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Is happIness a thought or a feelIng?
American poet Ogden Nash hints that happiness is a feeling, “Happiness is having a scratch 
for every itch.” But is happiness a feeling or a thought? If you think you are happy, are you happy 
or do you have to feel happy to be happy? Likewise, if you are feeling happy, but are totally 
unaware of your thoughts, are you happy? Furthermore, is the absence of thinking, as Swedish 
actress Ingrid Bergman suggests, the key, “Happiness is good health and a bad memory”?

the defInItIon of happIness has varIed In 
dIfferent hIstorIcal perIods
Happiness to the ancient Greeks meant virtue and was seen as a gift of the Gods, whereas 
happiness was equivalent to prosperity and divine favour for the ancient Romans. The 
early Christians saw happiness as synonymous with God. They looked forward to eternal 
bliss in heaven once they had left the suffering of earth. During the enlightenment period, 
however, the view developed that you could be happy on earth. During the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries happiness was seen as not only being able to occur, but should 
occur, on earth. Today, happiness is seen as a natural right and almost an obligation.

the defInItIon of happIness varIes In 
dIfferent cultures
Research shows Germans have a goal-oriented and hedonic view of happiness, whereas South 
Africans view happiness in terms of a calm and balanced mental state, such as contentment. 
Americans are motivated to boost their feelings of happiness and usually define happiness 
in terms of personal achievement. Therefore, self-esteem is a strong predictor of happiness 
in the United States. In East Asian cultures, however, the degree to which an individual 
perceives that they are embedded in their culture is a better predictor of happiness. 
Individuals from such cultures are motivated to maintain a balance between positive and 
negative emotions, partly because Confucian teaching proposes that happiness should not be 
welcomed enthusiastically, as unhappiness is thought to turn up immediately after happiness.
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Happiness is good for you and society,
and is increased by NESTS, NOISE,

practical psychological techniques, and the Five Ss.
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John reich notes: “Happiness is being aware not only of the positive events that occur in your 
life but also that you yourself are the cause of these events - that you can create them, that you 
control their occurrence, and that you play a major role in the good things that happen to you.”

david Myers suggests: “I view happiness as deeper than a momentary good mood - as an enduring 
sense of positive well-being, an ongoing perception that life is fulfilling, meaningful, and pleasant… I 
define happiness as whatever people mean when they describe their lives as happy rather than unhappy.”

daniel nettle believes there are three levels of happiness. Level 1 happiness involves momentary feelings of joy. They 
are temporary and transient, producing an immediate and direct sense of happiness. Little thinking is involved. 
Level 2 happiness is similar to contentment and subjective well-being. It involves judging the degree to which you 
feel on the balance of things reasonably positive. To attain Level 3 happiness, an individual will have personal 
growth, purpose, mastery of one’s environment, and self-directedness. They will have fulfilled their potential.

thomas Wright and russell cropanzano propose that there are three defining characteristics of happiness 
and well-being, terms they use interchangeably. First, happiness is considered a phenomenological event; 
individuals are happy when they subjectively believe they are happy. Second, happiness involves positive emotions 
at the expense of negative emotions. Third, happiness refers to an individual’s whole life; a global evaluation.

hoW researchers defIne h a p p I n e s s
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happIness to Me Is
The definition of happiness varies in different historical periods, between cultures, and between individuals. 
Hence, my definition of happiness is probably not relevant for you. Instead, you should attempt to define 
it for yourself. Below is a definition, written as a poem, by one of my former clients, Danny Fletcher:

Happiness to me is like a smile, from the inside out.
A way of expressing one’s thoughts, feelings, and
affection for others.

Happiness to me is like a child playing
with his or her favorite toy,
the special way, the very fullness of pleasure,
flowing through that child’s mind.

Happiness to me is like a cold stream of water,
on a very hot day.
Splashing through your hair, down your back,
cooling you off, with satisfaction, to your heart’s content.

Happiness to me is like stepping into a room,
with many people,
smiles everywhere.
People are greeting one another,
and you know that every thing you hear or say,
will be comforting.

Happiness to me is
knowing that everything will be all right.

 (Danny Fletcher; December 29, 2005)
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d o  y o u  W a n t  t o 
l I v e  l o n g e r ?
180 Catholic nuns, all aged 22, wrote 
autobiographies in 1930. Several decades later 
researchers analysing the autobiographies 
found that the nuns who were in the top 25% 
in terms of positive emotional content lived 
6.9 years longer! Those with the least positive 
emotional content not only had shorter lives, 
but also had more health problems. Similar 
results have been noted by Dutch researchers. 
Assessing 3,149 Dutch adults aged 65 and 
over between 1955 and 1957, the researchers 
concluded that 70-year-old men of average 
health live almost two years longer if they are 
ranked in the top 16% of happiness.

research IndIcates that 
happIer people:

are more productive at workºº
are more creative at workºº
have more favorable supervisor evaluationsºº
have more energyºº
participate in more activitiesºº
are more likely to graduate from collegeºº
perceive less painºº
exaggerate criticism lessºº
have better healthºº
live longerºº
are more likely to donate bloodºº
have higher batting averages as cricketersºº

do you Want a 
More productIve 
Workforce?
Researchers have discovered that 
Californian human service workers 
and juvenile probation officers who 
respond positively to questions 
such as: “How often do you feel 
depressed or very happy?” are rated 
as better workers by top-ranking 
Administrative Officers than those 
who respond more negatively.

happIness Is benefIcIal
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“parenthood increases happiness”

Studies indicate marital satisfaction decreases 
substantially once a couple’s first baby is born. In 
half the studies, marital satisfaction stays lowered 
forever (never improving!), while the other studies 
show it only increases once the last child leaves home. 
Because powerful socialisation forces try to convince 
you to believe that parenthood is an important aspect 
of life, prospective parents probably have already 
dismissed these research findings. And yet research 
clearly shows women are less happy when taking 
care of their children than when doing even basic 
activities such as eating or even watching television.

“youth increases happiness”

Many segments of Western society promote 
the viewpoint that youth is synonymous with 
happiness. However, older people state that they 
are just as happy as those substantially younger. 
In a study I conducted with 231 employed adults 
(age range = 19 to 68 years), the relationship 
between happiness and age was negligible. Only 
3.2% of the happiness of these adults could be 
explained by knowing their age.
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“beauty increases happiness”
Researchers note people who are considered attractive 
are more popular, hold more prestigious jobs, have 
a higher income, are preferred by teachers and 
employers, and preferred for dates compared with 
those considered unattractive. However, beauty does 
not translate into greater happiness. For instance, 
researchers have found no difference between happy 
and unhappy people with regard to other people’s 
ratings of their beauty. Likewise, other researchers 
have actually found fashion models are less happy.

“Money increases happiness”
Numerous studies have examined the relationship 
between wealth and happiness and concluded, 
except for individuals below the poverty line, there 
is no, or at best a minimal, relationship between 
indicators of wealth and happiness. Researchers, 
studying 49 of the wealthiest Americans, as listed 
by Forbes, noted that they were only slightly 
happier than average. My study of 231 employed 
adults working and/or living in New York State 
found that only 2.5% of their happiness could 
be predicted by their income level. As Irish 
playwright George Bernard Shaw suggested, “You 
can easily find people who are ten times as rich at 
sixty as they were at twenty; but not one of them 
will tell you that they are ten times as happy.”
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nests
Being healthy gives you a foundation that not only directly aids happiness, but opens up possibilities that can’t be experienced by 
unhealthy individuals. Along with not partaking in detrimental behaviours (e.g., smoking), you will benefit by following the proactive
five-pronged approach to health, summarised by the acronym nests (nutrition, exercise, sleep, thoughts, social support):

•	 nutrition - Eat sensibly,
•	 exercise - Make healthy moving your way of life,
•	 sleep - Aim to have eight hours of sleep every night,
•	 thoughts - Maintain positive emotions by using functional thinking, and
•	 social support - Nurture your network of friends, family, colleagues, and neighbours.

noIse
To improve the T in NESTS you should improve your noIse by deceasing your neuroticism, and increasing your optimism, 
Internal locus of control, self-esteem, and extroversion.

neuroticism - Become more emotionally stable by worrying less,
optimism - Believe more good things than bad things will happen (and speak that way),
Internal locus of control - Believe you have a sense of control and take responsibility for your life,
self-esteem - Act in a way that allows you to think you are a person of worth, and
extroversion - Be sociable, while controlling some impulsive urges.

psychologIcal technIques
Research indicates diaphragmatic breathing, progressive muscular relaxation, meditation, thought stoppage, and mental imagery are all 
highly effective. To facilitate regular participation, you can use the 5-minute, 7-step Happier Horizons Thriving Habit.

fIve ss
Happiness is increased by defining your most important values and determining why they're important; committing to challenging goals 
that align with your cherised values; overcoming your fears so that you can initiate change; persisting, even in difficult times; and enjoying 
your successes. So pursue what I call the the five ss (Sort, Set, Supervise, Steady, and Savour):

•	 sort the prioritization of your values and remain faithful to them,
•	 set goals based on these prioritized values,
•	 	supervise your levels of fear by regularly performing relaxation techniques, thought-changing strategies, and NESTS,
•	 steadily work towards achieving your goals, and
•	 savour your successes by noting they have occurred and enjoying them.

Increase happIness WIth nests, noIse, 
psychologIcal technIques, & the fIve ss
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Yes you can exercise, think functionally, and eat sensibly by yourself and as a result you increase your 
likelihood of being happier. However, if you are sociable, live harmoniously with other people, and act 
altruistically you will be even happier. A researcher examined American data concerning voluntary work, 
self-reported health, and happiness, and concluded those who volunteer are happier and have better health 
than those who don’t. Likewise, researchers have noted volunteer work improved all six aspects of personal 
well-being (depression, happiness, life satisfaction, physical health, self-esteem, sense of control over life) 
assessed. Other researchers assessed the life satisfaction of 18- to 60-year-olds, then randomly assigned them 
to perform either acts of kindness, acts of novelty, or no acts every day for 10 days. Performing acts of kindness 
for 10 days increased life satisfaction. People who help others have more positive psychosocial well-being, 
self-esteem, and social integration; a protective effect against decline in psychological well-being; are less 
likely to report poor health and daily living limitations; have better perceived health; decreased morbidity; 
and lower mortality. A study has even shown that spending money on others increases happiness far more 
than spending it on oneself. Hence, maybe you want to consider living your life in the following spirit:

We will be happier and the world will be a better place 
when I think and act as us and we - not I and me.”
 —Adrian McInman

focus on “We”
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