‘Is there a way to increase happiness?’

8 July 2007
Is there a way to increase happiness? I have a good life, but don't always feel happy. Is there more I can do? Jake. 
Incredibly, happiness, that most intangible of concepts, has been given a formula by Positive Psychologists, led by Martin Seligman. They say that the degree of happiness you can experience, H, is determined by your biological predisposition to be happy, called the set point, S, combined with the conditions of your life, C, and the voluntary activities you choose to be involved in, V. So their formula for happiness is H = S + C+ V. If our biological set point is gauged at a level where it takes very little to make us happy, we are indeed fortunate. Some of us, however, might find feeling happy quite effortful, even if we enjoy the favourable conditions and freedom of choice that superficially appear to aidwellbeing. But research shows that there are other factors that can help, which we will explore over the next few weeks. 

Step 1: Accept the conditions you cannot change 

Conditions comprise both material things, such as work, finances and housing, and the things we cannot change about ourselves, such as sex, race and age. They include whether we are in a relationship, recently bereaved, are physically well or have illnesses or disabilities. The conditions of our life will never be perfect and indeed, would we even know perfection if it were attainable? 

We can, however, improve our sense of wellbeing by being truly accepting of the realities of our life "conditions". That does not mean we cannot strive to improve our lot, but we do not have to be angry or disappointed with ourselves if we don't have everything we think we should have. Accepting who and what we are now, in this moment, will release energy that might otherwise be bound up in regret or recrimination, liberating us to truly enjoy what we already have and work towards what we dream of. 

Additionally, by accepting that our biological set point for happiness can sometimes feel a bit of a struggle, we can forgive ourselves if we don't feel happy all the time. It's therapeutic to realise that it's normal to feel neutral, low or sad in the absence of losses or stressors; it's all part of our human emotional experience and these feelings can and will pass, as all feelings do. 

15 July 2007 – The things in our lives we can change
Last week, Jake wanted to know if there was a formula for happiness, and psychologists have argued that there is: H = S + C + V. We covered S, the biological set point all of us have for feeling happy, and C, the conditions of our life that we can't change, such as our age. Now we will look at V, the conditions in our lives that we can change. 
Step 1: Make time for voluntary activities 

The things we choose to do create a healthy balance with the things we have to do. This is obvious, yet how many of us actually do this? Taking time for ourselves to exercise, socialise, relax, go travelling - anything, in fact, that we have chosen for ourselves because it makes us feel good - will add to our happiness quotient. This can feel selfish, but in fact the opposite is true. Research shows that the more we give of ourselves to others the happier we feel, but to be altruistic we need internal resources of goodwill which we create and maintain by choosing wisely for ourselves. The sense of well-being our choices create in us enables us to give more to others. Choosing activities to sustain well-being also requires an investment. This means that unlike the conditions of our lives that we adapt to very quickly and then take for granted, our voluntary activities retain an 'alive' quality, which when internalised can make a positive difference to the way we feel about ourselves. 

Step 2: Cut your commute 

Last week we noted that there are some conditions, such as age and disability, that we can't change. In accepting the reality of these fixed conditions we can free up energy to make changes where we can. Research has shown that there are a number of external conditions that make a difference to our levels of happiness. One of these is commuting. Commuting erodes our happiness quotient because it contributes to stress levels. People who commute long distances arrive at work with higher levels of stress hormones than people who live close to work. Reduce your commute as much as possible, even if it means living in smaller accommodation. We don't really need a large amount of physical living space, but we do need plenty of internal space to have time for the voluntary activities. Stuck in traffic or an overcrowded train twice a day, five days a week, frays our wellbeing and diminishes the opportunities to cultivate happiness. 

