happiness, at least insofar as it promotes factors that are also important, such as strong social connections.76

        Complicating the picture further, individualism/collectivism not only influences these drivers but also how happiness itself is viewed. Relationships matter to happiness, as discussed above, but the degree to which people themselves deem this factor important is culturally influenced, with greater valorization in more collectivist places; indeed, in such cultures, happiness itself may be construed in more interdependent terms, with emphases on relational forms.77

        Hence the impact of culture on happiness is profound and complex, with countless intersecting currents of interest, and we can barely scratch the surface here. So to highlight its significance, I’ll mention one cultural product that, perhaps of all such phenomena, has the most reliable findings with respect to happiness and well-being more broadly: religion and spirituality. The wealth of research on this topic—often known as the “religion-health connection”—involves numerous intertwining threads, spanning multiple dimensions of life.78

        At a psychological level, religion and spirituality are associated with diverse beneficial qualities. These include generosity, for example—highlighted by the WHR as significant in itself—with traditions often encouraging charity, which enhances happiness not only for the recipient but for the giver too.79 Religion and spirituality are also particularly good at generating meaning, providing comprehensibility (understanding existence) and significance (endowing one’s own life with purpose).80 These frameworks of meaning then facilitate other positive outcomes, including—via redemptive beliefs, such as in an afterlife and a deeper plan to existence—providing a buffer against trauma and helping allay existential fears around mortality.81

        Religion and spirituality engender happiness in other ways as well. Physically they promote health behaviors and outcomes—through ethical prescriptions/proscriptions, such as alcohol prohibition—which in turn impact happiness, as seen above.82 Then beyond these individual factors, religion and spirituality are effective vehicles for the social aspects of well-being. Religious involvement is usually a collective act, intersubjectively (e.g., sharing beliefs with fellow adherents) and interobjectively (e.g., attending common places of worship). Religions thus provide especially effective cultural and structural support for cultivating social capital, encouraging “long-term investments of time and energy and exchange relations, within contexts governed by norms of trust, reciprocity and mutual obligation.”83

        As with all cultural dynamics—and happiness factors generally—there are of course nuances, and religion and spirituality are not inevitably or uniformly beneficial. Some organizations can be unwelcoming to certain people, such as vis-à-vis sexuality, which can generate considerable distress. Or there can be tensions between personal and societal dynamics: one could belong to a religious community and/or country, but personally not feel religious or spiritual, or vice versa. Such situations are liable to engender cultural alienation or estrangement, which can hinder happiness.84

        Overall, though, religion and spirituality often help drive happiness, as can many other cultural dynamics. Moreover, as we better understand these processes of influence, we can work toward more effectively cultivating happiness, as the final main chapter explores.
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        The Facilitation of Happiness

      
      This book has offered a brief tour of the rich landscape of happiness—its roots, types, architecture, and factors. But arguably the underlying question animating all of these considerations, deep down, is, Can we actually improve happiness? Understanding it better is all very well as an intellectual exercise, but I suspect that driving most research and thinking is ultimately the hope of making a difference in people’s lives—to which we turn our attention in this final substantive chapter.

      Folk wisdom may express skepticism about whether this goal is even achievable. A saying attributed to both Henry Thoreau and Nathaniel Hawthorne—though it appears in neither’s known writings—begins, “Happiness is a butterfly, which when pursued, is always beyond our grasp.” Common experience and scientific knowledge converge in attesting that one cannot simply will happiness into being. But that does not render us powerless. Indeed, the quote continues, “But if you sit down quietly, [happiness] may alight upon you.”

      
        We’ve looked at the fine-grained contours of happiness—its roots, types, architecture, and factors—but perhaps the underlying question animating all of these considerations, deep down, is, Can we actually improve people’s happiness?

      

      This implies that happiness can be cultivated, if only indirectly by pursuing other means—a sentiment similarly expressed by philosopher John Stuart Mill: “Those only are happy (I thought) who have their minds fixed on some other than their own happiness; on the happiness of others, on the improvement of mankind, even on some art or pursuit, followed not as a means, but as itself an ideal end. Aiming thus at something else, they find happiness by the way.”1

      The point is, there are ways to be happier, and moreover to assist others in that goal (which, as Mill suggests, may paradoxically be among the surest ways toward our own well-being). Such possibilities form the basis of this chapter. Although this is not a self-help book, some sections below may hold lessons and relevance for you personally, while other strategies pertain to improving people’s lives more generally. Once again though, so expansive is the relevant literature this chapter cannot begin to be exhaustive. Nevertheless, it gives a good overview of the relevant terrain.

      I do mean terrain in the most expansive sense. As noted previously, research on happiness has been critiqued for focusing on the individual, reflecting deeper currents of individualism in the West (in which such work has mainly taken place). Applied forms of scholarship can thus seem preoccupied with personal remedies, encouraging gratitude or mindfulness, say. Such practices do have their place and are included here. We must not limit our sights to these, however.

      Happiness is influenced by a complex of contextual factors, as we saw in chapter 5, from economics to governance. If we truly want to improve people’s lives, we must also attend to these factors. Otherwise, our best efforts will be limited and partial. This point was made polemically by critics of positive psychology, who wrote, “To suggest that self-help exercises can suffice in the absence of social transformation is not only shortsighted but morally repugnant.”2

      In fairness, I don’t think many people, if any, believe self-help exercises suffice in that way. Most probably do support social improvements and merely suggest that such exercises can still play some positive role in bettering people’s lives. Nevertheless, to really enhance happiness, we cannot only focus on helping individuals but must also consider the systemic sociocultural contexts in which they are situated. I don’t mean this in some Orwellian “social engineering” type way, but rather simply that as we engage with society—from working to improve our local community to voting in elections—we can aim to keep people’s happiness in mind.

      Some people may balk at this suggestion, perhaps viewing such attempts to influence happiness as problematic. Appealing to important notions of individual freedom, for instance, some critics contend that authorities have no right to “interfere” in people’s well-being.3 There is certainly merit to those arguments. But sociocultural contexts inevitably influence well-being, regardless of how we feel about that influence. Every decision that people make about structures and systems affects the happiness of those within these networks. So unless we truly feel other people’s welfare doesn’t matter or is not our business, it is worth trying to make these processes more conducive to well-being.

      Doing so does not only mean focusing on what sociologist Robert Bellah and colleagues called “social in the narrow sense.”4 When fields like positive psychology do pay attention to context, it is often limited to microsystems such as families or schools. As important as these locales are, though, we also need to consider the broader systems that influence such microsystems and affect people’s ability to flourish, such as educational and economic opportunities.

      To appreciate how expansive is the relevant terrain, we can use a map that I created with some colleagues. This schema involved adapting Wilber’s Integral Framework—introduced in chapter 4—by stratifying the individual and collective dimensions into various layers. The result is the Layered Integrated Framework Example (LIFE) model, a version of which is outlined in figure 8.5 There are numerous ways of stratifying these dimensions, so this is just one “example” of the relevant layers (hence the name).
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          Figure 8 The LIFE model.

        
      
      The individual domains have been stratified into five levels that are particularly relevant here. These levels are not separate or distinct but instead overlap and intersect in complex ways, as we saw in chapter 4. Furthermore, they straddle the subjective and objective dimensions, in that the phenomena have both subjective (e.g., qualia) and objective (e.g., physiological) aspects. Nevertheless, differentiating these levels conceptually is a useful heuristic, allowing us to survey the terrain with more granularity.

      The collective domains are stratified using Bronfenbrenner’s systems theory, introduced in the previous chapter. Only its middle four tiers are included, though, since the individual (Bronfenbrenner’s first tier) is represented by the upper domains of the LIFE model, and the chronosystem (his outer tier) is implicit in the LIFE model overall. In addition, we’ve added the ecosystem, since even macrosystems are embedded within the broader context of nature. Again, these levels also straddle subjective and objective dimensions, with both intersubjective (e.g., shared qualia) and interobjective (e.g., material systems) aspects.

      This chapter briefly touches on all ten levels, giving a selective overview of the relevant activities and practices that can potentially facilitate happiness. Naturally we want to focus on high-quality evidence. With the drivers of happiness, we saw the importance of longitudinal research in demonstrating causality (but also noted that such research was relatively sparse). Interventions have a similar gold standard in the form of randomized controlled trials (RCTs). These involve randomly assigning people into an intervention (e.g., mindfulness) or a control group. The latter often constitutes simply doing nothing while waiting to do the intervention, though ideally there is also an “active” control group (i.e., an activity which is also potentially rewarding but is nevertheless meaningfully different from the intervention). If the groups are comparable at the baseline, then subsequent differences can be tentatively ascribed to the activity.

      There are many caveats of course. With a successful intervention, for example, it is hard to definitively know the “active ingredient”—mindfulness itself, say, or simply doing something interesting with nice people—although having an active control condition can help with these considerations. Conversely, some activities may well be valuable, but haven’t yet been assessed via RCTs. Indeed, certain initiatives may not even be amenable to such methodologies; toward the end of the chapter, I consider the impact upon happiness of progressive social movements, for instance, which by their very nature would elude the constraints of an RCT. We would not want to exclude such cases, and so may need to accept forms of evidence that are potentially less conclusive or clear-cut than that provided by scientific trials (while remaining cognizant of this limitation). As such, this chapter mostly highlights research involving RCTs, but does not treat these as infallible, nor close the door to other remedies that presently lack this gold standard evidence.

      
        Consciousness

        Let’s start with the individual dimension. Here the foundational tier is consciousness, since its development and deployment underpin most activities pertaining to the other individual levels. When discussing “working with” emotions or cognitions to enhance happiness, say, this usually involves people first becoming aware of these qualia.

        To begin, a quick note about terminology. Consciousness is a nebulous, complex word with various meanings. I’m using it to refer collectively to two related concepts: awareness and attention. Essentially, awareness generally refers to subjectivity (the conscious registration of qualia), while attention denotes the modular cognitive mechanisms that control what enters awareness (including sustained, selective, and executive attention).6 Awareness implies sensate reactivity, while attention is a searchlight: “Attention reaches. It is awareness stretched toward something. It has executive, motoric implications. We attend to things.”7

        Crucially, awareness and attention are not just psychological processes, but also skills amenable to training. Moreover, such enhancement is associated with well-being. The activity most strongly linked to this development is meditation, the central purpose of which—across its diverse forms—is enhancing consciousness. As one authoritative review puts it, meditation denotes “a family of self-regulation practices that focus on training attention and awareness in order to bring mental processes under greater voluntary control and thereby foster general mental well-being.”8 Taking this as a starting point, we can differentiate practices according to four parameters: behaviors of mind, object, attitude, and form.9

        Behaviors of mind refers to the type of awareness/attention. Meditation practices are often classified according to two main types, as discussed in chapter 3 (in relation to absorbed happiness): focused attention and open monitoring.10 These labels are sometimes interpreted as rough analogues of two concepts in Pāli (the language of early Buddhist texts): samatha and vipassana. Focused attention practices primarily involve sustained attention on a stimulus like the breath. They also utilize the other attention modalities, however: executive (to stop mind wandering), switching (disengaging from distractions), and selective (redirecting focus back to the stimulus). Open monitoring, by contrast, is a broad receptivity, an “open field capacity to detect arising sensory, feeling and thought events within an unrestricted ‘background’ of awareness, without a grasping of these events in an explicitly selected foreground or focus.”11 It is sometimes equated with mindfulness, defined as “the awareness that arises through paying attention on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally to the unfolding of experience moment by moment.”12

        Both forms of awareness have been linked empirically to well-being in manifold ways across its main dimensions (mental, physical, social, and spiritual), and in both the negative and positive territory of the spectra (alleviating suffering and promoting thriving). To appreciate this, let’s bring in the second parameter—the object of attention/awareness in meditation. One can meditate on literally any object, from inner stimuli such as the breath to outer phenomena like the natural world. The Dalai Lama, for example, describes meditation as “a deliberate mental activity that involves cultivating familiarity, be it with a chosen object, a fact, a theme, a habit, an outlook or a way of being.”13 This expansiveness means meditation has been harnessed for many physical and mental health conditions as well as to promote happiness more broadly.

        Most prominent, there has been a proliferation of research on mindfulness, including many hundreds of clinical RCTs. This began in the late 1970s with Jon Kabat-Zinn’s pioneering Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction intervention, which successfully treated chronic pain, where teaching people to be gently mindful of pain, rather than resisting it, decreased pain sensations.14 In subsequent years, these techniques have been applied to manifold conditions and issues, based around a core principle: cultivating awareness means one is less likely to react to qualia in unhelpful instinctive ways. In Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy, for example—designed to prevent a relapse into depression—people learn to reflect nonjudgmentally on negative thoughts (as opposed to “believing” these thoughts, which can lead to rumination and subsequent relapse).15

        A wealth of research has now shown this technique to be effective in treating diverse mental disorders and to promote happiness, even if its effectiveness may be more modest than its proponents sometimes imply. For instance, my colleagues and I conducted a systematic review of 153 studies of mindfulness interventions in the workplace, and found a generally positive impact on many mental well-being measures, covering both distress (e.g., reducing anxiety) and happiness (including evaluative, hedonic, meaningful, and chaironic forms).16 Yet the effect sizes were rather moderate overall—with some studies even reporting no improvements on certain measures—while the quality of the studies was not always optimal. As such, more and better research is still needed to fully establish the efficacy of such interventions and mindfulness generally.

        The third parameter is attitude: meditators are exhorted not to be attentive in “cold, critical” ways but instead with an “open-hearted, friendly . . . affectionate, compassionate quality.”17 People can struggle to generate such feelings, however, especially if they are liable toward self-criticism. Given this, there are practices designed to promote these qualities, such as the metta bhavana, translated and operationalized as loving-kindness meditation. Through guided emotional imagery, practitioners are usually encouraged to generate positive feelings for themselves and then extend these outward to increasingly wide circles of people. Research has found this can enhance various forms of happiness; a workplace-based RCT, for instance, appeared to increase participants’ positive emotions, in turn building their personal resources (e.g., social support), which subsequently enhanced life satisfaction.18

        Finally, form concerns the various physical postures in which one can meditate. Most iconic is the full lotus (crossed legs with the feet resting on the opposing thighs), but a wealth of others have been developed, both static and dynamic. The classic illustration is yoga, possibly the earliest recorded form of meditation, with evidence of its practice dating back to 3000 BCE.19 Etymologically it means to yoke or unite, and involves bringing together mind and body in various ways. There are numerous branches—as many as twelve per some taxonomies—but most relevant here is hatha, the branch most well-known in the West. This itself has various schools, but all combine physical postures with breathing and meditative techniques. Such schools have long celebrated the potential for it to enhance well-being in a wealth of ways—not only physically, but mentally, socially, and perhaps especially spiritually—and now find corroboration from scientific research.20

      
      
        Emotions

        Our next realm is emotions. Not emotions as an outcome, since most well-being interventions aim to enhance positive emotions in some way. I mean activities that work with emotions to promote happiness. Crucially, emotions are not something one just passively has; they can be actively engaged with, and to an extent consciously shaped, cultivated, and potentially even generated. Significantly, these possibilities extend to happiness-related emotions.

        One way to appreciate these potentials is via the concept of emotional intelligence, specifically psychologists John Mayer and Peter Salovey’s influential hierarchical model.21 It features four branches, namely emotional: awareness, facilitation of thought, understanding, and management. The first two constitute experiential emotional intelligence (information processing of emotional stimuli), which provide a foundation for the higher strategic branches (the skilled management of emotional information). A wealth of work has linked emotional intelligence to happiness, including amplifying positive emotions, repairing negative ones, and enhancing well-being more broadly.22

        The first branch, awareness, essentially overlaps with the notion of consciousness above. Most mindfulness programs, for instance, involve an awareness of emotions. Beyond such interventions are many others designed to enhance emotional awareness in various contexts. These include social and emotional learning initiatives in educational settings, such as one helping disadvantaged children through emotional coaching.23 Other examples include programs in correctional settings that address destructive emotional and behavioral patterns through improving emotional awareness.24 Even simply being aware of one’s emotions is conducive to well-being in numerous ways (as seen above with mindfulness): one is less likely to react instinctively to negative emotions in unhelpful patterns, and one may be better able to savor and appreciate positive emotions.

        Emotional intelligence, moreover, goes beyond just awareness. Thus the second branch is the “emotional facilitation of thought,” namely the “ability to generate emotions.”25 Numerous practices are found in this space. One example is loving-kindness meditation, introduced above, shown to promote well-being in both clinical and nonclinical contexts.26 Another prominent strand of research is around gratitude, such as keeping a gratitude journal (i.e., regularly noting aspects of life for which one is grateful). Recent reviews have found this to reliably improve well-being, not only mentally, but even potentially physically (via mediating factors like sleep quality).27 Such studies temper the somewhat pessimistic folk wisdom cited at the start of the chapter, suggesting in contrast that some happiness-related feelings possibly can be directly cultivated.

        Moreover, emotional intelligence competencies may go further still. Building on the first two branches, the third involves the even higher-level skill of emotional understanding: having insight into the psychodynamics of one’s emotional experience. Contemplative or reflective activities are particularly helpful in this regard. In my PhD, I observed that meditation enabled men to overcome tendencies toward emotional disconnection—linked in part to gendered socialization processes, such as masculine norms of toughness—and cultivate emotional intelligence and thus well-being. Through repeated introspection, they gained experiential insight into patterns such as the transiency of emotions, as captured by the phrase, “This too will pass.” This recognition was reassuring when in distress, allowing men to better cope and maintain equilibrium, and generally exist in a more open, flexible, dynamic emotional space, which they greatly valued.

        The apex of the hierarchy is emotional management: knowing which emotion-focused strategy is best suited to a specific situation. It is therefore the culmination of the other branches: awareness of one’s emotions, understanding how best to change them (if desired and/or appropriate), and being able to do so. In that sense, activities centered on the first three branches all contribute to this fourth branch. Programs have also been designed to collectively promote all four branches. In one successful four-week intervention, for example, the final session concentrated specifically on emotional management, including theoretical group discussions around coping strategies, role-play activities, and meditative mind-body exercises.28 So although work around cultivating emotional intelligence is relatively new and needs further validation, it shows promise in potentially helping to promote happiness and well-being.

        
          Folk wisdom and scientific knowledge converge in attesting that one cannot simply will happiness into being. But the emerging research suggests there are potential ways to be happier and moreover to assist others in that valued goal.

        

      
      
        Cognition

        Our next level is cognition, a flexible term used expansively to signify all mental activities, from perception to memory, and more narrowly “thinking.” This latter sense is how I’m invoking it here, as an overarching label for the way thoughts can affect well-being. For if that is indeed the case, then we can “work with” thoughts to improve people’s happiness.

        The power of the mind in this respect has been acknowledged for centuries. In Hamlet, for instance, William Shakespeare proposed that “there is nothing good or bad, but thinking makes it so.” In literal terms the sentiment is contentious; some events are surely objectively better or worse than others. But even then, one’s thoughts about these can exacerbate or lighten the burden. Even farther into history, the Buddha told a parable of the “two arrows.” The misfortunes of life are like an arrow that wounds; but negative thoughts about them are a second arrow that compounds the hurt. While one may not be able to divert the first arrow, the second is potentially within one’s power to avoid.

        Modern scholarship and therapies have corroborated these insights. The past century has seen an astonishing proliferation of forms of psychotherapy—and associated fields like counseling and coaching—all essentially aiming to improve well-being by working with thought patterns. Their fundamental mode of impact is discursive: therapist and client talk through the latter’s issues in some way, thus helping people develop more constructive ways of thinking about their lives.

        Currently the most prominent practices in this space hail from cognitive theories and therapies of mental difficulties, especially cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), introduced in chapter 4. Thousands of studies have been published on its efficacy, and it seems at least as effective as medication at treating challenges such as depression and anxiety, and is often more sustainable and cost-effective in the long term.29 Such studies tend not to focus on happiness per se but rather on ameliorating distress. Nevertheless, some research has explicitly concentrated on happiness-related outcomes. An RCT of CBT for social anxiety, for instance, found it helped people switch from unhelpful emotion regulation strategies (e.g., suppression) to more constructive ones (e.g., cognitive reappraisal), which improved life satisfaction.30

        Moreover, CBT insights have migrated beyond clinical settings to inform well-being-related initiatives more broadly. One example is the Master Resilience Training program, developed for US military personnel; it appears to be helpful in inculcating various positive qualities (e.g., coping skills) and hence potentially improving responses to stress.31 It includes CBT components, such as the ABC model of explanatory styles, where the potential for a negative Activating event to have adverse emotional Consequences depends on one’s Beliefs about that event. The program thus teaches people to query their unhelpful beliefs, asking, Is it still meaningful? Is it accurate? Is it overly rigid? Is it useful? and so on. A salient example in a military context might be the notion that asking for help shows weakness, which could undermine well-being (e.g., contributing to reluctance to seek help). People can thereby be empowered to develop more adaptive beliefs (e.g., reconfiguring help seeking as indicative of responsibility and courage).

        Beyond these more formalized interventions, researchers have harnessed their techniques in creating flexible activities that people can try themselves. These include simply reflecting on and writing about one’s positive experiences. An influential study had students do this for twenty minutes on three consecutive days; relative to a control group (who wrote about a neutral topic), this not only enhanced positive mood but also was associated with increased physical well-being, as gauged by fewer subsequent health center visits.32 Numerous related activities have since been developed, such as the gratitude journal exercise highlighted above.

        Besides CBT, many other therapeutic practices work with cognitions to improve well-being, from Freudian psychoanalysis to existential psychotherapy. Covering these is beyond our scope here, so CBT serves as an exemplar for the power of cognitively focused interventions in general to enhance well-being in various ways—not “only” treating disorders, but potentially actively promoting happiness.

      
      
        Physicality

        The next tier is physicality, which for our purposes essentially means physical health. If our reference point is well-being, this is an intrinsic aspect—equal in standing to mental health—so it is axiomatically relevant. In that respect, fields such as medicine become germane, though such expansion takes us far beyond this book’s scope. But even in terms of mental health and happiness more specifically, physical health is a significant factor, as discussed in the previous chapter. Indeed, the LIFE model was designed to emphasize the close connections between mind and body—and relatedly between physical and mental well-being—with all tiers intertwining the subjective and objective aspects of our being.

        In the context of this chapter, interest in physicality means promoting happiness by attending to physical health. As with all sections, there’s far more of relevance than can be covered, but I can mention a few salient examples, which generally fall within the ambit of “body maintenance activities”—keeping the body healthy and working well. First, it’s worth noting a key principle: the importance of balance and harmony. These concepts were introduced in chapter 3 within the notion of harmonic happiness, yet they are also fundamental to well-being more broadly, and hence it is difficult to discuss its cultivation without invoking these. Rarely can one definitively prescribe the simple absence or presence of a given phenomenon as conducive to well-being; it is usually more a question of finding the right amount, thereby striking the optimal balance between too little and too much.

        The first broad arena is rest and sleep. Their importance is increasingly recognized, as reflected in works by figures like writer Arianna Huffington, with research linking them to happiness, both indirectly via physical health and more directly through psychological processes.33 With the latter, for instance, one study connected sleep quality to life satisfaction through a mediating factor of belief in the zero-sum finite nature of happiness (a mindset that occurs more under conditions of scarcity): poor sleep constitutes the deprivation of a cognitive resource, which activates this belief and hence hinders life satisfaction.34 For numerous reasons, then, it is important that people get enough sleep—with eight hours often cited as ideal, although this varies among individuals—while avoiding excessive sleep, which can also be problematic.35

        The second main area is physical activity, encompassing all forms of exertion. Again, balance is key. Consider the workplace. Excessive activity—for instance, long working hours—is problematic, leading to issues such as burnout.36 Such concerns have generated initiatives like the European Union Working Time directive, mandating an average maximum workweek of forty-eight hours. Underactivity can also be an issue, though, whether underemployment or sedentary jobs. In the latter respect, interventions include adopting active workstations, which can promote well-being and happiness specifically (e.g., life and work satisfaction).37

        A particularly important subcategory of activity is exercise. This affects happiness in numerous ways, from in-the-moment mood elevation (discussed in chapter 4), to longer-term impacts via mediating factors like improved health (as per chapter 5). Again though, balance is needed, both in the amount and type of exercise. With the former, insufficient exercise can be problematic (the current US guidelines recommend minimum weekly levels of 150 minutes of moderate or 75 minutes of vigorous exercise), as can excessive amounts (from physical issues like injury to psychosocial outcomes associated with addiction).38 Then regarding types, most guidelines recommend a harmonious mix of endurance, strength, flexibility, and balance activities.

        The final area I’ll mention is nutrition. Again, balance and harmony are important. Rarely can a substance be categorically deemed helpful or harmful; even “water intoxication” can be dangerous. Rather, it depends on the right amount, which can also vary among individuals due to their unique physical characteristics and needs. Moreover, a balanced diet is key, even if there are perennial disagreements over what it involves. Research is emerging on the value of the Mediterranean diet, for instance—principally including vegetables, fruits, legumes, cereals, nuts, and fish—which has consistently been found to be beneficial for health and potentially even happiness specifically.39 More particularly, for example, one study found PA was higher on the days that people ate more fruit and vegetables; furthermore, this intake predicted mood the following day.40 So in all of these subtle ways, happiness can be influenced through people’s physical actions and choices.

      
      
        Behavioral

        The final individual tier is behavior. This also pertains to activity, but whereas physicality covered health-related aspects of this arena, behavior is more about conduct—how people live out their ethics, character, and passions, all of which affect happiness. As such, by thoughtfully improving one’s conduct, well-being too may be enhanced.

        A good place to begin, given our consideration of mindfulness above, is ethics. Most scientific literature on mindfulness centers on secularized versions, disconnected from the Buddhist traditions in which it originated and presented mainly as a method of attention training. Significantly, though, in Buddhism, mindfulness is embedded in a broader nexus of values and traditions, including ethical teachings. The key point is that mindfulness may help people react to the content of their minds with equanimity, but the ethical quality of their behavior shapes this very content. This argument connects to the complex notion of karma, which holds that acting ethically—like treating others kindly—increases the possibility of experiencing positive mental states in future.

        I observed these dynamics in my PhD research, where the meditators I interviewed reported that engaging with Buddhism—including trying to act ethically—really did enhance their lives. From a disinterested scientific viewpoint, we might regard such possibilities as hypotheses to examine rather than as established facts, notwithstanding research like my own. But on inspection, such dynamics are very plausible, and moreover are corroborated by other research and reflections unrelated to Buddhism. If you’ve acted in ways you subsequently felt were wrong, you likely will have been troubled by shame and regret; conversely, virtuous patterns of behavior may generate more uplifting states of mind such as eudaimonia.41

        Also central to eudaimonia—both as classically conceived and interpreted by modern science—is character. This has attracted considerable attention, perhaps most prominently in the Values in Action taxonomy of character strengths.42 It identifies twenty-four strengths deemed relatively universal, aggregated into six broad virtues: wisdom and knowledge (e.g., curiosity), courage (e.g., honesty), humanity (e.g., kindness), justice (e.g., leadership), temperance (e.g., prudence), and transcendence (e.g., gratitude).43 This offers people a positive discourse for thinking about themselves, complementing frameworks that are more neutral (like the “big five” model of personality traits) or negative (such as classifications of mental disorders).

        Moreover, the strengths paradigm has a strong applied element. Cultivating strengths appears to be a reliable pathway to well-being—although research into these effects is still relatively sparse, with few RCTs—with numerous strengths-based programs and activities designed to promote such cultivation.44 In education, for example, strengths interventions have been found to enhance happiness and well-being more broadly (e.g., social skills), including among students with special educational needs.45 Similarly, occupational initiatives—such as strengths-based coaching—show promise in promoting engagement, meaning, and overall satisfaction at work.46

        A final behavior worth highlighting is engagement with rewarding activities. A great example is artistic pursuits, as I summarized in an article on “positive art,” which reviewed research into the diverse ways that enjoying and/or practicing art can promote well-being.47 Artistic modalities have long been harnessed in ameliorating mental disorders—particularly for people, like children, who struggle with discursive forms of therapies—from music to art therapy. Now, beyond the clinical arena, art is beginning to be appreciated as among the most powerful routes to happiness, leading to the emergence of numerous art-based well-being activities and interventions, spanning modalities from music and dance to painting and crafting.

        Specifically, I identified five main pathways through which engagement with art can be beneficial: sense making (enabling people to comprehend their life and find meaning in it), enriching experience (facilitating new or elevated emotional states), aesthetic appreciation (reveling in beauty or skill), entertainment (pleasure, fun, and play), and bonding (connecting with others through art, and even experiencing self-transcendence and group consciousness). You may perhaps be able to identify some of these dynamics in your own engagement with art, and hence intuitively appreciate the potential for such experiences to facilitate various forms of happiness.

      
      
        Microsystem

        Many books on improving happiness tend to limit their focus to the personal landscape above, concentrating on practices that individuals can do to better their own lives. In a sense, that’s fair enough; this terrain covers so much ground that there’s more than enough material for one book. If we truly want a comprehensive and holistic picture of how to facilitate happiness, however, we need to also consider people’s broader sociocultural context, which I’ve stratified using Bronfenbrenner’s systems theory. We begin with the microsystem, highlighting three of the most prominent to show the scope of possibilities here: families, schools, and workplaces.

        Possibly the most impactful microsystem is the family, given the significance of close relationships in shaping happiness, as explored in the previous chapter. Thus interventions have been devised to improve familial dynamics. For couples and families in particular need, there is therapy and counseling, which are the interpersonal equivalents of individual treatment for mental challenges.48 Complementing these are activities aimed at advancing families further into positive territory, facilitating happiness even among those relatively free of interpersonal strife. One example is strengths-based parenting programs—drawing on the strengths paradigm above—which can help parents harness strengths in themselves and their children.49

        Relatedly, there’s burgeoning interest in promoting happiness at school, exemplified by paradigms like social and emotional learning, and positive education.50 Their premise is that education is not only about intellectual development but helping children flourish more broadly too. Such programs include honing the skills discussed above—via age-adapted activities—from mindfulness to emotional intelligence.51 Furthermore, these paradigms not only involve individually targeted interventions, but also transforming microsystems themselves to be more structurally conducive to well-being. This includes fomenting a more positive culture, whereby well-being itself becomes an institutional priority, as exemplified by a “whole school approach” referred to as “learn it [i.e., well-being], live it, teach it, embed it.”52

        Finally, promoting happiness at work is an increasingly prominent topic. This concern is not new; coaching has been harnessed in occupational settings since the 1940s, and always had an emphasis on well-being, even if only instrumentally to improve performance.53 Yet recent years have seen an intensification of interest, as shown by the emergence in the early 2000s of paradigms like positive organizational scholarship and positive organizational behavior.54 These have strong applied elements, focusing on improving well-being at work. As with education, there are numerous individually focused activities—such as mindfulness interventions—that have a demonstrable, if modest, impact on well-being in the workplace, as discussed above.

        Further, there are efforts to structurally improve the microsystem itself, without which individually focused interventions risk merely being a sticking plaster to mask an unhealthy work environment. The American Psychological Association’s Psychologically Healthy Workplace Program, for instance, assesses good practices and employers on five categories: work-life balance, health and safety, employee involvement (e.g., in decision-making), employee development, and employee recognition.55 Other initiatives include acknowledging the role of leaders in shaping the culture of an organization, and formulating strategies to improve leadership skills, such as executive coaching.56 There are many other relevant initiatives, but these will suffice in showing the potential for enhancing happiness through attending to the microsystem.

      
      
        Mesosystem

        The great value of Bronfenbrenner’s systems theory is it allows the sociocultural world to be conceptualized with nuance and complexity. Rather than simply being part of a homogeneous, monolithic collective, we exist within multiple social spheres. Some are arranged hierarchically according to scale; microsystems are embedded within exosystems (the broader community), and exosystems are embedded within macrosystems (wider structures). Still, the picture is yet more complex. We also inhabit various spheres at the same level of scale, including numerous microsystems such as family, friends, school, and workplace. Crucially, microsystems intersect in complex, consequential ways, with “mesosystem” used to describe an interaction between two or more such systems.

        If aiming to improve happiness by engaging with microsystems, our efforts can be even more impactful if we also account for their mesosystemic intersections. Consider children’s well-being. Mesosystemic paradigms—like family-centered positive psychology—recognize that people “exist in inter-locking contexts,” with the two primary microsystems for children being home and school, which have a “bidirectional, reciprocal influence over each other.”57 Thriving at school is influenced by children’s home life, and vice versa. Unfortunately, this contextual perspective is often lacking. In the words of Isaac Prilleltensky, an influential community psychology theorist, “We typically psychologize children’s problems and ignore the social and political context in which their problems occur.”58 Interventions, however, are beginning to take greater account of the mesosystem.

        With home-school interaction, an exemplar is Families and Schools Together (FAST), designed to build protective factors for well-being, like social capital.59 It involves eight weekly meetings run by the FAST team in which families attend the school to participate in joint activities with their children, and thereafter monthly groups run by the parents themselves. It is particularly aimed at disadvantaged families, which are at greater risk of low social capital—with its attendant risks, such as poorer educational outcomes—and so are more likely to benefit. Indeed, the UK government, which has highlighted the importance of early interventions to address socioeconomic inequality, included FAST in its Parenting Early Intervention Programme.60 RCTs have demonstrated various positive outcomes for FAST, from social capital to educational attainment.61 Moreover, it is seen as cost-effective and has been recommended by bodies like Save the Children.62

        Into adulthood, the most prominent mesosystemic interaction is work-life balance. Extensive research has shown this significantly affects well-being, with imbalance being a leading cause of burnout, for example.63 Imbalance takes various forms, though it usually involves “role-conflict”: the “simultaneous occurrence of two (or more) sets of pressures such that compliance with one would make more difficult compliance with the other.”64 Arguably the most prevalent form is the conflict between work and family life.65 This applies even—and perhaps especially—if the competing “pressures” are both sources of happiness, since a person would be positively pulled in two directions, with well-being diminished by each impinging on the other.

        Mesosystemic interventions might thus involve strategies to alleviate such conflicts. In the aforementioned Psychologically Healthy Workplace Program, recommendations include flexible work arrangements and assistance with caring responsibilities. Such practices are increasingly popular, and are also becoming more viable and widely implemented. At the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020, for instance, the percentage of people working from home in the United States doubled from 31 to 62 percent in just three weeks.66 Such changes are understandable given the circumstances, but even more significant is that more than 50 percent of people in the United States want to continue working remotely in some form postpandemic, and two-thirds of companies are considering making the current home-working practices permanent.67 As such, working patterns are trending in the direction of greater flexibility, which from a mesosystemic perspective is likely to benefit well-being.

      
      
        Exosystem

        Moving up through Bronfenbrenner’s tiers, microsystems are situated within exosystems. Essentially this means one’s community, which usually refers to a populated geographic area that one can readily access, as discussed in chapter 5. However, more recently its usage has broadened to include virtual spaces, reflecting the fact that people are spending increasing amounts of their lives online. In any case, whether “real” or “virtual,” these wider structures exert top-down influence on the microsystems within—although the impact can also be exerted upward, since people influence their communities. As such, a powerful route to improving lives is by shaping exosystems in positive ways.

        Such efforts take many forms, varying in scale and scope. At the more modest end, communities can be improved by any individual within them. Moreover, in so doing, positive feedback loops can be created. If a person works to better their community, this itself can directly improve their happiness, particularly eudaimonic or meaningful forms.68 Among the most powerful routes toward finding meaning is contributing to “something that one believes is bigger than the self,” of which one’s community is an obvious example.69 In addition, by then having an improved social environment, this too can influence one’s well-being.

        Good illustrations of these dynamics are group efforts to bring greater order and beauty to one’s locale. Indeed, many cultures have traditions of such collective endeavors—together with research showing their value to well-being—from gardening to public art.70 These activities are valuable even if done individually; gardening, for instance, is conducive to happiness in many ways, from constituting a form of exercise to a psychologically rewarding engagement with nature; adding a communal dimension then brings social well-being into play too.71 Furthermore, the collective itself benefits from common green spaces, which include offering opportunities for reflection and aesthetic appreciation.72

        Scaling up, one finds ambitious initiatives to work with whole communities. In the United Kingdom, for instance, the Well London Project was devised to improve well-being in marginalized regions of the city.73 As a coproduced project—collaborating with local people to identify and meet their needs—the constellation of activities varies. But common features include improving public spaces to encourage physical activity, providing guides to local health resources, and fun activities that foster social capital. Encouragingly, an RCT suggested the program had positive impacts on physical and mental health.74 Comparable examples can be found around the world, such as the Family Wellbeing Programme, an Australian community empowerment initiative.75

        Finally, there are top-down efforts driven by local authorities. One example is urban planning, involving designing buildings and public spaces with happiness in mind, as per paradigms like “positive architecture.”76 Consider the concept of “shared spaces”: recognizing that many cities have ceded much of their public space to traffic, making it unwelcoming to pedestrians, proponents advocate reshaping their designs to redress this balance, not only making them more pleasant, but safer.77 The Dutch town of Makkinga, for instance, removed all traffic signs and markings, compelling drivers and pedestrians to interact more carefully. Not only did it become more aesthetically pleasing, but traffic speeds were reduced by over 40 percent (previous measures achieved only 10 percent reductions). Similar initiatives are beginning to be implemented more widely, including by the UK government.78

      
      
        Macrosystem

        The most expansive of Bronfenbrenner’s tiers is the macrosystem: the “overarching institutional patterns . . . such as the economic, social, educational, legal, and political systems” of which the other levels are “concrete manifestations.”79 These have a huge impact on happiness. Of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals, for instance—which are inextricably linked to well-being, as noted in chapter 5—most involve interconnected macrosystemic processes, from politics to economics. So, to improve happiness, we can look to shape these systems to be more conducive to that end. Indeed, many institutions are increasingly moving toward adopting well-being-related agendas.

        The forerunner is Bhutan, which back in 1972 replaced GDP as its gauge of societal progress with Gross National Happiness (GNH).80 This is assessed by canvasing citizens on nine relevant domains: psychological well-being, time use, community vitality, cultural diversity and resilience, ecological diversity and resilience, health, education, living standards, and good governance. Crucially, from our applied perspective, GNH is used by the Gross National Happiness Commission, a planning branch of the government, to inform policy decisions. While Bhutan is not without its issues81, it remains a pioneer in developing well-being-related policies.

        Other countries have subsequently followed Bhutan’s lead. The United Kingdom’s Office for National Statistics, for example, started gathering data in 2011 on happiness—hedonic, evaluative, and meaningful—in its Integrated Household Survey, disseminated annually to two hundred thousand people, to create a National Well-Being Index.82 Moreover, the then prime minister, David Cameron, announced this index would guide policy decisions, and established the Behavioural Insight policy unit toward this end. Critics have questioned how much influence these developments actually had on his agenda, with his government accused of implementing regressive policies that were detrimental to well-being, particularly for poorer people.83 Nevertheless, it was significant that well-being had entered the political discourse. Moreover, comparable developments elsewhere have gone even further; in 2019, New Zealand explicitly designed its entire budget around well-being, emulating Bhutan in prioritizing happiness over GDP.84

        Not everyone endorses such initiatives. Libertarian philosophy, for example, argues that governments should not impinge on people’s freedoms (beyond enforcing minimal mechanisms to prevent harm to/by other people). Recognizing such contentions, there are attempts to fashion well-being policies that nevertheless uphold people’s right to eschew them. These include libertarian paternalism, also known as nudge theory (which was the foundation for the United Kingdom’s Behavioural Insight team).85 This sought to reconcile libertarianism with the opposing theory of paternalism (that governments know best and should compel people to act accordingly). The strategy is to arrange the “choice architecture” so the desirable option—from a well-being perspective—is the default, making its take-up more likely (e.g., by virtue of people’s inertia). Such approaches can be effective; a meta-analysis of nudge strategies to promote dietary change, for instance, showed these did encourage healthier behaviors.86

        Political dynamics must be appraised in the context of other macrosystems such as economics. Although political and economic spheres exist in reciprocal relationship, the latter seem to be widely assuming primacy, with government policies increasingly driven by the financial markets. Following the 2008 global crash, for instance, austerity policies have been imposed across the world in the name of deficit reduction, severely curtailing state spending, including on the kinds of happiness-related initiatives above.87 Alongside calls to change political systems to better serve well-being, therefore, are attempts to similarly reconfigure economic ones.

        Indeed, some economists and think tanks have advocated for a “positive economic paradigm”—one not only concerned with profit maximization, but prioritizing the well-being of people and the environment.88 The New Economics Foundation think tank, for example, takes its motto from the subtitle of economist Ernst F. Schumacher’s classic text Small Is Beautiful: Economics as If People Mattered.89 Their remit is thus developing policy to “transform the economy so that it works for everyone.”90 This includes the Happy Planet Index, which assesses societal progress by weighting countries’ life satisfaction against their ecological footprint.

        Calls to reform the economic sphere—and society more broadly—have also emerged in the form of progressive social movements, such as the Occupy protests and more recently Black Lives Matter.91 Furthermore, these have had a tangible impact on society—especially the latter—which is empowering to those advocating for social progress. The possibility of changing macrosystems can sometimes seem reserved for select people with top-down power, such as political leaders. Yet people at the grassroots can exert potent bottom-up influence, as protest movements throughout history have shown.

        Thus all people, however seemingly powerless, can influence positive macrosystemic change, which may consequently improve their lives. In addition, participating in social movements might itself engender happiness, particularly eudaimonic and meaningful forms.92 The dynamics are complicated, as activism can also be stressful and risky, especially for marginalized groups, so its relationship with well-being is not straightforward.93 Nevertheless, activism might not only improve society but may offer some personal well-being benefits too.

      
      
        Ecosystem

        Finally, we need to consider the global ecosystem. Although not in Bronfenbrenner’s original theory, this was included in the LIFE model since even macrosystems are embedded within the still-larger context of the biosphere, on which all levels depend for their very existence. Hence environmental issues are of fundamental concern to happiness. Our planet must be able to support life for human well-being to even be conceivable. Then even aside from existential survival, our quality of life depends heavily on the state of the environment (such as air quality).

        Unfortunately, we have collectively developed a destructive mode of engagement with nature. Although many cultures do respect and even revere the natural world, recent centuries have seen the dominance of a disconnected, extractive, predatory ethos, with nature constructed as a resource to be exploited.94 Although associated with Western nations in particular, given the complex dynamics of globalization this ethos is now hegemonic across the industrialized world, reflected in the policies of many governments.

        Such trends adversely affect happiness in various ways. First and foremost is the existential threat posed by climate change. Such concerns are accompanied by other dangers to life and welfare. In the context of COVID-19, for example, journals like Nature and Science have argued that industrialization exacerbates the risk and severity of pandemics.95 For instance, deforestation and encroachment on undeveloped territory increases people’s contact with wildlife and livestock—as do practices like factory farming—elevating the risk of zoonotic viruses jumping species into humans.

        Besides such physical threats, the environmental crisis is mentally distressing, as people warned even as early as the 1970s.96 Such concerns have since accelerated, with the concept of ecoanxiety emerging in the past decade, defined as “the generalized sense that the ecological foundations of existence are in the process of collapse.”97 Although data on ecoanxiety per se are limited, environmental concerns are widespread and are harming mental health.98 Moreover, their prevalence is escalating; a survey of almost two hundred thousand people across the world reported that 77 percent were worried about planetary damage in 2019, rising sharply from 71 percent just five years before.99

        So if we want to promote happiness, encouraging more sustainable relationships with nature must be included. This can take numerous forms, spanning all Bronfenbrenner’s tiers. At the microsystem level, households and businesses can be made more energy efficient, for instance. Mesosystemically, people can be helped to work from home where possible, and where not, energy use commuting between microsystems might be reduced, such as via carpooling or active commuting. Exosystem initiatives include encouraging and facilitating the use of more environmentally friendly forms of transport (and moreover reducing the need for travel), while at a macrosystem level, policy commitments to sustainability are becoming established nationally and internationally, though much more work still needs to be done to secure and implement the changes needed.

        The causal dynamics here—linking sustainable behaviors to happiness—are both direct and indirect. With the latter, such actions will improve the viability of the planet, which is crucial for happiness. People’s subjective experience of this impact, however, may be diffuse and diluted; individual activities may not perceptibly influence the environment, so there is not a tight feedback loop by which people may be rewarded for such behaviors. As such, relying on indirect links alone to encourage adaptive change might be difficult.

        Fortunately, there may also be some direct links between ecologically friendly actions and happiness. Active commuting, for example, is associated with physical and mental health.100 The links are particularly strong when the behavior involves spending time in nature, as reflected in geographer Wil Gesler’s work on therapeutic landscapes.101 For instance, meta-analyses have shown significant associations between nature connection and both hedonia and eudaimonia.102 Indeed, in the context of COVID-19, engagement with the natural world appears among the best coping resources and predictors of well-being, with most people regarding the environment as important to them.103

        From an applied perspective, people can be encouraged and helped to connect with nature. Relevant initiatives range from outdoor engagement programs, and environmental literacy education, to the Japanese practice of shinrin yoku (“forest bathing”), and even just simply spending time in gardens and parks.104 Furthermore, psychology itself has much to gain from a greater appreciation of the importance of nature—and ways to connect with and value it—including by engaging with cultures that excel in this area (such as Japan with its traditions and therapeutic practices around shinrin yoku). Doing so will also help address the broader criticism of psychology vis-à-vis Western centricity, and its need for better cross-cultural understanding and appreciation.

        With that, our tour of happiness is just about complete. It only remains to summarize our journey in the concluding chapter.

      
    
  
    
      
        7

        The Future of Happiness

      
      This book has offered a brief overview of contemporary perspectives on happiness. In this final chapter, I’ll summarize the ground we’ve covered by gradually constructing a conceptual map that ties its various elements together. We’ll then conclude by considering the way ahead for scholarship on happiness, examining how current issues and limitations can be remedied by future research.

      
        A Map of Happiness

        The book began by defining some key terms. First, well-being was positioned as an overarching concept, encompassing all the ways humans can be, do, and live well. More specifically, four main dimensions were identified: mental, physical, social, and (more tentatively) spiritual. All four were then conceptualized as if arrayed on a spectrum between a negative and positive pole, with their respective territories labelled as illness and health. The metaphor is imperfect: each spectrum contains multiple continua—different forms of mental illness or health, for instance—with people doing poorly on some and better on others, potentially even concurrently. Nevertheless, it is a useful heuristic.

        Bringing these different elements together, well-being was defined in technical terms as a multidimensional phenomenon, spanning illness and health, encompassing the physical, mental, social, and spiritual dimensions of existence. I then described the attainment of well-being as a desirable state of quality in relation to any and ideally all dimensions of existence. Such attainment thereby constitutes a condition of health on any given wellbeing spectrum, with terms like thriving and flourishing used when people particularly excel in those regards.

        These relationships are represented in figure 9. It replicates figure 1 from the introductory chapter, but with a different configuration. First, it positions mental, physical, and social well-being in a triangular formation as the main interrelated, self-reinforcing structure of overall well-being. Spiritual well-being is then placed outside the triangle, being more speculative and potentially less universally relevant. It is also situated rising upward, for obvious symbolic reasons. The figure has been rendered in simplified form too, as it will serve as the cornerstone for the map that this chapter will gradually construct. The map will be explicated by letter and number labels that will remain constant. Thus well-being is denoted by the letter W, with the following numbers illustrating its various dimensions:
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            Figure 9 The dimensions of well-being.

          
        
        
          	W1: Mental well-being

          	W2: Mental illness (distress)

          	W3: Mental health (happiness)

          	W4: Physical well-being

          	W5: Physical illness (discomfort)

          	W6: Physical health (vitality)

          	W7: Social well-being

          	W8: Social illness (strife)

          	W9: Social health (conviviality)

          	W10: Spiritual well-being

          	W11: Spiritual illness (anomie)

          	W12: Spiritual health (transcendence)

        

        We can now add to this figure, incorporating the topics covered throughout the book. Our focus is of course happiness, conceptualized as covering the positive realm of the mental well-being spectrum, which this book explored in particular detail. This included differentiating various forms of happiness in chapter 3. I noted that most current scholarship focuses on hedonic and evaluative happiness, often collectively referred to as subjective well-being. To a lesser extent, there is also interest in eudaimonia, which I deconstructed into three distinct forms: eudaimonic (centered around personal development), meaningful, and accomplished happiness. Yet I also noted an emerging recognition that other forms may exist and warrant adding to this taxonomy.
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            Figure 10 Dimensions of well-being and types of happiness.

          
        
        Overall, fourteen different forms were identified and discussed, though to reiterate, these are not mutually exclusive, and a given experience may well interweave several or more at once. These have been added to the developing map in figure 10. Happiness is denoted by the letter H, with the different forms represented the notation H1–H14 inside the circle. I sought to bring further conceptual order to the kaleidoscope of forms by grouping them according to whether they primarily pertained to either feeling (forms 1–5), thinking (forms 6–9), or doing (forms 10–14).

        
          	H1: Hedonic

          	H2: Contented

          	H3: Mature

          	H4: Chaironic

          	H5: Vitalic

          	H6: Evaluative

          	H7: Meaningful

          	H8: Intellective

          	H9: Absorbed

          	H10: Eudaimonic

          	H11: Accomplished

          	H12: Harmonic

          	H13: Relational

          	H14: Nirvanic

        

        Already the map is becoming more fine-grained and comprehensive. The next step is to incorporate details about human beings. The previous chapter introduced the LIFE model, which identified five layers to the person. Imagine these as five concentric circles enfolding the well-being dimensions, as illustrated in figure 11. In addition, although not represented visually here, all of these layers have subjective (e.g., qualia) and objective (e.g., physiological) dimensions. These personal layers are denoted by the letter P, with their stratification as follows:
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            Figure 11 Dimensions of well-being, types of happiness, and layers of the person.

          
        
        
          	P1: Consciousness

          	P2: Emotions

          	P3: Cognitions

          	P4: Physicality

          	P5: Behavior

        

        Furthermore, people are situated within complex sociocultural environments, which the LIFE model differentiated into five tiers. Let’s picture these as five circles enfolding the person, as illustrated in figure 12. Again, although not represented visually here, all of these layers have intersubjective (e.g., culture) and interobjective (e.g., society) dimensions. These environmental layers are denoted by the letter E, with their stratification as follows:

        
          	E1: Microsystem

          	E2: Mesosystem

          	E3: Exosystem

          	E4: Macrosystem

          	E5: Ecosystem

        

        The map now includes a detailed picture of the person and their environment. At this point we can incorporate the multiplicity of factors that variously help generate, influence, and promote happiness, as covered in chapters 4–6. Some factors are more individual (e.g., temperament) and others more collective (e.g., economics). Let’s begin with the former. There are many—far more than could be discussed in this book—with some key ones included in figure 13. These are configured as if filtering through the layers of the person (i.e., with manifestations in all layers). These individual factors are denoted by the letter I, with the various types as follows:
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            Figure 12 Dimensions of well-being, types of happiness, and layers of the person and environment.

          
        
        
          	I1: Health/physiology

          	I2: Temperament/personality

          	I3: Age/development

          	I4: Sex/gender

          	I5: Race/ethnicity

          	I6: Cognition/intelligence

          	I7: Motivation/will

          	I8: Behavior/action

          	I9: Values/choices

          	I10: Beliefs/ideas

        

        We can then also incorporate the collective factors. Again, there are countless relevant ones, but some key ones are featured in figure 14. These are likewise shown as if filtering through the sociocultural layers of the environment (i.e., with manifestations in all layers).
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          Figure 13 Dimensions of well-being, types of happiness, layers of the person and environment, and individual factors.
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          Figure 14 The flexible map of flourishing.

        
        These collective factors are denoted by the letter C, with the various types as follows:

        
          	C1: Relationships

          	C2: Community

          	C3: Demographics

          	C4: Religion

          	C5: Governance

          	C6: Infrastructure

          	C7: Economics

          	C8: Tradition

          	C9: Culture

          	C10: Language

        

        With that, the map is essentially complete. The letter F in the top left denotes it as an overall map of flourishing. This term has not figured prominently in the book—except sometimes as a rough synonym for well-being—but now we can capitalize on a distinction outlined in the introduction. There I suggested that we use well-being, and subsidiary terms like health and happiness, for singular living beings. I then proposed deploying flourishing more expansively to include the systems in which humans are embedded, both living (e.g., the community) and nonliving (e.g., the economy). These systems have a considerable impact on well-being, constituting many of the factors that influence it. In that respect, this whole dynamic scene—all dimensions of well-being, and the systems and factors that influence these—together makes up flourishing.

        The map therefore constitutes a distilled summary of this entire book. Before we consider future directions, a final point to emphasize about this map—per the label above—is its flexibility. Its overall configuration is conceptually and logically stable; it makes sense to represent the person as encompassed by their environment, with factors exerting influence through the individual and collective layers. Its specific elements are adaptable and fungible, however, capable of being switched around or substituted for others depending on one’s priorities.

        The map highlights twenty factors, for instance—ten individual and ten collective—but there are many other viable options not featured here. Individual factors could also include memory or attention, for example, while collective factors might extend to, say, education or the law. Indeed, depending on how granular one’s taxonomy is, one could identify hundreds or even thousands of discrete factors. Instead of just listing beliefs/ideas together as one factor, say, one could enumerate specific beliefs and ideas (e.g., from democracy and co-operation to freedom and human rights). So, the map can easily be adapted to suit different agendas as well as advances in knowledge (discussed shortly).

        In terms of such advances, another crucial form of flexibility the map possesses is around cross-cultural differences. A challenge with developing frameworks that aim to be universally applicable is how to nevertheless acknowledge cultural variation. This map does aim toward such universality, particularly in terms of its structure, and potentially also its elements (which although flexible and adaptable, may potentially be relevant to all people). Still, even scholars who lean toward universalism recognize that cultures differ—sometimes significantly so. This not only includes variation in relation to the factors (e.g., national differences in GDP), but how well-being itself is conceptualized too. Compare cultures that are more individualist, for example, with those that lean toward collectivism; the former tend to prioritize personal well-being while the latter valorize more relational forms.

        So an additional culture-specific information level could be added to the map, indicating whether particular elements are emphasized or downplayed by certain cultures. This could be done simply through plus and minus signs, as illustrated in figure 15. One could tailor it for Eastern contexts, for example, by highlighting its various relational components, such as social health (W9), the relationship factor (C1), and relational happiness (H13). One could also signify other happiness forms stressed in such cultures, including contented (H2), harmonic (H12), and nirvanic forms (H14). The metaphor that comes to mind is a musical one: elements are like notes available to all people, but cultures create specific melodies by selecting or emphasizing different notes.
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            Figure 15 The flexible map of flourishing (with an Eastern cultural emphasis).

          
        
        Furthermore, as our understanding of cross-cultural dynamics advances, more informational detail could be added. Instead of simply indicating emphasis or de-emphasis (with plus and minus signs), one could include the degree of (de-)emphasis, perhaps with superscript numbers from one to ten (very weak to very strong emphasis, respectively). Further still, the map could even be sensitized to individuals, tailored to their personality and environment. In this way, we might truly move toward the kind of nuanced, refined understanding of happiness that people and cultures—in all of their rich uniqueness—need and merit. The book now concludes with some suggestions for how we can progress further toward this goal.

      
      
        Waves of the Future

        This book has offered an up-to-date picture of the current scholarship on happiness. As with any area of inquiry, however, our understanding is partial and provisional, beset by limitations and biases. I have drawn attention to these issues throughout the book, which has brought a spirit of critical reflection to the topic. These critiques are not meant disparagingly of course. The scholarship featured here is excellent—thorough, careful, thoughtful, and so on—as are the researchers involved. With any endeavor, though, there is always room for improvement. Scholars are usually aware of these issues and may indeed be hindered from addressing them by factors beyond their control (such as a lack of funds). But we can still reflect on these problems and do our best to ameliorate them going forward.

        The critiques are many and varied, but most fall into two categories that relate to the waves of well-being scholarship discussed in chapter 2. There I identified four main waves over the past two hundred years, reflecting the respective emergence of psychiatry and psychotherapy (first), humanistic psychology (second), scientific psychology (third), and now a more global scholarship (fourth). The two main classes of critique—and hence ways forward for academia—concern the third and fourth waves. The first class pertains to the third wave, and focuses on the need to improve our methodologies. Relatedly, the second class concerns the fourth wave, and centers on the importance of a more global outlook. Let’s take these in turn.

        The third wave is characterized by an emphasis on harnessing science to understand well-being (in contrast to the second wave, which did have scientific elements, but was more about therapeutic practice). In that respect, considerable strides have been made. Yet these efforts still have their limitations, which impede the validity of the results, the weight we can place on the conclusions, and the soundness of our knowledge.

        The most prominent issue is an overreliance on cross-sectional survey data to explore the dynamics of happiness. This means essentially asking people about their well-being at a given point using relevant questionnaires. Such research is very useful, and can certainly tell us a great deal about flourishing. Nonetheless, an overreliance on such data by scholars has at least two significant issues—one pertaining to the cross-sectional aspect and the other to the survey aspect.

        The main problem with the cross-sectional aspect is that this methodology can only assess patterns at a given moment. As such, it cannot reveal causality, which is what we really need to know to understand well-being more deeply. We might find a correlation between social support and happiness, for instance, which would certainly be valuable information. However, while social support may well cause happiness, equally the effect could run the other way, or a third factor such as personality could drive both outcomes.1 Our understanding would therefore be limited unless we could ascertain these dynamics.

        Even methodologies that are longitudinal cannot conclusively indicate causality unless they track the same people over time—known as a “panel” study—which many such efforts do not do (not least because such designs can be more complicated and expensive). This applies to the annual GWP, for instance, whose results form the basis of the WHR. The GWP is an incredible research endeavor—with which I’m privileged to be involved through the Global Wellbeing Initiative, introduced in chapter 3—but even so, its design involves asking a different sample of people each year, which limits the causal inferences one can draw from the data.

        As such, more longitudinal studies, especially ones with panel designs, are needed for a clearer understanding of causality. Moreover, these should ideally measure and control for potential confounding variables (e.g., socioeconomic considerations), so that the analysis can truly allow a rigorous and sophisticated understanding of the causal dynamics.2 Thankfully, research endeavors are being developed to address these needs.

        A good example is the groundbreaking Global Flourishing Study—with which I am also very grateful to be involved—led by Tyler VanderWeele, director of the Human Flourishing Program at Harvard University, and Byron Johnson, director of the Institute for Studies of Religion at Baylor University. They and their teams have recently received nearly $45 million—mainly from the John Templeton Foundation—to partner with Gallup to conduct a huge longitudinal panel survey of flourishing. Beginning in 2021, the project is envisaged as lasting at least five years (and likely longer) and will involve over two hundred and forty thousand people in twenty-two countries. By surveying the same people each year, this allows a better analysis of causality than the standard cross-sectional methodology of most comparable research efforts (e.g., the GWP).

        The second main issue with survey data concerns the survey aspect itself. Although this methodology is very useful in assessing people’s thoughts and feelings, there are nevertheless concerns around people’s ability to accurately, reliably, or truthfully self-report such data. Self-reports are still invaluable, but we need to bear these issues in mind when interpreting such data. As such, we can ideally seek to augment surveys with other methodologies. Given real-world constraints—such as tight research budgets—these may not always be feasible. But it is worth at least aiming in that direction if possible.

        There is great potential, for example, in harnessing neurophysiological technologies such as EEG and fMRI to investigate the dynamics of happiness, as discussed in chapter 4. This work should ideally be augmented by qualitative research, per the neurophenomenology paradigm. If we’re interested in the neural correlates of mental states, we also need detailed understanding of these very states, which is something only qualitative research can truly provide; if you really want to know what someone thinks or feels, you essentially have to ask them. Qualitative methods are also valuable in their own right, with diverse approaches capable of shedding light on flourishing in numerous ways. Examples just from my own work—also mentioned in chapter 4—range from analyzing metaphors in academic discourse to explore the phenomenology of happiness, to investigating the life narratives of Buddhists to understand the impact of meditation upon various aspects of well-being.

        Beyond these relatively well established—yet still underused—methodologies, as technologies and social trends evolve, we’re seeing even newer paradigms emerge. These include mining big data for information—aided by artificial intelligence and machine learning—such as exploring language patterns on Twitter to analyze national levels of happiness.3 Given the inventiveness of scholars and lightning-fast pace of technological progress, the ease and availability of such methodologies will surely rapidly improve in the coming years, together with the advent of new paradigms one cannot yet even envisage.

        Calls to enhance and expand the repertoire of methodologies intersect with the second class of critique and response, which pertain to the fourth wave of well-being scholarship. The charge is that, for much of its history, well-being research has tended to be Western-centric—as highlighted throughout the book—influenced particularly by the values and traditions of the United States. In response, there are exhortations for more globally inclusive and nuanced scholarship—one that accounts for cross-cultural variation in how happiness is experienced, perceived, and conceptualized.

        Fortunately, such developments are already underway, reflected in the emergence of this new fourth wave, which constitutes a more global endeavor. To begin with, this work includes conducting well-being research globally using conventional metrics, as indeed the GWP has done since 2005. But even more paradigm-shifting are efforts to explore cross-cultural differences in how happiness is actually understood and interpreted. One example is the Global Wellbeing Initiative, involving the development of new items for the GWP that reflect non-Western perspectives on well-being—such as contented, harmonic, and relational forms of happiness—as discussed in chapter 3.

        Such efforts will surely be augmented over the coming years, and similar initiatives are undoubtedly already unfolding across the world. Indeed, global power dynamics are rapidly shifting across many fields of endeavor. The latter half of the twentieth century may have been dominated by the United States, which in turn influenced fields like psychology, yet in the twenty-first century, new centers of power are emerging such as China and India. It seems inevitable that these dynamics will also affect well-being scholarship, moving its emphasis away—at least to some extent—from its current Western-centric tendencies.

        Then beyond these already-unfolding developments, one cannot help trying to peer even farther over the horizon to imagine what future waves of scholarship might look like. Might we someday see a fifth wave, for example, that transcends the human-centric focus of the global fourth wave to broach the dizzying possibilities of nonhuman forms of well-being? These could range from the natural life-forms with which we share this planet (including not only sentient creatures but all forms of organic matter, as well as the biosphere as a whole), to the oncoming advances in artificial intelligence (with some observers predicting the emergence of silicon-based forms of consciousness), and even the radical possibility of extraterrestrial intelligent life (whose existence in the universe many thinkers view as exceedingly likely, even if such beings have not yet visited earth). All of these potentialities have implications for scholarship, not least since our own human well-being will require coexisting sustainably and peacefully alongside these nonhuman life-forms.

        
          The book concludes by considering potential pathways forward for well-being scholarship, particularly the need to develop more cross-culturally inclusive and nuanced perspectives on happiness.

        

        In any case, such speculations aside, as we look ahead to the coming decades to advances in science, and to movements toward more global scholarship, our understanding of happiness will assuredly continue to be transformed. Indeed, such is the pace of change that this book will undoubtedly need updating relatively soon. That is the nature of a fast-evolving field and world. But this brief review does hopefully at least offer an accurate snapshot of the current state of the art, and so stands as a marker of progress along our valiant journey toward greater happiness.
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        Glossary

      
      Note: The following terms can be defined in many varied ways, giving rise to considerable debate in the literature. These definitions here just reflect the way that I am using these words in this book. Nevertheless, some terms still have several meanings, as indicated below. The particular meaning that applies to a given usage in the text will be evident from the context.

      
        Body

        Meaning 1: One’s existence as a physical being. Conceptualized in contrast to meaning 1 of the “mind” (i.e., one’s existence as a mental being). The distinction, however, is fuzzy and socially constructed (i.e., it is not self-evident or universally agreed what and where the boundary between body and mind is, or even that there is a boundary). Note too that ontologically, in this first meaning, body and mind each have both objective dimensions (i.e., material, physiological activity) and subjective dimensions (i.e., phenomenal qualia). This meaning is more common in the text, often applying, for example, when discussing physical well-being.

        Meaning 2: All physiological activity (i.e., objective, material dimensions of both one’s physical and mental being). Conceptualized in contrast to meaning 2 of the “mind” (i.e., all subjective qualia, encompassing both one’s physical and mental being). This usage is less common in the text, but is occasionally used, particularly when discussing Wilber’s Integral Framework.

        Culture

        Intersubjective aspects of social existence (e.g., shared values and ideas, etc.). Conceptualized in distinction to “society” (see the definition below) in the context of the Integral Framework.

        Experience

        A condition or mode of being which has a subjective component (i.e., qualia), and which is not permanent but can vary widely in duration (from seconds to years).

        Flourishing

        Meaning 1: A desirable state of quality in relation to any and ideally all dimensions of well-being (physical, mental, social, and spiritual). This meaning is synonymous with “thriving,” and is somewhat synonymous with “health” and meaning 2 of “well-being” (in that flourishing/thriving refer to excelling or having especially positive states in these dimensions, whereas health and meaning 2 of well-being refer to all positive states generally).

        Physical/mental/social/spiritual flourishing (select as appropriate): a desirable physical/mental/social/spiritual state of quality, with particular emphasis on excelling physically/mentally/socially/spiritually, or on having especially positive forms of physical/mental/social/spiritual experience.

        Meaning 2: The entire constellation of well-being related phenomena. This includes the well-being dimensions themselves, as well as the myriad of systems and factors—both living (e.g., one’s community) and nonliving (e.g., the economy)—that influence them.

        Happiness

        A desirable mental experience of quality.

        Absorbed happiness: A desirable mental experience of quality in relation to one’s attentional engagement.

        Accomplished happiness: A desirable mental experience of quality in relation to successfully navigating life’s challenges.

        Chaironic happiness: A desirable mental experience of quality in relation to one’s spiritual being (i.e., interpreted as spiritual in nature).

        Contented happiness: A desirable mental experience of quality in relation to one’s present emotions, with particular emphasis on low arousal feelings.

        Eudaimonic happiness: A desirable mental experience of quality in relation to one’s personal development.

        Evaluative happiness: A desirable mental experience of quality in relation to appraising one’s life (either as a whole or regarding specific domains).

        Harmonic happiness: A desirable mental experience of quality in relation to how well the elements of one’s life are ordered and operating together.

        Hedonic happiness: A desirable mental experience of quality in relation to one’s present emotions, with particular emphasis on high arousal feelings.

        Intellective happiness: A desirable mental experience of quality in relation to aspects of mental life that particularly concern intellect, cognitions, wisdom, and understanding.

        Mature happiness: A desirable mental experience of quality in relation to the way one has responded to suffering in one’s life.

        Meaningful happiness: A desirable mental experience of quality in relation to one’s meaning and purpose in life.

        Nirvanic happiness: A desirable mental experience of quality in relation to one’s relative freedom from suffering.

        Relational happiness: A desirable shared mental experience of quality arising from a relationship dynamic.

        Vitalic happiness: A desirable mental experience of quality in relation to one’s physical being.

        Health

        The attainment or realization of a desirable state of quality in relation to any and ideally all dimensions of well-being (physical, mental, social, and spiritual). Synonymous with meaning 2 of “well-being” and somewhat synonymous with “thriving” and meaning 1 of “flourishing” (see definitions above and below for details).

        Physical/mental/social/spiritual health (select as appropriate): a desirable physical/mental/social/spiritual state of quality, referred to generically and expansively as vitality, happiness, conviviality, or transcendence.

        Illness

        An undesirable state lacking quality in relation to any and, at worst, all dimensions of well-being (physical, mental, social, and spiritual). Somewhat synonymous with suffering, except the latter often refers particularly to struggling or having especially negative forms of experience in these dimensions.

        Physical/mental/social/spiritual illness (select as appropriate): an undesirable physical/mental/social/spiritual state lacking quality, referred to generically and expansively as discomfort, distress, strife, or anomie.

        Interobjective

        As per “objective” (see the definition below), but with particular emphasis on systemic or aggregated phenomena (as opposed to isolated individual objects or processes).

        Intersubjective

        As per “subjective” (see the definition below), but shared among multiple people (e.g., a communal emotion).

        Mental

        Aspects of existence pertaining to meaning 1 of the “mind” (see the definition below).

        Mind

        Meaning 1: One’s existence as a mental being. Conceptualized in contrast to meaning 1 of the “body” (see the definition above). This usage is more common in the text, often applying, for example, when discussing mental well-being.

        Meaning 2: All subjective qualia (encompassing both one’s physical and mental being). Conceptualized in contrast to meaning 2 of the “body” (see the definition above). This usage is less common in the text, but is occasionally used, particularly when discussing Wilber’s Integral Framework.

        Objective

        Aspects of phenomena that exist as physical, material objects or processes. Conceptualized in distinction to “subjective” (see the definition below).

        Physical

        Aspects of existence pertaining to meaning 1 of the “body” (see the definition above).

        Qualia

        See “subjective” below.

        Quality

        A fundamental and irreducible condition, experience, or appraisal of a phenomenon being good or valuable in some way.

        Social

        Aspects of existence pertaining to interpersonal connections and interactions.

        Society

        Interobjective aspects of social existence (e.g., material/physical structures and systems). Conceptualized in distinction to “culture” (see the definition above) in the context of the Integral Framework.

        Spiritual

        Aspects of existence interpreted as qualitatively distinct from, and usually more significant or special than, “ordinary” or “regular” experiences. Often described using qualifiers like sacred, transcendent, higher, and deeper.

        State

        A condition or mode of being, which can vary widely in duration (from seconds to years).

        Subjective

        Aspects of phenomena that exist and are perceived within consciousness, referred to generically as qualia. Conceptualized in distinction to “objective” (see the definition above). Note that most human experiences have both subjective and objective aspects (e.g., an emotion is both experienced subjectively within consciousness and has objective physiological correlates).

        Suffering

        An undesirable state lacking quality in relation to any and, at worst, all dimensions of well-being (physical, mental, social, and spiritual). Somewhat synonymous with illness, except it often refers particularly to struggling or having especially negative forms of experience in these dimensions.

        Physical/mental/social/spiritual suffering (select as appropriate): an undesirable physical/mental/social/spiritual state lacking quality, with particular emphasis on struggling physically/mentally/socially/spiritually, or having especially negative forms of physical/mental/social/spiritual experience.

        Thriving

        A desirable state of quality in relation to any and ideally all dimensions of well-being (physical, mental, social, and spiritual). Synonymous with meaning 1 of “flourishing” and somewhat synonymous with “health” and meaning 2 of “well-being” (see definitions above and below for details).

        Physical/mental/social/spiritual thriving (select as appropriate): a desirable physical/mental/social/spiritual state of quality, with particular emphasis on excelling physically/mentally/socially/spiritually, or having especially positive forms of physical/mental/social/spiritual experience.

        Well-being

        Meaning 1: A multidimensional spectrum, spanning illness and health, encompassing the physical, mental, social, and spiritual dimensions of existence.

        Physical/mental/social/spiritual well-being (select as appropriate): a spectrum, spanning illness and health, pertaining to the body/mind/sociality/spirituality. In common language, it can also refer more specifically just to the health-related region of the spectrum—that is, physical health (vitality), mental health (happiness), social health (conviviality), or spiritual health (transcendence).

        Meaning 2: The attainment of well-being refers specifically just to health-related regions of the spectrum, and in that respect is synonymous with “health” and somewhat synonymous with “thriving” and “flourishing” (see the definitions above).

        Physical/mental/social/spiritual well-being (select as appropriate): a desirable physical/mental/social/spiritual state of quality, referred to generically and expansively as vitality, happiness, conviviality, or transcendence.
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