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            Foreword

            There are two central issues in the study
                of happiness (I tend to prefer the label of subjective well-being). The first is a
                classic distinction, which goes back at least to Aristotle, between two views of the
                good life: a life of pleasure, contentment, and other positive feelings, or one that
                is well-lived and meaningful. A clear choice of one over the other has its problems.
                A preference for joy over meaning gets you labeled a hedonist, which is not a
                compliment. On the other hand, you are properly called a scold if you proclaim that
                pleasure is frivolous and that only virtue and meaning matter. How should you define
                happiness if you wish to be neither a hedonist nor a scold? The other great question
                about happiness is how to measure it. Should we study how people feel as they go
                about their life, whether they mostly experience happiness or misery? Or should we
                ask people to stop and think about their life, and report whether or not they are
                satisfied with it?

            The two questions appear to be related.
                It seems natural to use measurements of life satisfaction to study whether people
                find meaning in their life, and to identify happy feelings by measuring ongoing
                experience. That was also my view for many years, but Paul Dolan has a different
                idea. To begin with, he is much more interested in people’s experiences of
                life than in their evaluations of their life. The novel idea is to consider “meaningful” and
                “meaningless” as experiences, not judgments. Activities, in his view,
                differ in a subjective experience of purposefulness—volunteer work is associated
                with a sense of purpose that channel-surfing lacks. For Dolan, purpose and pleasure
                are both basic constituents of happiness. This is a bold and original move.

            The question “What does happiness
                consist of?” is not answered by listing facts about happiness. It is about the
                proper use of the word: when people speak of “happiness,” what do they
                have in mind? No answer can be completely satisfactory, because people do not always
                have the same idea in mind when they use the word. Among the imperfect definitions
                of happiness, the pleasure-purpose concept that Dolan offers is, I believe, a strong
                contender. It is a good description of what I wish for my grandchildren: a life that
                is rich in activities that are both pleasurable and meaningful.

            Paul Dolan is an inveterate optimist who
                has overcome many obstacles on his way to becoming an internationally recognized
                expert on well-being. The optimism shows on every page of this book. In particular,
                Paul is optimistic about you, his reader. He believes that you can make your life
                both pleasurable and meaningful with deliberate choices, about the environment you
                create for yourself and about the aspects of life that deserve your attention. He
                offers a great deal of sound advice on how to make these choices and how to follow
                through with them. The rest, he says, is up to you.



            Daniel Kahneman

        
    
        
            A note to the reader

            I’d like to thank you for buying my
                book. It makes me happy, and I hope it will make you happy, too. I’m
                fascinated by happiness and human behavior, professionally and personally, and I get
                plenty of opportunities to fuel my fascination. Before writing an entire book on
                happiness, I was asked to devise the questions that are now being used in large
                surveys of happiness in the UK and also to advise the UK government on how to design
                better behavior change interventions. I am now increasingly being asked to advise
                charities, multinational companies, and other governments about how they can improve
                happiness and influence behavior.

            My professional fascination with
                happiness came about largely by chance. I had spent a decade conducting academic
                research into how we should measure and value the benefits of health care spending.
                This work was recognized with a Philip Leverhulme Prize in 2002 for my contribution
                to health economics, which meant that I could take some time out from teaching at
                the University of Sheffield and attend a few conferences. One such conference, on
                the economics of happiness and held in Milan in March 2003, turned out to be the
                most significant event of my academic life. On the way to the conference dinner, I
                sat next to a man who introduced himself as Daniel (Danny) Kahneman. I knew exactly who he was. As many of you know,
                too, Danny is a psychologist who won the Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences in 2002.
                He has subsequently written Thinking, Fast and Slow, which is a brilliant
                book about human behavior and decision making.

            Danny was immediately engaging and
                interested to hear about what I was working on. After a few minutes, he said,
                “Why not come to Princeton [where he worked] and we can work together?”
                I thought about that for about a nanosecond and said, “Yes, please.”
                Beyond being one of the nicest people I have ever met, Danny is my intellectual
                hero. In fact, that whole conference was pretty life changing as I also met Richard
                Layard, one of the most famous happiness researchers in the world and author of
                    Happiness: Lessons from a New Science. Richard was instrumental in my
                move to the London School of Economics in 2010.

            Since meeting Danny and Richard, I have
                been conducting research into happiness and its causes. Sometimes this has involved
                analyzing existing data sets; other times it requires me to gather my own data. This
                has quite naturally led to research into understanding human behavior, using
                experiments conducted in the lab and in the real world. A large part of how you feel
                is determined by what you do, what you do is largely motivated by the expected
                impact on your happiness, and happiness is the feedback you receive about the impact
                of what you do. You can see how it’s all very cyclical.

            As one of the small number of
                researchers working on both happiness and behavior, one of the main aims of
                this book is to demonstrate the links between these two research fields, and in so
                doing to bring the latest insights from happiness research and behavioral science to
                bear directly on the questions of what you are trying to achieve (more happiness)
                and how you can bring it about (by behaving differently). I was trained as an
                economist but I am now a professor of behavioral science, which probably gives me
                more in common with psychologists these days. My research, and now this book, seeks
                to combine the best bits from these two disciplines: the formal and explicit
                consideration of costs and benefits from economics alongside the recognition from
                psychology that our behavior is heavily influenced by context and situation.

            I also bring a
                distinctive personal perspective to the book. My dad had many low- or semiskilled
                manual jobs over the years, and my mum worked in clerical roles to supplement the
                family income. I grew up in social housing and attended run-of-the-mill state
                schools. Money was tight, but not too tight to mention. We did not go on holiday
                very often, but my parents made sure we were always well fed and wore pretty decent
                clothes, too. Many of my current friends have not attended university, while others
                have had privileged backgrounds. I therefore continue to have experiences that are
                different from many of those who write about human happiness and behavior. A good
                understanding of the academic research matters, but so, too, does a little knowledge
                of the complexities and quirks of the real lives of people from a range of different
                backgrounds.

            As I’m sure you are only too well
                aware, managing other people’s expectations of you is an important skill, and
                so I won’t make any promises to change your life; but I do hope to provide
                some insights into how you can change what you do. Behavioral science teaches us
                that what you are told matters a bit but who it is that tells you matters a
                lot. You listen more to some people than to others. Ideally, good messengers have
                three attributes: they can be trusted; they are experts; and they are like you. As a
                consequence of my academic work and my personal background, I would like to think I
                have all three attributes. All the more reason to pay attention to what follows.

        
    
        
            A little warm-up

            Before we move ahead, I’d like you
                to look at the following list of twenty items that could potentially make you
                happier.

            From this list, what are the four items
                that would make you happiest? Place an X in the “make me happiest”
                column alongside the four items. For each of the four items you chose, please rate
                how difficult it would be to achieve on a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 represents
                “not at all difficult” and 10 means “very difficult
                indeed.”

            You might want to keep your selections
                in the back of your head as you read on.

            
                
                    	
                    	
                    	
                        Make me happiest
                    
                    	
                        Difficulty in achieving (0–10)
                    
                

                
                    	1
                    	More money
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	2
                    	New experiences
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	3
                    	Children
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	4
                    	More time with the kids
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	5
                    	The kids leaving home
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	6
                    	A new partner
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	7
                    	More sleep
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	8
                    	More sex
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	9
                    	A shorter commute
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	10
                    	More time with friends
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	11
                    	A new house
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	12
                    	A new job
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	13
                    	A new boss
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	14
                    	New work colleagues
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	15
                    	More exercise
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	16
                    	To be healthier
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	17
                    	To be slimmer
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	18
                    	To stop smoking
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	19
                    	More holidays
                    	
                    	
                

                
                    	20
                    	A pet
                    	
                    	
                

            

        
    
        
            Introduction
Stuttering into happiness

            Here’s a confession that until
                recently I would have made only to my family and very close friends. I have a
                stammer (or stutter, if you prefer; they mean the same thing). It has probably been
                the single biggest blot on my landscape of happiness. It has been with me all my
                life and it has always affected me, despite my largely successful attempts to keep
                it hidden.

            My mother took me to see a speech
                therapist when I was about seven years old and I was told that I would grow out of
                it. My stammer was especially awful when I was a teenager. I couldn’t say my
                name. I hated using the phone. Any small speaking situation that nonstammerers take
                for granted brought on severe anxiety attacks before and during the event, and
                feelings of utter despair afterward.

            The reason a stammer is such a problem
                is because it is the perfect attention-grabbing condition. It is the focus of a
                great deal of attention for the stammerer, and it draws attention to itself every
                time a speaking situation arises. As any stammerer will tell you, its frequency and
                severity are variable and so it takes a lot of what I shall call “attentional
                energy.” If I had always stammered on every sixth word, say, I would not have
                attended to it anywhere near as much; and others would soon have become used to the
                pattern, too. Uncertainty grabs your attention, just as noises that occur at random (car horns, say) will
                attract your attention more than noises that are predictable (a ticking clock).

            A stammer is also pretty difficult to
                explain, since the causes of stammering have not been fully established.1 You generally
                pay more attention to stimuli that you can’t explain; you will pay more
                attention to a pain in your leg, for example, if you do not know why it hurts
                compared to if you know it is because you fell off your bicycle a few days ago.2

            Even those whose stammer is not too
                severe on the surface experience considerable anxiety below the surface, as they
                think about when their next disfluency will arise. My own disfluency typically
                manifests itself as “blocks,” involuntary silent pauses in which I am
                unable to produce sounds and which, in those moments, feel like they last forever.
                Needless to say, there is a considerable fear of stammering. As if all that
                isn’t enough, we stammerers also think that other people are paying a great
                deal of attention to our speech and that we are being judged harshly as a result.
                The only comforting thing was knowing that I would grow out of it. If only.

            It took a disastrous seminar
                presentation as a final-year undergraduate to make me realize that my stammer was
                not going to simply disappear on its own. As a stammerer I had become a master at
                avoiding public speaking, and so that presentation was my first ever. Lots of people
                dread public speaking, of course, but this fear is magnified many times over in the
                minds of a stammerer. A year later, as a graduate student in York when I was
                twenty-two, I went to see a more enlightened speech therapist than the one my mother
                took me to, and she taught me controlled speech. This consisted of starting my
                sentences very softly, speaking slowly, and envisioning my words as seamlessly
                linked together. I was still a long way from being “fluent,” but it did
                give me the confidence to start speaking publicly. I began increasingly to put
                myself into stressful speaking situations, to confront my fear, and found myself a
                lectureship.

            Over time I became more willing to do
                public speaking events and worried about them less. I paid much less attention to
                the fear of speaking. I have dreaded many of these events but I genuinely cannot
                recall one that went as badly as I thought it might. Over the last couple of decades, I’ve become very proud
                of developing a general “fight” approach to my stammer, and I have
                actively sought out challenging but purposeful activities, like public speaking.

            There have still been many specific
                instances of “flight,” though, such as avoiding radio and television
                interviews; any live broadcast used to be completely off-limits. More important, my
                stammer continued to affect how I felt, resulting in considerable anxiety while
                speaking and in advance of important occasions when I felt my fluency mattered. So
                about six years ago I decided to attend a stammering conference in Croatia. On the
                plane ride home, I met a couple of speech therapists from the Michael Palin Centre
                in London. They kindly agreed to see me, although the center focuses on dealing with
                stammers in children.

            This therapy was very different from my
                previous experience. The focus was now on the attention I paid to stammering; hardly
                any of it was about my actual speech. I learned to pay much more attention to my
                current experiences, which mitigated the fear of how bad my speech might be and the
                worry about how bad it had just been. I also began paying attention to the internal
                feedback I received from speaking events, which was nearly always pretty good, so I
                could feed this information forward into my thoughts about future speaking events.
                Paying attention to how your behavior affects your feelings is critical to
                understanding what makes you happy and what does not.

            I also realized that the attention I
                paid to my speech, and to my lack of fluency, was completely at odds with the
                attention paid to it by others. In fact, as I later learned when I “came
                out” as a stammerer, only a few people were actually aware of it. Most thought
                I simply spoke in an idiosyncratic way. Some of my current students who commented on
                earlier drafts of this book were surprised to know that someone whom they have seen
                speak in many different public fora had such concerns about his speech. Another
                important lesson was just how little it mattered even to those who knew me, how
                little they were judging me. My beliefs about myself were also at the heart of
                dealing with my stammer: it ceased to define who I was.

            Once I stopped paying so much attention
                to my speech, it stopped bothering
                me as much. So changing behavior and enhancing happiness is as much about
                withdrawing attention from the negative as it is about attending to the positive.
                These days, my happiness, however you measure it, is hardly affected by my stammer.
                All in all, a reallocation of attention explains why I don’t stammer anywhere
                near so much now, and why I don’t really care when I do. Stammering less has
                helped, of course, but paying less attention to it matters much more. I am happier
                as a result.

            What applies to my stammer applies to
                all the possible causes of your happiness and to all that you might do to be
                happier. Your happiness is determined by how you allocate your attention.
                What you attend to drives your behavior and it determines your happiness. Attention
                is the glue that holds your life together.

            The professional catalyst for a focus on
                the allocation of attention comes from my training as an economist, which leads me
                to begin tackling any problem as an allocation issue. We see scarcity everywhere,
                and so the allocation of resources is critical to bringing about desirable outcomes.
                Your attentional resources are sometimes directed at the activities you are engaged
                in, and at other times you will be thinking about all sorts of things, like what to
                have for dinner, or you might simply be daydreaming. Attention devoted to one
                stimulus is, by definition, attention that is not devoted to another. When you are
                texting one friend, you are not paying attention to the other friend sitting next to
                you. It is no coincidence that we use the term “pay attention” in
                everyday language.

            The scarcity of attentional resources
                means that you must consider how you can make and facilitate better decisions about
                what to pay attention to and in what ways. If you are not as happy as you could be,
                then you must be misallocating your attention. You will be the happiest you can be
                when you allocate your attention as best as you can.

            The idea that you are what you attend to
                has been around for more than a century.3 My interest in attention was sparked by
                working with Daniel Kahneman in Princeton. My own contribution here is to show how
                attention acts as a production process that converts stimuli into happiness.

            Previous
                attempts to explain the causes of happiness have all mistakenly sought to relate
                inputs, such as income, directly to the final output of happiness. But my approach
                recasts the inputs as stimuli vying for your attention, with their effects on your
                happiness determined by how much they are attended to. So the effect of income on
                your happiness is determined not only by how much money you have but also by how
                much attention you pay it. The same inputs—money, marriage, sex, stammering, or
                whatever—can affect your happiness a lot or a little depending on how much attention
                you pay to them.

            Some inputs, such as noise, naturally
                draw more attention to themselves than others, but you have some control over the
                impact they have on how you feel. I hope you agree with me when I say that this is
                pretty liberating.

            A more humbling consideration is that
                much of what we attend to, and any resulting behavior, will be driven by unconscious
                and automatic processes. Indeed, the last couple of decades of research in
                behavioral science have taught us a simple yet very important lesson: much of what
                we do simply comes about, rather than being thought about. Whether or not you buy
                that big bar of chocolate depends largely on whether it is on display at the till
                and much less on any real, conscious decision to devour a giant candy bar. Life is
                full of examples like this. I’m not sure I know at what stage I normally put
                my seat belt on in the car. Do you? And do you go straight to the fridge when you
                get home from school or work, without really thinking about it?

            We are all creatures of our environment.
                Consider data from over three million teenagers in California, which show that
                having a fast-food restaurant one-tenth of a mile from school increases the obesity
                rate among the children at that school by more than 5 percent. Similarly, for
                pregnant women, a fast-food restaurant within a half mile of their house leads to a
                1.6 percent increase in the chance of gaining over forty-four pounds during their
                    pregnancy.4
                Gaining weight has a lot to do with the opportunity to do so.

            Let’s go from eating to cheating.
                Much as we might like to think otherwise, when given the chance to, most of us will
                cheat at least a little bit, but not
                enough to interfere with a positive self-image of ourselves. Allow a group of
                students taking a general knowledge test to mark themselves and report their own
                scores, and they will report getting about four more questions right (out of fifty)
                than those who have the teacher check their paper. So not that many more right,
                then: that really would be cheating. Our propensity to cheat, just like our
                propensity to eat, has less to do with the type of person we are and more to do with
                the opportunity to do so.5

            As you might more easily expect, my
                stammer is worse in some situations than in others. My most serious bouts of
                disfluency have all occurred in stressful situations and, as I think any stammerer
                will tell you, it is simply impossible to stammer, authentically, when we are on our
                own. My speech and how it affects me are influenced by who I am and also by my
                environment. Much of when and how my stammer manifests itself, though, and how I
                then respond to times of disfluency, feels completely random to me. If it has any
                coherence beneath the surface, I am unaware of it. So any attempts to understand
                human behavior and happiness must properly account for the effects of external
                context as well as internal cognition—for “contextology” as well as
                psychology.

            This is a book in two integrated parts.
                Part 1 will “discover” happiness in a bit more detail. Elaborating on
                what I have just alluded to, it will show how happiness is caused by what we pay
                attention to. But before getting into what causes happiness, we must first define
                it. I’ll show that the key to happiness is finding pleasure and purpose in
                    everyday life. Building on the foundations of part 1, and informed by the
                latest evidence from behavioral science, part 2 provides you with some suggestions
                about how to “deliver” happiness for yourself and those you care about.
                The key here is to organize your life in ways so that you can go with the grain of
                your human nature and be happier without having to think too hard about it. This is
                    happiness by design.
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            Part 1

            
                 

            

            DEVELOPING HAPPINESS

             

            Many books on happiness make
                prescriptions about what to do in order to be happier, without defining what
                happiness is in the first place. But the pursuit of happiness requires a definition
                of just what is being pursued, and so chapter 1 will
                define happiness for us as experiences of pleasure and purpose over time.

            Using this definition, chapter 2 will present some new research, in which
                people report how happy they are as they go about their daily activities, and which
                supports the idea that some activities we get pleasure from, like watching TV, are
                different from those that bring us purpose, such as work. Chapter 3 sets out the best, and perhaps the only, way to really understand
                what causes happiness. Inputs like income and stammering don’t directly cause
                the outcome of happiness—but the attention paid to them does. I’ll introduce
                the notion of a production process of happiness, my blend of economics and
                psychology, which I hope will change the way we think about happiness and how to
                produce more of it. Chapter 4 considers three major
                attentional obstacles that stand in the way of us making decisions that are
                consistent with being happier.

        
    
        
            1

            What is happiness?

            Your life goes well when you are happy.
                But what exactly is happiness? I’m not asking what happiness is affected by,
                but what it actually is. The different ways in which we define happiness affect what
                we can do to improve it. So a clear definition should be, but rarely is, a
                fundamental concern for any book on happiness. Having worked at the interface of
                economics, psychology, philosophy, and policy for two decades, I think I am well
                placed to make a strong case for the following definition: happiness is
                    experiences of pleasure and purpose over time. This definition is
                novel, it’s coherent, and it resonates with people in my research and in my
                life; and I hope it will with you, too. It is also measurable, which is vital if we
                are to advance our understanding of happiness. Now let’s take a step back.

            HAPPINESS AS EVALUATION

            Happiness has not typically been
                measured in this experience-based way; rather, it has been assessed using
                evaluations of how well life is going overall. A personal anecdote illustrates the
                difference nicely. A few weeks ago, I went out for dinner with one of my best
                friends, whom I have known for a long time.
                She works for a prestigious media company and basically spent the whole evening
                describing how miserable she was at work; she variously moaned about her boss, her
                colleagues, and her commute. At the end of dinner, and without a hint of irony, she
                said, “Of course, I love working at MediaLand.”

            There is actually no real contradiction
                here: she is experiencing her work in one way and evaluating it in
                another way.1
                The distinction between experience and evaluation is rather like the difference
                between being filmed and having your photograph taken. My friend was describing the
                daily “film” of her job as miserable and the overall
                “snapshot” as quite satisfying in comparison.

            We shall see that this is not only a
                common thing to do but it’s also a common mistake to make about our happiness.
                Many of the assumptions we make about happiness and about ourselves have a lot to do
                with the fact that we generally pay more attention to what we think should
                make us happy rather than focusing on what actually does. My friend is not happy at
                work but her experiences have less influence on her behavior than do her
                evaluations. She loves the idea of working at MediaLand and this is what she acts
                upon. As a result, she is less happy, day to day, than she could be.

            Satisfaction with particular aspects of
                life, such as work, health, and relationships, will often predict what we do—just as
                my friend’s relatively positive evaluation of working at MediaLand means that
                she could stay put—but measures of satisfaction are still not very well placed to
                capture how we feel.2 My friend is pretty miserable at work, and we should be taking that
                into account when we measure her happiness.

            Most happiness surveys ask rather vague
                and abstract questions like “Overall, how satisfied are you with your
                life?” as well as about satisfaction with particular aspects of life. Of
                course, one question can never really get at all the complex aspects of happiness,
                but single questions can help us to approximate what makes most people happy or
                unhappy. The real problem with this question, however, is that overall life
                satisfaction is rarely considered in our daily lives; perhaps it is only ever really triggered in studies that
                measure it.3
                The word “satisfaction” is also problematic since it is open to many
                different interpretations, including “having just about enough,” which
                does not really measure happiness at all. As such, the results tell us much more
                about what pops into your head when you answer these questions than they do about
                your experiences of happiness on a day-to-day basis. And it literally must be what
                “pops” in, because the time taken to answer what to me feels like a
                cognitively demanding question is around five seconds.4

            This helps to explain why responses to
                life satisfaction questions seem to be affected by apparently irrelevant factors,
                such as whether or not you are asked about your political views before being asked a
                life satisfaction question, where the effect is nearly as large as becoming
                    unemployed.5 The order of the questions you’re asked matters a lot, too.
                Your satisfaction with life is much more highly correlated with your marital
                satisfaction if the marriage question comes before the life satisfaction question
                instead of after it: being reminded about your relationship first makes it more
                important in determining your life satisfaction.6

            You “pose” in a particular
                way when you have your photograph taken. Think of all the times you have posed for
                the camera in ways that do not reflect your current feelings. A camcorder is much
                better at showing how happy you are over time. So we need to move away from global
                snapshots of overall life satisfaction and instead focus more directly on our
                day-to-day feelings.

            HAPPINESS AS FEELINGS

            Your life therefore goes well when you
                    feel happy. You experience a rich array of feelings in any one day, let
                alone over a lifetime. Psychologists often categorize feelings according to a
                two-by-two model—“positive and negative” as one category and
                “aroused and nonaroused” as the other.7 Positive and “negative”
                speak for themselves; though I put negative in quotation marks because, as I shall
                discuss shortly, what we consider a negative feeling can sometimes be entirely
                appropriate with good consequences. You can
                think of aroused and nonaroused as feelings that are “awakened” or
                “sleepy,” respectively. So joy is positive and aroused; contentment is
                positive and nonaroused; anxiety is negative and aroused; and sadness is negative
                and nonaroused—as shown below.

            
                
                    	
                        Emotions
                    
                    	
                        Nonaroused
                    
                    	
                        Aroused
                    
                

                
                    	Positive
                    	Content, calm
                    	Joyful, excited
                

                
                    	“Negative”
                    	Sad, depressed
                    	Anxious, angry
                

            

            We would expect the distinction between
                positive and negative to affect happiness, and the distinction between aroused and
                nonaroused matters, too. In contrast to life satisfaction data, data from the Gallup
                World Poll (a survey of the happiness of adults in 132 countries around the world)
                show that richer people in any country do not always feel happier than poorer ones.
                And beyond about $75,000 a year in the United States, more money does not buy any
                more happiness at all for the average US citizen earning above this
                    amount.8
                Being richer might make you think you are happier but it does not
                necessarily make you feel any happier.

            The idea that your feelings are what
                matter to your life originated with the work of Jeremy Bentham, an
                eighteenth-century philosopher and radical who believed in the decriminalization of
                homosexuality and equal rights for women. Bentham was a child prodigy and attended
                the University of Oxford at the age of twelve to study law. He soon became
                disillusioned with the legal system and instead devoted his life to campaigning for
                reform. He is well known to visitors of University College London, where he sits
                embalmed at the entrance to the university. As requested in his will,
                Bentham’s body was dissected as part of a public anatomy lecture and the
                skeleton and head were preserved and stored in a wooden cabinet with the skeleton
                dressed in Bentham’s clothes. His head is actually a wax head, because the
                mummification process left him looking a little odd. It does have his real hair,
                    though.9

            Bentham argued that pleasure is the only
                thing that is good for you, and pain the
                only bad. Some scholars have moved away from using pleasure and pain because of the
                association with bodily pleasures and pains, preferring instead terms such as
                enjoyment and suffering.10 According to my broader interpretation, pleasure and pain can
                also refer to the many other adjectives that describe positive and negative
                feelings: joy, excitement, and fun on the one hand and anger, anxiety, stress, and
                worry on the other. So when I use the words “pleasure” and
                “pain” in this book, I do so as umbrella terms or shorthand for a whole
                raft of feelings, recognizing also that we can simultaneously feel and display a
                complex mix of emotions.11

            What you feel is determined by what
                happens to you but also by the kind of person you are. I am nearly always in an
                aroused emotional state, most of the time feeling happy but sometimes feeling
                anxious. I rarely feel content or sad. I quite like it this way and my wife, Les,
                and my friends tell me they do, too (though I guess they would have left me by now
                if not). You might be similar to me, or you might be different; calmer, perhaps.

            Overall, each of us can be categorized
                according to the preponderance of different types of feelings. The happy ones among
                us have more positive feelings than negative ones. Using Bentham’s language,
                they generally feel pleasure and not that much pain. So, the more frequent and more
                intense are your various feelings of pleasure, the happier you are. But are there
                other feelings that might matter besides categories of pleasure and pain?

            THE PLEASURE-PURPOSE PRINCIPLE

            Yes, there is another important
                category of feelings that matter to you, and these are the feelings of
                    purpose and pointlessness you feel. I will use these
                adjectives as shorthand for a range of positive and negative feelings, such as
                fulfillment, meaning, and worthwhileness on the one hand and boredom and futility on
                the other. These feelings affect your happiness in ways that must be properly
                accounted for. You only have to think about
                working or studying to know that these activities can feel quite purposeful some of
                the time—and quite pointless at other times. These good and bad feelings matter to
                you every bit as much as do feelings of pleasure and pain.

            Feeling it

            Now, calling purpose a feeling suggests
                that it is an emotion that can be placed on a comparable footing with more
                recognized emotions like joy, anxiety, and anger. But I have a more general
                interpretation in mind here; namely, what I call feelings as sentiments. I
                do not mean sentimental in the tears-in-your-eyes sense; rather, sentimental in the
                sense of a rich array of feelings. In my definition, a sentiment is a feeling that
                covers the kinds of emotional pleasures and pains that psychologists generally have
                in mind but it additionally includes feelings about the degree to which an
                experience is purposeful. The adjectives for feelings of purpose are distinct from
                those used for pleasure. Purpose is a simpler construct than pleasure because
                it’s largely nonaroused, so either it’s good (purposeful) or bad
                (pointless).

            Writing this book is a great example of
                doing something that feels purposeful. It feels purposeful while I am doing it; just
                as having a beer with my mates feels pleasurable. Helping a friend move house is
                another example. Lugging boxes and furniture up and down three flights of stairs all
                day isn’t particularly pleasant but it does feel purposeful at the time you
                are sweating on the stairs. Or perhaps watching that moving documentary, which may
                not be exactly fun but keeps you engrossed throughout. I’m sure you can think
                of plenty of your own examples.

            There are also times when you feel the
                opposite—pointlessness, futility, or a lack of purpose. That work assignment where
                you are convinced nothing will ever come of it, which feels painful as well as
                pointless. Or that romantic comedy you watched last night, which was actually quite
                pleasurable but did not feel at all purposeful.12 I bet you don’t have to try too
                hard to think of these sorts of examples.

            It is surprising to me that happiness
                has not really been considered in this way
                before. There has certainly been much discussion in the academic literature about
                day-to-day experiences of pleasure, but purpose is not usually considered in this
                experience-based way. Insofar as it has been considered, it has typically been
                tapped into by studies that ask us general questions about whether life overall has
                direction, meaning, or purpose.13

            Just like life satisfaction questions,
                these kinds of questions capture overall evaluations of purpose when life
                as a whole is reflected upon and not the day-to-day experiences of purpose,
                which are what really matter to how you feel. As an example, new fathers report more
                purpose in their lives than their childless peers, and the effect is much less
                pronounced for new mothers.14 These results are interesting but
                they could simply be explained by responses being driven by what is prominent at the
                time of assessment. New fathers might pay more attention to the general fact that
                they have just had a kid as compared to new mothers, who might also be thinking
                about the housework (which they still do much more of). A more accurate and useful
                measure would consider whether new mothers and fathers also report different amounts
                of purpose in the daily activities of their lives.

            As I sit here now, typing these words, I
                    feel pretty good. But most of that good feeling is not an emotional
                reaction to what I am writing but rather that the words, and my attempt to convey
                their meaning to you, generate a feeling of purpose. I am sure that you feel
                similarly as you go about your daily life. You might spend time tending to your
                garden, and this might feel purposeful in addition to—and separate from—any
                emotional reaction you have to looking after your roses. Or you might have a job
                that feels rewarding; it might even be less fun than your last job but it makes you
                feel happier overall.

            So I am much more interested in the
                meaning of moments than I am in constructions of the meaning of life. There is
                pleasure (or pain) and purpose (or pointlessness) in all that you do and feel. They
                are separate components that make up your overall happiness from an experience.

            That our happiness includes both
                pleasure and purpose is also reflected in what people like you tell me. Few scholars
                have studied what people think about
                happiness in their own lives, or what data governments could use to inform decisions
                about how we spend money on public services, and so with the support of the Office
                for National Statistics in the UK, Rob Metcalfe and I designed an online survey to
                help fill that gap. We need to have a healthy degree of skepticism about what people
                tell us in surveys because the responses are heavily influenced by the wording of
                the questions, but, when asked about happiness in their own lives and in the context
                of informing public policy, about as many participants were in favor of a focus on
                “happiness and sadness on a day-to-day basis” as were in favor of
                focusing on “the degree to which you consider the things you do to be
                    worthwhile.”15 In other words, both pleasure and purpose matter to us
                (although admittedly this is a rather evaluative way of describing purpose).

            To be truly happy, then, you need to
                feel both pleasure and purpose. You can be just as happy or sad as I am but with
                very different combinations of pleasure and purpose. And you may require each to
                different degrees at different times. But you do need to feel both. I call this the
                pleasure-purpose principle—the PPP.

            As well as explaining human motivation
                to seek out pleasure and purpose and avoid pain and pointlessness, the PPP can also
                help explain why some generally negative emotions can in fact sometimes be positive
                if they serve a purpose. Anger, for example, helps us to avoid bad situations and
                seek out good ones, and it can elicit a “positive” reaction by directing
                us toward rather than away from conflict resolution.16 In particular, anger has
                the propensity to discourage selfishness and to encourage cooperative behavior.17 So you
                don’t want to experience good sentiments all of the time. Life can be cruel,
                and people can be, too, so you sometimes need to get angry. But we can also get
                angry unnecessarily, of course; such as when we get stressed by small
                annoyances.

            The PPP might also help us answer a
                hugely important question, which actually got me thinking about purpose in the first
                place: why would any of us ever choose to have children? I mean really
                    choose to, rather than because of a biological imperative to reproduce? A
                big part of the answer to this question
                must be because we would expect to be happier as a result. What do the data tell us?
                Well mostly, that, at best, children are neutral in their impact on happiness.18

            Now, it could still be the case that
                many of those who have kids might have been much less happy if they remained
                childless and also that some of those without kids would have been happier with
                them. To truly show the effect of kids on happiness, we would need to know what
                otherwise might have been the case for each individual, and this is impossible to
                establish. This highlights the fact that we need to be very careful about making any
                claims about the causal effects of life events on happiness when people, to some
                degree at least, self-select into the groups whose happiness we are comparing.

            It should come as no great surprise that
                having children does not improve happiness, though. You need only to have a desire
                for having sex, which sometimes results in pregnancy, and then to emotionally
                connect to a baby that looks like you when it is born, which means that you are then
                much less likely to abandon your kids. What happens to your happiness thereafter is
                then of little consequence.

            So when I first started thinking about
                having kids of my own about a decade ago, the happiness-informed decision could well
                have been to remain childless, right? Perhaps, but the data at that time were based
                largely on evaluations of life satisfaction and partly on experiences of pleasure
                alone. I had the strong sense that some of what I would do as a parent might feel
                purposeful, such as helping my kids put their shoes on or learn to read. I did not
                expect such activities to be that pleasurable, and certainly not as much fun as a
                night out with my mates, but I did think that reading a story to my kids, or later
                listening to them read to me, would feel purposeful at the time of doing so.

            Armed with the strong intuition that
                having children could potentially make me happier by adding more purpose to my
                already pleasurable life—or at least differently happy by changing the
                balance of pleasure and purpose in my life—I decided to take the plunge and have
                kids. Les and I now have a daughter, Poppy, who is six, and a son, Stanley, who is
                    five. They bring us a bit of pleasure,
                a lot of misery, and a massive dose of purpose. I would say that they have
                definitely made me differently happy as the balance of pleasure and purpose has
                changed in my life. They might even have made me happier overall, as the relative
                shift from pleasure to purpose quite suits me as I get older. In the next chapter,
                I’ll discuss studies that I’ve since conducted which show that time
                spent with children is about average in terms of its impact on pleasure but that it
                is one of the more purposeful ways of using your time.

            Now, I am certainly not suggesting that
                you rush out (or, more precisely, stay in) and have kids: much of what you do can
                feel purposeful without it having to involve children. All I am saying is that a
                happy life is one that contains lots of positive sentiments of pleasure and of
                purpose. Equally, a miserable life contains a preponderance of negative sentiments
                of pain (anger, worry, stress) and pointlessness (boredom, futility).

            Creating a definition of happiness is a
                complex endeavor, but the PPP helps us cut through various other definitions by
                incorporating a rich array of sentiments into the daily experiences of life. Getting
                angry from time to time, working long hours, and having children may no longer be
                such crazy things to do. But they might be if you sacrifice a lot of pleasure for a
                little more purpose: that is, if your own balance between pleasure and purpose is
                out of kilter.

            Balancing it

            You are unlikely to have thought
                explicitly about your balance of pleasure and purpose before now. To begin
                considering it here, think about the kinds of programs you typically watch on TV (or
                books you read if you don’t watch TV). Would you say that you generally sit
                down in front of programs that you would describe as pleasurable, or those that you
                would describe as purposeful? Or perhaps you watch a balance between the two. To
                help you to visualize where you are located on the “swing-o-meter” of
                pleasure and purpose, take a look at the pendulum below.
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            Now that you have warmed up by thinking
                about TV, think about yourself in general. Are you more of a “pleasure
                machine,” experiencing lots more pleasure than purpose? Or are you more of a
                “purpose engine,” experiencing lots more purpose than pleasure? Or are
                you one of the “balanced folk,” with a mix? Where would you locate
                yourself now? Is this where you would like to be?

            How and in what ways your own happiness
                should swing back and forth between pleasure and purpose is for you to decide, just
                as you should decide what you watch on TV. What floats your boat may not be what
                keeps mine bobbing along. Our preferences may differ. Watching The X-Files
                might make you happy while I prefer The X Factor. Allowing different things
                to affect you in different ways has been missing from a lot of the “one size
                fits all” books on happiness. You need to work out what works for
                you.

            Whatever your reactions, however, it is
                the frequency and intensity of your feelings (sentiments) that ultimately matter.
                You are happiest when you have a balance between pleasure and purpose that works
                best for you. They will not necessarily always be in the same proportion as one
                another, and it will probably be different from the balance I have in my life.
                Moreover, each of us requires different combinations of pleasure and purpose at
                different times in the day and in our lives.

            Having said all of this, it is possible
                for me to make a general claim: if you have a lot more pleasure in your life than
                purpose, then you should spend a bit more
                time doing something that is purposeful. And equally, if you have a lot more purpose
                than you have pleasure, then you should spend more time engaging in pleasure. This
                claim is based on the law of diminishing marginal returns (in our case, to
                happiness), a concept that is very close to any economist’s heart.

            To illustrate, imagine two goods, beer
                and pizza, and assume you like both. The first beer goes down smoothly, and the
                first slice of pizza tastes really nice. The next beer is good but not quite as good
                as the first one, and the next slice of pizza is nice but not as nice as the first.
                So if you have had four beers, you would probably be willing to give up the fifth
                beer for a first slice of pizza. If instead you have had four slices of pizza, you
                would probably be willing to give up the fifth slice for a first beer.

            The same logic applies to other goods
                and aspects of life, and also to pleasure and purpose. Without data on the precise
                trade-offs, consider a sample of two: my friends Mig and Lisa. Mig is my best friend
                and he lives in Ibiza. He works as little as is required, enjoys parties, and laughs
                a lot. I have had some of the best times of my life in Ibiza, thanks largely to
                being with Mig. He calls me Professor Happy and being with him makes me happy. Lisa
                has a passion for using behavioral science to improve people’s lives and she
                takes her work very seriously. She is a very intense person and only smiles on
                special occasions. Mig has lots of pleasure whereas Lisa has lots of purpose.

            Mig would be happier if he found
                something purposeful to do (in exchange for some of his fun stuff) and Lisa would be
                happier if she had a little more fun (in exchange for some of her time spent feeling
                purposeful). Mig and Lisa have both confessed to me that they think they would be
                happier with a different combination of feelings of pleasure and purpose in their
                lives. But neither has acted upon their recognition of this. It is one thing to know
                and quite another to do, and I will show how you can achieve changes like this later
                in the book.

            In order to say a little more about how
                people weigh up pleasure and purpose, Tali Sharot, Ivo Vlaev, and I recently
                conducted a small study involving twenty students who were asked to rate a series of
                daily activities (such as taking a friend’s dog for a walk, reading for work
                or school, watching TV, listening to
                music, and so on) according to the pleasure and purpose they would feel during these
                activities. They were then presented with a series of eighty choices between two
                activities and asked which one they would prefer to engage in when they got a couple
                of hours of free time one day soon. The results show that ratings for both pleasure
                and purpose can be used to predict people’s subsequent choices about how to
                spend their time, but with more weight given to the ratings of pleasure.19 One
                possible explanation for this is that free time is more likely to be used for fun
                than for fulfillment. Our follow-up study will address this issue, and we also plan
                to look at brain activity when people are experiencing pleasure and purpose.

            The PPP Over Time

            Day to day, moment to moment, you feel
                sentiments of pleasure, purpose, pain, and pointlessness. You are happier when you
                experience more of the positive sentiments—and when you experience them for longer.
                So happiness is ultimately about the pleasure-purpose principle over
                time.

            Time is a truly scarce resource. You can
                beg, borrow, and steal money but a minute spent has gone for good. Each day, you
                have a time bank account with 1,440 minutes in it. Each day that account goes back
                to zero again, with no borrowing or saving. Put bluntly but accurately, you are
                getting ever closer to death. There are surprisingly few researchers who think about
                happiness in terms of your time use. But the scarcity of time means that any
                sensible definition and measure of happiness must consider the duration of your
                experiences of pleasure and purpose as well as their intensity.

            Ultimately, we should all be seeking to
                use our time in ways that bring us the greatest overall pleasure and purpose for as
                long as possible. Just as you cannot recover time that is lost, you cannot recover
                happiness that is lost. Staying in a boring job or an annoying relationship simply
                prolongs the misery and any future happiness is unlikely to fully compensate for
                this loss. Lost happiness is lost forever.

            I should say at
                this point that more sleep is not necessarily a waste of time. A colleague of mine
                thought that a consequence of thinking about happiness over time was that happiness
                levels would go up when waking hours go up because you have more time to be happy.
                But you would then also have more time to be tired and miserable, too. Happiness is
                not only about the quantity of time (though that matters) but also about its
                quality. As someone who does not sleep too well, I would be happier overall during
                my waking hours if one more of my hours overall were spent sleeping.

            So you are happier when you feel
                better—and for longer. In fact, strictly speaking, you are happier when you feel
                better for what feels like longer. It is our perceptions of duration that
                govern our experiences. I’m sure you’re aware that time seems to pass
                much more quickly for some activities than for others. As Einstein said: “When
                a man sits with a pretty girl for an hour, it seems like a minute. But let him sit
                on a hot stove for a minute—then it’s longer than any hour. That’s
                    relativity!”20 If you are in pain, time may feel as if it is passing quite
                slowly and the same applies to feelings of pointlessness, which seem to drag on and
                    on.21
                Calculating the happiness from different activities using real time is only an
                approximation of the value of the real experience.

            In making decisions now that affect us
                in the future, we generally care about today far more than we care about tomorrow,
                and we care about tomorrow more than the day after—but there is very little
                difference between how we view a year’s time versus a year and a day.22 So we have
                a strong preference for the present, which explains why some of us (and I include
                myself in this) are quite impulsive and impatient.

            My own recent research, conducted in
                collaboration with David Bradford and Matteo Galizzi, confirms that we
                “warp” time in much the same way we have long been known to warp noise,
                heat, and light.23 If I doubled the volume of the TV from 50 decibels to 100
                decibels, you would think that the sound had increased by less than a factor of two.
                So differences feel smaller the more extreme they get. Similarly, if I doubled, from
                today, the duration I asked you to consider from a week to two weeks, it would feel like the time had increased by
                less than a factor of two. Let’s do the time warp again here:

            
                
                    Imagine a day exactly a week from now. On the line below, the leftmost end
                        of the line represents “very short,” and the rightmost end of
                        the line represents “very long.” Please place a mark on the line
                        to indicate how long you consider the duration to be between today and a
                        week from now.


                

                

                
                    
                        	
                            Very short
                        
                        	
                            Very long
                        
                    

                

                
                    Now imagine a day four weeks from now. On the line below, please place a
                        mark to indicate how long you consider the duration to be between today and
                        four weeks from now.


                

                

                
                    
                        	
                            Very short
                        
                        	
                            Very long
                        
                    

                

            

            If you are anything like the
                participants in our studies, then the perceived distance between now and one week
                from now is about the same as the perceived distance between one week from now and
                four weeks from now. In other words, as seen from today, the first week feels about
                as far away as do the three weeks after that, even though the latter is obviously
                three times as long in real time.

            There is no doubt that how impulsive you
                are and how you perceive time will greatly affect your behavior. But whatever your
                preferences, your sentiments of pleasure and purpose are always experienced in
                    the moment. It is the full flow of sentiments that matters to your
                happiness, and they are what should be used to judge your behavior.

            I accept that you should sometimes be
                willing to give up a bit of happy time now for more happiness later. An unhappy
                marriage can be the impetus for divorce, for example, and especially so when one
                partner is significantly less happy than the other, even in the first year of
                marriage and especially over time if the gap widens.24 The good news is that divorce, in Britain at least, has
                been shown to improve the happiness of the divorcees and their adult children (aged
                eighteen to thirty) after the knot is broken.25 You might be made less happy in the
                short term by reducing how much you smoke but become happier in the long term when
                you reap the health and happiness benefits of having done so.26

            So it can be good to be unhappy if you
                will reap the benefits at a later point, and it’s important to consider this
                temporal dimension to your happiness. As I write this sentence, my family and I are
                halfway through an eight-week stint in a rented two-bedroom flat so that our new
                house can be renovated. We expect that our lower happiness from living in cramped
                conditions for eight weeks will be more than compensated by living in a renovated
                house for at least eight years. The only way we can make this judgment is by
                considering experiences of happiness over time.

            When economists and others talk about
                delayed gratification, they are implicitly referring to sacrificing pleasure now for
                pleasure later. When happiness is defined as experiences of both pleasure and
                purpose, the circumstances under which it is sacrificed for the pursuit of
                achievement are potentially much more limited. So the less pleasurable things that
                you do should at least feel purposeful. Serious athletes provide a good example for
                they give up a lot of the fun in their lives in order to make it to painful
                early-morning training sessions. This could be seen as delayed gratification, but I
                believe that these athletes experience purposeful gratification from training. Just
                as there is pain from the lactic acid in their muscles, they feel sentiments of
                purpose too. My research and my experiences tell me that life is less about trading
                off happiness now for happiness later (and vice versa) and more about trading off
                pleasure and purpose at different rates at different times.

            THE PPP FOR LIFE

            Whether or not anything is worth doing
                depends on your experiences of pleasure and purpose. This includes good and bad
                sentiments in anticipation of an event
                that is yet to happen and the good and bad memories of past experiences. There is
                nothing that exists outside of the here and now: your anticipations and memories are
                all part of your current feelings. A focus on pleasure and purpose over time allows
                us to say whether or not a decision is or was rational in a substantive sense
                according to its overall consequences for happiness.

            This is important for a wide range of
                audiences. It matters to individuals deciding whether it is worth staying in all
                weekend to devour a DVD box set, and it also represents a new way of thinking for
                policy makers who are deciding whether they should influence people’s decision
                to devour a KFC bucket. The effects of DVDs and KFCs need to be assessed according
                to their consequences for happiness, and not on the basis of any other judgments,
                moral or otherwise, about the “goodness” of these activities.

            As an example, consider staying up late
                (drinking, perhaps, though I won’t assume so). You will often regret having
                done so the next morning when you feel tired. And sometimes you will be right, in an
                experience-of-happiness sense, to say that the pain of the tiredness outweighs the
                pleasure of the late night. But sometimes you will be wrong—perhaps the
                night’s pleasure more than makes up for the morning’s pain. Importantly,
                there might also be the memories of the night before to draw from as future
                pleasures. When thinking about how to be happier, you must keep in mind that your
                memories of the past are important experiences of happiness in the present.
                Happiness includes good memories of good experiences.

            Many economists view you as the perfect
                judge of your happiness now and projected into the future. From this perspective,
                you must be better off from staying up late whenever that is what you decided to do,
                fully aware of all the future consequences of your behavior. They make the same
                point about everything else, too, since it enables them to look only at what you do.
                So if you eat lots of cakes and become fat, then that’s what you wanted and so
                you are better off than if you were prevented, or nudged away, from doing so. But it
                is naïve to say that your preferences
                    before the event are all that count since you can sometimes have
                preferences after the event, when you may wish that you had behaved
                differently. I think we can all agree that we’ve each had times in our lives
                when we’ve said, “I really wish I had not done that.”

            At the other extreme from the economists
                are the public policy experts, who argue that regrets after the event should count
                over all else. But this is also naïve. You can regret lots of things when you
                experience the adverse consequences of your behavior but that is not to say that you
                would have wanted to behave any differently before that. There is pleasure in eating
                cakes. There can be purpose in skydiving even if there is some associated risk of
                death or serious injury.

            In any case, regrets are far from
                straightforward. We are more likely to regret not doing something than having done
                it, especially if we are presented with an opportunity to make a big life
                    change.27
                And regrets have been shown to be sensitive to the time frame over which the
                retrospection takes place. When researchers looked at the regrets of college
                students in relation to their recent winter breaks and at the regrets of college
                graduates looking back at the winter breaks they had forty years earlier, the
                college students regretted not working harder (purposeful activities) while the
                alumni regretted not partying harder (pleasurable activities) all those years
                    before.28
                Instead of worrying about immediate or more distant regrets, better to focus on
                consuming a good balance of pleasure and purpose now. A good balance of
                pleasure and purpose is also likely to have the positive by-product of you having
                fewer regrets.

            So whether staying up late, eating
                cakes, skydiving, or anything else is good or bad should not be judged according to
                forward-looking preferences or backward-looking regrets but rather directly on the
                experiences of happiness over time; over your lifetime, in fact. It’s all the
                happiness you experience over all of your life that matters to you (even if you will
                necessarily pay attention to the happiness over much shorter time frames).

            Everything that happens in your life, in
                principle, can be subject to empirical enquiry into consequences. Your experiences
                of happiness give you an account by which you can judge whether every single behavior eventually resolves itself as
                being, on balance, a good or a bad decision. It is difficult in practice to know how
                different decisions will pan out in the fullness of time but that does not negate
                the fact that, in principle, the lifetime approach to happiness is the correct
                analysis. How much more or less pleasure and purpose you feel from one set of
                experiences compared to another depends on what you might otherwise be feeling
                instead. Again, you cannot possibly think about the benefits foregone or to be
                gained from every activity but, by definition, doing one thing means that you lose
                the happiness from doing something else.

            Some philosophers say that you can only
                really judge a life from its deathbed, as you reflect upon your successes and
                    failures.29 To quote Bertrand Russell, “I feel as if one would only
                discover on one’s death-bed what one ought to have lived for.”30 But no
                moment should be privileged simply because it is that moment, and that includes your
                deathbed. I’m sure many of us care about how we will look back on our lives on
                our deathbed, but the value of our lives comes from the experiences of pleasure and
                purpose over our lifetimes and not from a judgment we might make at an arbitrarily
                chosen moment in time.

            You don’t have to completely sign
                up to this exposition of happiness. Much of what I have to say later in this book
                applies to other definitions of happiness, such as those that rely on evaluations of
                life satisfaction, although it does influence some specific observations, such as
                thinking about how you can make better use of your time. My definition of happiness
                also influences my discussion of the empirical evidence on happiness, since I am
                most interested in understanding experiences of pleasure and purpose over time.
                These data on happiness are the focus of the next chapter.
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            What do we know about
                happiness?

            For reasons alluded to in the
                introduction, and which will become even clearer in the next chapter, I would
                ideally like to find out what you are paying attention to in a given moment
                and relate this to how happy you feel. It is difficult to ask you “What are
                you attending to right now?” and so most attempts to measure happiness over
                time have done so by asking “What are you doing right now?” The
                inferences made from such data will assume that your happiness comes from these
                activities (such as working or watching television), when you might, in fact, be
                thinking about a whole host of other things as you “listen” to your boss
                or “watch” The X Factor. On average, though, and across large
                enough samples, measures of happiness focused on activities will probably provide a
                reliable approximation of where attention is generally directed.

            I should also add a few words of caution
                about the interpretation of happiness data. Our understanding of the
                    correlation between happiness and a range of factors has come a very
                long way over the past couple of decades, but we do not know as much as we would
                like to about the degree to which those factors truly cause happiness.
                There are two main obstacles that prevent us from making the leap from correlation
                to causation: selection effects and reverse causality. Take the effects of
                volunteering as an example. It’s
                possible that those choosing to volunteer are those most likely to benefit from it,
                which means that we may not be able to generalize the happiness effects of
                volunteering to a wider population. Also, those with greater happiness may be those
                most likely to volunteer in the first place, and so part of any correlation will be
                picking up the reverse causality from happiness to volunteering. Telling the chicken
                from the egg in happiness research is quite a challenge.

            Having said all of this, it is likely
                that any happiness ratings for an activity will eventually be determined by the
                attention paid to it, even if the initial impetus for the activity was driven to
                some degree by initial happiness. You might be in a great or awful mood and decide
                to do some chores, but eventually tidying the house will affect how you feel. And,
                in any case, we can still learn a lot from who the happy ones among us are and what
                they do.

            EXPERIENCE SAMPLING

            What, then, does the empirical evidence
                tell us about experiences of pleasure and purpose in our lives? There have been some
                experience-sampling studies, which typically send reminders to people’s phones
                at random times during the day to obtain reports of how they are feeling. Such
                studies are quite intrusive and most people would rather not hear the beep on their
                mobile phone while in the throes of passion. Also, simply being asked to think about
                how happy you are feeling in the moment could affect your response.1
                Experience-sampling studies can also be pretty expensive and time-consuming. As a
                result, they are usually conducted on samples that are convenient (such as students
                and iPhone users) and not very representative of the general population, so the
                transferability of the results to other samples of people is questionable. Most
                important, the studies, consistent with most research on happiness, rarely consider
                purpose.

            GERMAN DAYS

            The most serious
                effort to account for the duration of feelings throughout the day, alongside their
                type and intensity, involves using the day reconstruction method (DRM), which was
                designed by Daniel Kahneman and colleagues. It asks people to divide the previous
                day into a series of episodes (commuting, having lunch, watching TV, and so on) and
                then to rate how they felt during those episodes (joy, sadness, anxiety, and so
                    on).2

            The DRM is a huge step forward in the
                measurement of happiness because it is not as invasive as experience sampling and it
                can capture the amount of time spent engaged in different activities. But it misses
                out on feelings of purpose. So I conducted my own DRM-type study in 2006 that asked
                about how worthwhile activities felt in addition to how pleasurable they felt.3 As in the
                original DRM, pleasure was measured by asking participants to indicate how much they
                felt each of the following during each episode: happy, nervous/anxious,
                sad/depressed, content/relaxed, frustrated, impatient for it to end. To assess
                purpose, three adjectives were added—focused, engaged, competent/able—as well as
                three statements: “I feel the activities in this episode …”: were
                worthwhile and meaningful; were useful to other people; helped me achieve important
                goals. The response scale for all questions ranged from 0 (not at all) to 6 (very
                strongly).

            To get a feel for this kind of empirical
                research, imagine yourself in a simplified version of this study. Think back to one
                episode yesterday morning, and use it to answer the questions in the table below,
                describing what you were doing, who you were with, and how much overall pleasure and
                purpose that activity brought you on a 0 to 6 scale. Do the same for an activity in
                the evening.
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            I worked on this
                project with Mat White, who was based in Germany at the time, and so the sample was
                recruited via an Internet panel run from a German university. Of the 625
                participants, 61 percent were female, and ages ranged from sixteen to eighty, with
                an average age of thirty-six. The graphs below show a day in the life of one of our
                German participants. She is thirty-eight years old; has a husband, a pet, and no
                children; and her household income is between €80,000 and €100,000. From the first graph showing pleasure
                alone, she is happiest during her lunch break and when watching TV. From the second
                graph, which adds purpose into the mix, there is less of a difference between her
                happiness at work and while watching TV and her lunch break is now not so good
                because, for her, it is less purposeful than most other activities.
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            We then looked at the pleasure and
                purpose ratings for each of the main activities for all the participants in the
                study. Each day the participants spent an average of about seven hours sleeping,
                three and a half hours working (only half the sample worked on their designated
                diary-writing day), two and a half hours watching TV, two hours with kids, two hours
                eating, an hour doing housework, a half hour commuting, and ten minutes volunteering
                (only 5 percent of the sample volunteered). The remaining five hours or so were made
                up of other activities like praying, having sex, playing sports, and shopping.

            Each activity has its own combination of
                pleasure and purpose. The graph below summarizes the average ratings. Activities
                become more pleasurable as we move from the bottom to the top of the graph and
                activities become more purposeful as we move from left to right. If all activities
                contained the same amount of pleasure and purpose, they would lie on the diagonal
                line. So if they are to the left of the diagonal line, they contain more pleasure
                than purpose, and if they are to the right, more purpose than pleasure. Watching TV,
                eating, and commuting are therefore more pleasurable than purposeful, and
                volunteering, working, time with kids, and doing housework are more purposeful than
                pleasurable. Watching TV is the most pleasurable activity and it is also the least
                purposeful; and working is the second most purposeful activity (behind volunteering)
                and it is also the least pleasurable. Watching TV and working occupy a lot of time,
                so it might be that people are achieving some sort of balance between pleasure and
                purpose.

            My main point here, though, is that if
                we ranked activities by their pleasure and then by their purpose, we would get
                different rankings. That is, we would make
                different inferences about what makes people happy. Only by looking at pleasure and
                purpose together can we really see just how happy we are made by what we do.
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            Let us concentrate on working and
                watching TV for the moment. About 20 percent of the sample did both on the day they
                were surveyed. So we can look at the relative pleasure and purpose they got from
                each of these activities. This then allows us to say something speculative about the
                pleasure machines and purpose engines in the sample. We begin by subtracting each
                person’s purpose rating from their pleasure rating for each activity. If the
                number is positive, then they get more pleasure than purpose from the activity, if
                the number is negative they get more purpose than pleasure, and zero would mean an
                equal amount of each.

            The results are summarized in the graph
                below. We would generally expect most people to get more purpose from work and more
                pleasure from TV. These are the people represented by the dots in the top left
                quadrant of the graph and these are colloquially labeled “balanced folk.” About 60 percent of the
                sample are located here. Those who get more pleasure than purpose for both work and
                TV are in the top right quadrant of the graph and so they are labeled
                “pleasure machines.” They make up about 10 percent of the sample. Those
                who get more purpose than pleasure for both activities are in the bottom left
                quadrant and so they are labeled “purpose engines.” They make up about
                30 percent of the sample. Nobody got more pleasure than purpose from working and
                more purpose than pleasure from watching TV. So it would seem from this analysis
                that most people in our study get some kind of balance of pleasure and purpose from
                the two activities that many of us spend quite a lot of time engaged in.
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            One general consideration that shows up
                clearly in this study is the effect of spending time with people you like. In these
                and other data, being with people is good for feeling good, even at work.4 Being with
                others is particularly pleasurable during the most pleasurable activities, eating
                and watching TV. Being with others is especially purposeful when commuting and doing
                housework.

            In terms of
                background characteristics, men experience greater pleasure over the day but women
                experience greater happiness overall when purpose is added. Those who care for sick
                or elderly family members compared to those who do not, those who earn €60,000
                to €80,000 compared to all other income groups, and those who are married as
                opposed to single are all less happy from a pleasure standpoint but they experience
                greater happiness overall when purpose is added to pleasure.

            AMERICAN EPISODES

            The American Time Use Survey (ATUS) is
                another, larger attempt to measure the happiness associated with different
                activities. This study has been running for over a decade and allows analysts to
                estimate the amount of time that people spend engaged in work but also in activities
                outside of the labor market—that is, unpaid activities like housework, volunteering,
                and child care—that do not show up in traditional estimates of national productivity
                but that really should.

            In 2010, the thirteen thousand people in
                the ATUS were asked about the pleasure and purpose they felt during specific
                activities from the day before. The average age of those interviewed was
                forty-seven, with the youngest being fifteen and the oldest eighty-five. Sixty
                percent of the participants were female. All those interviewed were asked to keep a
                diary of what they did over the course of a randomly chosen day and then an
                interviewer called them the next day to ask some questions about the activities in
                their diary.

            One of the questions was: “From 0
                to 6, where a 0 means you were not happy at all and a 6 means you were very happy,
                how happy did you feel during this time?” Another was: “From 0 to 6, how
                meaningful did you consider to be what you were doing? A 0 means it was not
                meaningful at all to you and a 6 means it was very meaningful to you.” The
                first question is of course representative of my “pleasure” category of
                    feelings and the second concerns
                “purpose.” With this distinction in mind, Laura Kudrna and I have been
                analyzing the ATUS.

            Each day, the overall sample spent an
                average of about eight and a half hours sleeping, three hours working (again, only
                about 60 percent worked on that day), two and a half hours watching television, one
                hour doing housework, one hour eating, an hour with kids, a half hour commuting, ten
                minutes volunteering, and ten minutes doing homework. The remaining six hours or so
                were made up of using the computer, reading, sports and recreation, practicing
                religion, shopping, caring for pets, talking on the phone, socializing, and other
                miscellaneous activities.

            The amount of time spent on various
                activities differs across groups. Men spend about an hour longer working than women,
                and they also spend about an hour more watching TV; and women spend about an hour
                longer doing housework than men. These gender differences are consistent with the
                typical household divisions of labor found in time use surveys.5 Married people work for
                about forty-five minutes more than those who are single, widowed, or divorced; and
                people who are not married spend about a half hour more sleeping. There are also
                differences in time use by age. The average amount of time people spend working is
                roughly the same, at around four hours a day during working age, then dropping to
                around an hour in the sixties and seventies. The amount of time devoted to housework
                increases with age, but it is difficult to say whether this is an effect that
                reflects generational differences in housework or age-related changes in the time it
                takes to do chores.6 TV watching also increases with age, from around two hours a
                day for those in their twenties to nearly four hours a day for those in their
                fifties and sixties.

            Then we looked at the average pleasure
                and purpose ratings for each of the main activities described above. Each activity
                obviously has its own combination of pleasure and purpose. The graph below
                summarizes the average pleasure and purpose ratings in the ATUS data, where
                you’ll see that the results are pretty similar to those for the German DRM data. So watching TV, eating,
                and commuting again have relatively more pleasure than purpose, and time with kids,
                volunteering, working, and doing homework are more purposeful than pleasurable.
                Doing housework is about equal in pleasure and purpose whereas in the German DRM
                data it was more purposeful than pleasurable. Again, if we ranked activities by
                their pleasure and then by their purpose, we would make different inferences about
                what makes people happy, and so we need to consider both.
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            We also find in these data that people
                generally experience more pleasure and purpose from their activities when they do
                them with others. The ATUS results show that interacting with someone else is worth
                about an additional 0.4 points on the pleasure scale and about 0.6 points on the
                purpose scale. The table below shows how much more we enjoy most activities when we
                do them with other people. There are a few fascinating exceptions, however; where we
                appear to be made unhappier when we do an activity with someone else. Commuting
                seems to be less pleasurable when done
                with someone else—perhaps being in control of the radio and not having a backseat
                driver increases the joy of the ride. Homework is much less purposeful when engaged
                in with someone else, which makes sense if solitude allows people to get more done.
                We have to be alert to the “chicken and egg” problem as we look through
                this table, though; that is, people may choose to be alone when they are in a
                particular mood.
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            We next looked at which types of people
                bring us more pleasure and purpose as we go about our daily activities. The purpose
                of time with kids increases when done with relatives. Volunteering is both more
                purposeful and more pleasurable when done with pretty much anybody else. Eating is
                more pleasurable when done with relatives and commuting is more purposeful when
                engaged in with coworkers. Housework is more purposeful when done with household
                children. Work is more pleasurable with family and friends. Watching TV is more
                pleasurable and purposeful with other people’s kids. Homework is made much
                less purposeful when engaged in with siblings. Apologies for the quite long list of
                facts here, but I hope you will agree with me when I say that these results all make
                intuitive sense and therefore add to the confidence we can have in these data.

            These data also
                allow us to consider some interesting differences in the ratings of different groups
                of people. The following graph illustrates that there are very small differences in
                pleasure or purpose by age—but that the purpose ratings of those aged fifteen to
                twenty-three are significantly lower than the purpose ratings of other age
                groups—and also significantly lower than their own pleasure ratings. If we looked
                only at pleasure, we would conclude that there are no age effects in these data, but
                consideration of purpose tells a different story.
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            When we look at differences by people
                across activities, some interesting patterns emerge. Men experience more pleasure
                from time with children than women but women experience more purpose. Perhaps
                because men spend less time with children overall, being with children is more
                pleasurable, whereas for women, it’s more purposeful. As income rises, people
                experience less purpose from housework. If housework is seen as an added time
                pressure, this is consistent with research I’ll discuss later that shows the
                richer people get, the more pressure they feel on their time.7

            It is great that we now have data on the
                pleasure and purpose from different activities, and the distinction matters. By
                adding purpose into the mix we can show
                that work brings happiness in ways that would be ignored if we considered only
                pleasure. We can also show that we are generally happier when we are interacting
                with other people, and again the distinction between pleasure and purpose provides
                some nuance here (commuting with other people adds purpose but not pleasure, for
                example).

            OTHER EVIDENCE ON HAPPINESS

            Evaluations

            When it comes to measuring happiness,
                it is a lot cheaper and easier to ask high-level evaluative questions than it is to
                ask about specific feelings and activities. While I have voiced my concerns about
                these questions, happiness snapshots are better than no record at all of our
                happiness and we have more information on them than for any other measure. As a
                result, some of the evidence I cite in later chapters will refer to life
                satisfaction and so it is worth briefly considering some of the evidence.

            Imagine yourself as a participant in one
                of the surveys. On a scale from 0 (not at all) to 10 (completely), overall how
                satisfied are you with your life nowadays?



            ________ out of 10.



            Probably the best international data on
                life satisfaction come from two studies carried out in the UK and Germany. In each
                data set, for about the past twenty years, the same ten thousand or so people have
                been asked about their life satisfaction alongside lots of other questions about
                themselves and their lives. These are called longitudinal data because we have
                multiple observations on the same people over time. Economists like me generally
                prefer longitudinal data because they allow us to see how each individual’s
                happiness changes in response to good or
                bad life events. A few years ago, I led a comprehensive review of this literature
                with Tessa Peasgood and Mat White, gathering up papers that had looked at the
                variables associated with reports of life satisfaction, focusing on large
                longitudinal data sets like the ones from the UK and Germany.

            Our conclusions were that life
                satisfaction ratings are higher for those who:

            
                	are wealthier (especially when compared to
                    people who are like them)

                	are young or old (being in your forties and
                    fifties is a bad time for life satisfaction)

                	are healthier

                	have lots of social contact

                	are married (or at least cohabiting)

                	are a little more educated (having a degree is
                    good but you probably shouldn’t get a PhD if you want to maximize your
                    life satisfaction)

                	are religious (it doesn’t matter which
                    religion)

                	have a job

                	commute a short distance to work8

            

            Since our review, some further details
                have been added to some of these effects. Money appears to matter a lot when you are
                poor, but the impact on life satisfaction of each additional dollar shrinks—though
                never to zero, as it appears to do for daily mood.9 We need to be careful here, though,
                because income does not only directly affect life satisfaction; it also indirectly
                affects happiness through its impact upon other inputs that affect life
                satisfaction. Richer people are generally more likely to have more friends, get
                married, be in better health, and so on, all of which improve life satisfaction. So
                rather than isolating the effect of
                income, which economists tend to do, we need to sprinkle its effects across all the
                other inputs into life satisfaction. When this sprinkling takes place, the effect of
                income on life satisfaction is much greater than found previously in the literature
                because we are picking up its indirect effects as well as the direct effects that
                come from having a bigger bank balance.10

            It has been suggested that the U-shaped
                relationship between life satisfaction and age (with happiness lowest in middle age)
                might be because of expectations: as young people get older, they expect to be more
                satisfied with their lives than turns out to be the case, but once they get through
                their fifties, they expect to be less satisfied than they end up.11 Having children
                delays the onset of the downward move on the U by two decades but this is due to
                differences in income and education among people with and without children rather
                than the children per se.12 It would also appear to be the case
                that life satisfaction takes another dip again once you are lucky enough to reach
                    seventy-five.13 There is some evidence that those who say they are at the top
                point on a life satisfaction scale, such as “10 out of 10,” are likely
                to be older (as well as poorer, less healthy, and less educated) than those who say
                they are “9 out of 10.”14 Such findings can lead us to further
                question just what the term “satisfaction” is getting at.

            Context seems to matter, too. As a nice
                example, in an analysis of data from forty-three European and Anglo-Saxon countries,
                personal religiosity is associated with higher life satisfaction in countries where
                religiosity is higher on average as well. So the happiness benefits from religion
                stem in large part from the benefits that come from being part of a group.15

            Our ratings of life satisfaction are
                also affected by “internal” attributes, like personality and genes.
                Sociable people (high in extroversion) tend to be the most satisfied with their
                lives, and anxious people (high in neuroticism) tend to be the least satisfied.16 It is
                important to keep in mind, though, that personality is not entirely fixed and can
                change over time.17 The effect of genes, in particular, has led some to believe that
                we each have a set point of happiness that we fluctuate around but always return to.
                But this is not supported by evidence, because some events, like unemployment and
                disability, can permanently lower satisfaction with life.18 And for some people,
                marriage can have long-lasting positive effects.19 In the next chapter, I’ll
                consider in more detail the evidence on what we get used to and what we do not.

            The ONS four

            There are also some exciting new data
                that, in time, will enable us to make more confident claims about the associations
                between different measures. The Office for National Statistics (ONS) in the UK,
                which gathers a range of data about economic growth and about how well life is going
                in other ways, is now trying to monitor national happiness in a number of ways.

            The ONS asked Richard Layard and me,
                ably abetted by Rob Metcalfe, to make recommendations about which questions to
                    ask.20
                The questions were intended to be added to existing surveys that already ask lots of
                questions about income, work, education, health, etc., and so they needed to be
                questions that could be answered quite quickly. It was not possible, therefore, to
                add detailed questions on the flow of happiness over time but the ONS did eventually
                agree to include four “headline questions” about happiness. This meant
                that we could ask some general questions that broadly covered pleasure and purpose,
                though in a more evaluative way than I would have ideally preferred.

            As a result, the ONS surveys are now
                asking nearly two hundred thousand people per year across the UK about their
                happiness, using four main questions:

            
                	Overall, how satisfied are you with your
                    life nowadays?

                	Overall, to what extent do you feel the things
                    you do in your life are worthwhile?

                	Overall, how happy did you feel yesterday?

                	Overall, how anxious did you feel
                    yesterday?

            

            All responses are on a 0 to 10 scale
                where 0 represents “not at all” and 10 means “completely.”
                You have already had a go at the first question, so please take a few moments to
                answer the others:



            
                
                    	    Worthwhileness    
                    	    =
                    	    ________
                

                
                    	    Happiness yesterday    
                    	    =    
                    	    ________
                

                
                    	    Anxiety yesterday    
                    	    =    
                    	    ________
                

            

            Thanks to analysis performed by
                Kate Laffan, you can see how you compare to the UK general population, whose average
                scores were as follows:

            
                	Life satisfaction = 7.4

                	Worthwhileness = 7.7

                	Happiness yesterday = 7.3

                	Anxiety yesterday = 3.1

            

            I must stress that the averages, despite
                appearances, are quite different. The 0.3-point difference between life satisfaction
                and worthwhileness, for example, is slightly more than the impact on life
                satisfaction of being widowed.21 These differences justify asking more
                than one question in happiness surveys.

            There are similarities in how age
                affects responses to the four questions: there is a general “misery of middle
                age” confirmed in all cases. Those aged forty-five to forty-nine report the
                lowest life satisfaction, worthwhileness, and happiness and those aged fifty to
                fifty-four report the highest anxiety.

            There are also some interesting
                differences in the responses across different groups. Women are happier on all three
                positive measures but they also report more anxiety. This finding is broadly in line
                with other research looking at gender differences, although the gap between the life
                satisfaction ratings of men and women appears to have been narrowing over the last
                few decades.22 Happiness also appears to vary across ethnicities in the UK, with
                people in the Black, Arab, Bangladeshi, Pakistani, and Indian ethnic groups
                reporting significantly lower scores on all measures than those in the White group.
                Overall, a white man is, on average, slightly happier than a woman from an ethnic
                minority.

            Some intriguing associations come up
                when we look at marital status (remember
                that we need to be cautious about inferring anything causal). Those who are married
                or in a civil partnership (the latter was restricted to same-sex couples in the UK
                at the time of the survey) report higher happiness on all the three positive
                measures than those who are divorced, separated, or widowed. Being in a civil
                partnership has a bigger effect on the positive measures than being married but no
                effect on anxiety. Those who are married and in civil partnerships are happier than
                those who are cohabiting. So there seems to be some extra happiness benefit from
                putting a ring on it, as Beyoncé might say. Interestingly, though, being in a civil
                partnership is associated with higher scores on all measures in London but has no
                effect in Northern Ireland. Perhaps Londoners are generally more tolerant of gay and
                lesbian couples than people in Northern Ireland.

            As previously discussed, unemployment
                has a big negative impact on life satisfaction. At the other end of the spectrum,
                working long hours might not be good for how people feel and think about their
                lives, either: those working more than forty-eight hours per week are less happy.
                Despite the fact that European Union law states that employers cannot force
                employees to work more than forty-eight hours per week, many “choose” to
                do so. This would be all well and good if these figures reflected a real life choice
                and these longer working hours brought more happiness. Without good causal data we
                do not know, but further findings in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
                Development’s (OECD) “How’s Life?” report in 2011 suggest
                otherwise: the study found that three-quarters of people in European countries are
                not satisfied with their work/life balance, with too much “work” and not
                enough “life.”23

            Before moving on, I would like to raise
                a word of caution in comparing the results across different studies—and sometimes
                even within studies. When the first ONS data were released in 2012, George Kavetsos
                and I noticed that the questions were asked either during face-to-face interviews or
                over the telephone, and so we looked to see whether the mode of administration made
                a difference to reports of happiness. There was a difference—but in which direction?
                If you are anything like me, you would think that there is an inclination to appear
                happy when someone is sitting opposite you
                and so the participants interviewed face-to-face would report being happier than
                their telephone survey counterparts. You know what’s coming—we found the exact
                opposite: the telephone folk were happier.24 We don’t have a robust
                scientific interpretation of why this occurs, but when I discussed our results with
                Daniel Kahneman he suggested that people can’t lie to your face whereas they
                can inflate how happy they really are on the phone. More research is needed but in
                addition to knowing what questions people have been asked in happiness surveys, we
                need to know how they have been asked.

            THE MEASURE MATTERS

            We are gathering more happiness data at
                a good rate and we are learning lessons all the time, particularly about the
                pleasure and purpose associated with different activities. We still know much more
                about how people evaluate their lives than about how people feel in the experience
                of their lives, though. For some factors associated with happiness, the effect is
                similar for evaluations and experiences: people who are tall, for example, report
                more positive life evaluations and better emotional experiences. Some of this effect
                is because taller people tend to be better educated and earn more money, which is
                often attributed to the fact that taller people may have received good nutrition and
                care during childhood, thus enabling them to reach their full cognitive and physical
                potential in adulthood.25 It could also be because taller people are perceived to be
                smarter and stronger than shorter people, which has knock-on effects throughout
                life—in much the same way that more attractive people are more likely to be hired
                after a job interview.26

            Overall, though, the circumstances of
                your life (income, marital status, age, etc.) matter much more to your evaluating
                self, and what you do matters more to your experiencing self. Consider unemployment.
                We know that people who are unemployed are less satisfied with their lives than
                people who are employed. We also know that people who are unemployed are sadder when doing many of the same
                activities that employed people do, such as shopping, traveling, and socializing.
                Despite this, being out of work does not have much effect on DRM responses because
                time in work is not particularly pleasurable.27 Our own German DRM data show that
                work is purposeful, though.

            Or consider marriage. Our review of the
                literature showed a positive effect on life satisfaction. But if we look at how they
                use their time, married women are no happier than single ones. It also looks as if
                married women benefit more from intimate time: Les enjoys watching TV with me,
                mostly because she enjoys our shared rants about what we are watching. But the lucky
                single folk among you have more free time, which it seems you use pretty well. This
                is all on average, of course, and it is consistent with my observation that the
                happiest couples are those who spend a fair amount of time apart as well as
                together, thus benefiting from “shared” time and “free”
                time; they also have less time to get on each other’s nerves.

            Overall, when researchers and
                commentators make claims about what affects happiness, they are often not as clear
                as they should be that the associations depend greatly on the ways in which
                happiness is measured. It has been claimed that happiness suffers a midlife crisis,
                and with good reason, if you think back to the U shape of happiness across the life
                span, where being in your forties and fifties is a bad time for life satisfaction,
                and which we replicated in the German DRM data. Not only that, but some intriguing
                recent evidence suggests that happiness is U shaped in age among great apes,
                    too.28

            But let’s not be so hasty. Reports
                of daily pleasure don’t change much with age in the ATUS data, and purpose in
                the German DRM data has more of an inverted U shape, peaking just when life
                satisfaction troughs (in the late forties). Other research has found that empathy
                also has an inverse U-shaped relationship with age (perhaps we need to be more
                empathetic with kids around).29 Stress, worry, and anger appear to
                decrease with age.30 Other more general negative sentiments like boredom, as
                mentioned earlier, as well as shame and guilt, become less frequent until about
                sixty years of age, when their frequency stops declining any further.31 Intriguingly, Laura Kudrna and I have
                also found that reports of the tiredness associated with daily activities also
                decreases with age in the ATUS data.32

            Yet when we combine all of the happiness
                measures in ATUS—tired, pain, stress, happy, sad, and meaning—the familiar U shape
                found in evaluative measures is also evident here. It looks a bit different though:
                from the teens to about thirty, our experiences get better before they start to
                decline with the downward move on the U. In the ONS data, however, there is no
                increase from the teens to the thirties, and the U shape is of the generally
                observed kind. Despite our best efforts to quickly pick up experiences through
                happiness and anxiety the day prior, these responses will be generated by reflecting
                on yesterday and so, in hindsight, it is not surprising that the responses are more
                like evaluations. We should therefore do even more now to measure experience-based
                happiness directly, either through experiencing sampling, which asks people how they
                feel at random times of the day, or through efforts like the DRM or the ATUS study,
                which in both cases reminds people what they were doing at specific times during the
                day, thus reducing the tendency for them to generate responses based on overall
                evaluations.

            To reiterate, the conclusions we reach
                about the factors associated with happiness depend greatly on the measure of
                happiness used, and much more than most scholars have typically accounted for.
                Despite declining levels of life satisfaction, people’s feelings appear to
                improve from their teens to age thirty. They might be feeling increasingly good as
                they approach thirty, until they’re reminded that they’re reaching
                thirty. So much depends on what we pay attention to—in fact, everything depends on
                what we pay attention to, as we shall now see.

        
    
        
            3

            What causes happiness?

            There have been many attempts to describe
                the causes of happiness, and many reasons put forward for why we might not be as
                happy as we could be. As I noted in the introduction, all explanations have sought
                to directly relate inputs (the various determinants of happiness, such as income and
                health) to outputs (happiness measured in particular ways, such as by life
                satisfaction). The research and policy questions have been framed along the lines of
                “What is the effect of health on happiness?” I have always felt that
                these discussions are incomplete and rather piecemeal. The academic economist in me
                has been searching for a more complete explanation, and ideally one that does not
                needlessly complicate matters.1 I think I have found one.

            FROM WIDGETS TO HAPPINESS

            To an economist, if any output is not
                being maximized, it means that the resources devoted to its production are not being
                used as well (efficiently) as they could be. If you are not maximizing the output of
                widgets, you could produce more if the production process were more
                efficient; that is, if the staff and machinery used to produce widgets were better
                    allocated. Notice that the production
                process converts inputs into outputs: inputs are not directly related to outputs.
                You could possibly produce more widgets if you had more staff and machinery but you
                might not if the additional resources were used so inefficiently as to have no
                effect on output. The production of widgets depends critically on the efficiency of
                the production process.

            Analogously, there is a production
                process that converts income, health, etc., into happiness. What, then, is the
                production process for happiness? One immediate response, at least when thinking
                about happiness as the flow of pleasure and purpose over time, might have something
                to do with how you use your time. You take income, health, etc., and convert them
                into happiness by allocating your time to different activities. But time is not
                spent just doing—it is also spent thinking. In fact, much of your time is spent
                paying attention to stimuli that have very little do with what you are seemingly
                engaged in. I have been distracted many times during the course of writing this
                difficult paragraph, for example; I am aware of having thought about whether to have
                another coffee quite a few times. And I’m guessing you have had the odd
                distraction reading it, too.

            The production process for happiness is
                therefore how you allocate your attention. The inputs into your happiness
                are the plethora of stimuli vying for your attention. These are then converted into
                happiness by the attention that you pay to them. A focus on attention is the
                “missing link” in the chain between inputs and outputs. The same life
                events and circumstances can affect your happiness a lot or a little depending on
                how much attention you pay to them. Two people who in every other way are identical
                can be very differently happy, depending on how they convert inputs into the output
                of happiness.

            You therefore need to consider how you
                can make and facilitate better decisions about what to pay attention to, and in what
                ways. You might have many demands on your attention as you read this book. Perhaps
                you can hear the kids playing outside or the television in the next room, or you
                might feel the urge to check your phone for new messages or to make a cup of tea. All these stimuli need
                to be dealt with somehow.
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            Thankfully (for most of you, I’m
                sure), this is about as formal as my exposition of the production processes will
                get. The point here isn’t to give you a literal model of how inputs are
                converted into outputs. Rather, I am seeking to describe the production process in a
                way that has intuitive appeal and that allows us to develop a narrative that
                facilitates a better understanding of the causes of happiness and what you can do to
                become happier.

            Just as a company seeks to combine its
                various inputs in the most effective ways, you are seeking to process all the
                stimuli vying for your attention in ways that bring about as much as happiness as
                possible. And just as with the production of widgets, you might be able to produce
                more happiness with more inputs, but you can definitely produce more of it if you
                allocate your attention more effectively. These insights bring together the
                production process of economics with the role of attention in psychology.
                Interestingly (to an academic economist, at least), attention does not appear in any
                economics textbooks.

            Rationing attention

            Your attention, like everything else in
                life, is a scarce resource. You must ration it, since attention devoted to one thing
                is, by definition, attention that is not devoted to another. Attend to one thing,
                and you pay by not being able to attend to something else. The concept of scarcity
                lies at the heart of economics—it is actually what defines the dismal science, as
                the discipline is fondly known. The
                scarcity of attentional resources lies at the heart of my investigations into
                happiness.

            The key to being happier is to pay more
                attention to what makes you happy and less attention to what does not. Notice this
                is not the same as paying attention to happiness itself. A company will monitor its
                output when it redesigns its production process but once it finds an efficient
                process, it will not change the process unless there are changes in external
                conditions (such as the relative prices of the inputs). When there is no incentive
                to change things, the production process is said to be in equilibrium. You
                are searching for equilibrium, too, so that you don’t have to monitor your
                happiness directly until you or the world around you changes.

            Economists are beginning to use
                attention to explain economic decisions.2 As a nice example, if shoppers were to
                pay full attention to the price they paid for goods and services, we would predict
                that $4.00 CDs could be advertised on eBay as $0.01 plus $3.99 shipping or $4.00
                plus no shipping and generate the same sales. But in reality, shoppers pay much more
                attention to the sale price and much less to the shipping cost, and so sellers make
                more sales in the former condition.3 The inherent scarcity of attention has
                also caught on in the business world; it’s described as the “attention
                economy,” where obtaining the attention of customers and employees who are
                constantly bombarded by information and technology is an essential element of
                commercial success.4

            As well as being aware of how best to
                allocate your attention, you need also to consider how to effectively manage your
                attentional energy. Just as a productive company does not work its workforce and
                machinery into the ground, you should not work yourself into attentional
                    exhaustion.5 Once you feel that you are in equilibrium, you can rest your
                attentional energy for a while.

            In order to help myself focus my
                attention on this book and prevent exhaustion as I strove to finish it, I set up an
                autoreply on my e-mail account, which said: “Hi. I am prioritizing working on
                my blockbuster during July and August, and so I am dealing with only the most urgent
                of other matters. Thanks for your understanding. See you, Paul.” It is also worth noting that this message helped to
                manage other people’s expectations about where my attention would be directed
                during this time.

            Paying attention can literally change
                your brain. Drivers of London’s black cabs have to pass a very difficult test
                that requires them to know and be able to navigate twenty-five thousand different
                city streets. Only half of the prospective cabbies who take this test pass it. Those
                that do pass have larger hippocampi—the part of the brain that corresponds with
                spatial processing—than those who fail. Yet it isn’t that the drivers started
                out with better spatial processing; instead, as they studied for the test, their
                hippocampi became larger as they learned more.6

            The brain is a highly complex and
                sophisticated processing system, with billions of neurons and trillions of synaptic
                connections, and you can learn to pay more attention to some stimuli. But you can
                only ever process a limited amount of information at any one time. As a nice example
                of the scarcity of attentional energy, consider the contestants on a quiz show
                called Britain’s Brightest. The quiz culminates by asking contestants
                a series of tricky trivia questions. Participants have to answer as many as they can
                in forty seconds—the even trickier bit is that they get to decide when they think
                the forty seconds are up. They can stop the clock at any time, but they lose more
                and more points the longer they take to answer beyond forty seconds. It turns out
                that many contestants take so much time that they lose more points by doing so than
                they gain by providing the answers they’re thinking so long about. And they do
                this for the simple reason that they cannot attend fully to answering the questions
                and to the time passing. When they focus on the former, the latter quite literally
                runs away with them.

            The missing gorilla

            Daniel Simons and Christopher Chabris
                at Harvard University conducted one of the most famous experiments on attention with
                the help of an “invisible gorilla.” They made a short film of two teams
                of their students, dressed in either black or white, who passed a basketball back
                and forth between themselves. They then asked students from around campus to watch the video and count how many passes
                the players dressed in white made. After the experiment, the participants were asked
                if they had seen anything unusual or odd during the video, or if they’d seen
                anyone other than the players. More than half of the participants had failed to
                notice a large furry gorilla walking directly through the teams passing the
                basketball back and forth; they were shocked when they rewatched the video to find
                out that they had not noticed something that was now very obvious. Because the
                participants were paying attention to counting the number of passes the players
                made, they did not attend to the gorilla at all.7 I did this task when I was at
                Princeton before I knew about the results and did not notice the gorilla, and I was
                just as shocked as the Harvard students to find out that I had missed it
                completely.

            Radiologists trained in the art of
                detecting a different kind of invisible gorilla—cancerous tumors—also failed to
                notice a small picture of a gorilla when it was placed in the upper corner of a CT
                lung scan. These specialists, trained in seeing the unusual, missed out on the
                extraordinarily unusual. They still did better than nonspecialists, though: 20
                percent of radiologists said they saw the gorilla in the scan compared to no one
                from a general public sample.8

            Now, gorillas may not often cross your
                path, but here they are simply standing in for anything out of the ordinary that
                many people should notice but fail to. These experiments illustrate powerfully that
                when you attend to one aspect of your environment you do not attend to another. This
                can lead to situational blindness, whereby you are so focused on one aspect
                of your environment that you fail to notice the bigger picture. This is most
                frequently discussed in the aviation and medical sectors to describe the causes of
                errors made by pilots and surgeons when they miss crucial information in their
                    environment.9

            In 2005, Elaine Bromiley was undergoing
                a routine operation on her nasal passages at a UK hospital when she suffered unusual
                complications that stopped her breathing. The medics involved in treating her were
                so overly focused on attempting to clear her airway that they did not perform
                emergency surgery to open it, which would have saved her life. This mistake occurred
                even with the appropriate medical specialists and equipment in the room.10 Elaine
                Bromiley’s husband, Martin Bromiley, a commercial pilot, investigated the
                circumstances of her death and concluded that the procedures used by the airline
                industry to respond to emergencies could also be applied to medicine to reduce human
                error.

            Pilots have relied on routine checklists
                to improve their situational awareness for quite a while. The checklists
                contain some quite simple information but serve to ensure that the cabin crew have a
                complete picture of the factors associated with airline safety. Thanks to the
                efforts of Martin Bromiley and some pretty compelling and robust evidence that
                medical checklists literally save lives, they’re now increasingly used in
                hospitals around the world. They contain some glaringly obvious but sometimes
                overlooked items such as checking the patient’s name.

            Situational awareness is an issue in any
                environment, not just the operating theater and cockpit. Research shows that drivers
                who use adaptive cruise control (which adjusts the speed of your car according to
                the speed of the car in front of you) report being less situationally aware, which
                may increase the likelihood of accidents when unexpected events occur on the
                    road.11
                Given this, it seems likely that all of us can be blinded from the obvious in
                understanding the causes of our happiness. Nothing is ever that obvious.

            ABOVE AND BELOW THE SURFACE

            The foregoing discussion suggests that
                you might automatically pay more attention to some stimuli than to others. It was
                actually recognized 150 years ago that a great deal of perception, memory, and
                behavior occurs without conscious deliberation or will.12 We therefore need to
                distinguish between two types of attention. Conscious attention is when you
                are in some way aware of where your attention is being directed and unconscious
                    attention is when you are unaware of what you are attending to. Unconscious
                attention encompasses the thought processes that occur while conscious attention is
                directed elsewhere.13 Understanding the distinction is critical if you are to give yourself the
                best shot of being happier for longer; and ultimately in being so without exhausting
                yourself through the effort of trying to be happier. Some of the time, you are aware
                of what you are paying attention to, and much of the time, you are not.

            As with the intuition behind the
                production process of attention, my aim isn’t to be literal here. We
                don’t really allocate unconscious attention in any meaningful way—it just gets
                allocated without us having to make any real decision about what is attended to.
                But, as we shall see, you can consciously select the environments that your
                unconscious attention can roam in. Although you can’t consciously dictate how
                your dog runs around a field, you can choose which park you take it to. We are a lot
                like dogs in how we react to situational triggers.

            System 1 and system 2

            To get a better sense of the
                distinction between conscious and unconscious attention we need to go back a bit in
                time. The first stage of humankind, in terms of our evolution, is thought to be
                    Ardipithecus ramidus, a four-foot-tall tree-dweller who lived about
                four and a half million years ago. He’s dead now but, to some extent, his
                brain lives on in all of us. We are Ard-wired, if you will. Much of how our brains
                work today owes a lot to our ancestors.

            In more recent times, there has been an
                emerging consensus in behavioral science that we are all driven much more by the
                automatic processes of “system 1”—the hardwired bit of our brain—than by
                the deliberative reasoning of “system 2,” which is the Spock-like bit of
                our brain. The word “system” is used here as shorthand for two
                    processing systems.14 According to my classification,
                unconscious attention is all system 1. There aren’t really two separate
                processing systems in the brain; it’s much more complex than this, with
                significant overlaps between brain regions. But it is a useful distinction for
                illustrating the different influences of context and cognition.

            All of us have an automatic system 1
                that is wired in pretty much the same way.
                It has not evolved differently in an East End boy and a West End girl. You may have
                a deliberative system 2 that is quite different from mine because of the cultural
                and other forces that shape us, and this will result in us behaving quite
                differently some of the time. But, even then, our system 1 is still reacting in a
                similar way. And as we’ve learned, context will dominate much of the time,
                making it likely that you’ll act just like this East End boy.

            System 1 is always active and is
                constantly being primed in ways we’re unaware of. The literature on this is
                ever expanding. Take fast food, which has become a modern symbol for time efficiency
                and instant gratification.15 When we think about fast food, we
                feel and act more impatiently: show us pictures of restaurants like McDonald’s
                and KFC so quickly that we are not even consciously aware of having seen them, and
                we’ll subsequently read a paragraph about the city of Toronto fifteen seconds
                faster than people who have simply seen blank squares. Ask us to critique the design
                of fast-food logos rather than those of inexpensive diners and we can’t wait
                to get paid: we are more likely to prefer $3.00 right then than to wait a week and
                receive more money (anywhere from $3.05 to $7.00).16

            In fighting matches at the 2004 Olympics
                (in boxing, tae kwon do, Greco-Roman wrestling, and freestyle wrestling),
                competitors were randomly assigned blue or red uniforms. If the color of uniform
                were unrelated to performance and the judges’ assessments, there should have
                been a similar amount of winners wearing blue or red. But those wearing blue won
                about one-third of the time and those wearing red won about two-thirds of the
                    time.17
                Remarkably, then, competitors were twice as likely to win if they were lucky enough
                to be given red at the start of the contest. Red is an aggressive, sexual color that
                “beats up” the creativity of blue, not only in the performance, but also
                in how the judges then assess the performance.

            When wine shoppers pass by a display of
                French and German wines with French accordion music playing in the background,
                they’re more likely to pick up a French bottle. Play a German song by a brass
                Bierkeller band, and they’re more likely to pick up the German brand. Indeed,
                a study looking at just this showed that 70 percent of the bottles sold in the store reflected the music playing in
                the background. But when asked, only 14 percent of the shoppers said that the music
                was what influenced their purchase.18

            The sharp rise in our understanding of
                unconscious processes has led to many books on the subject and opened up a wealth of
                new possibilities.19 One prospect I find amazing is encrypting computers with
                passcodes that are embedded in the unconscious mind but that are not accessible by
                conscious thought.20 The research evidence has even led some to question whether
                conscious thought has any influence on behavior at all.21 This might be an
                overstatement, but the causal role of conscious thought has certainly been
                    overstated.22

            One thing is for sure. Our brains are
                lazy and want to conserve attentional energy. Looking to automate behaviors where it
                can means that many decisions that start out as system 2 end up as system 1. Have
                you ever gone the wrong way to a meeting that is not at your office because you are
                used to going to your office? Or have you ever gone back home to check that you have
                locked the house properly even though you had locked up without realizing it? I have
                done these two things within the last week. And both came about as a result of my
                brain wanting to create a habit and conserve energy. A habit is a behavioral pattern
                enacted automatically in response to a situation where the behavior has been
                previously performed repeatedly and consistently.23 Why waste attentional energy thinking
                about how to get to work or whether to lock the house when you can automatically do
                both in the same ways every day?

            Sports stars are able to shut out
                various distractions completely in order to focus only on the task at hand. They
                have to get themselves “in the zone” until being there becomes automatic
                for them. In a similar way, art historians are better able to spot a fake work of
                art when they transfer their wealth of knowledge and wisdom from system 2 to system
                1, and thus make what appears to be a snap judgment.24 Ideally, much of what
                you must initially concentrate on to improve your happiness similarly becomes
                automatic in time.

            The last thing that experts who have
                transferred from “slow” to “fast” thinking should want to
                happen is to start thinking consciously again. For stars in sports like weight lifting, golf, and
                snooker, thinking consciously about the task can lead to
                “choking”—freezing up and failing because of the pressure of the
                situation. In a weight-lifting competition, you would be more likely to lift a given
                weight if you were ranked tenth after the first round than if you were ranked
                    first.25
                The guy ranked first is the one to aim at; he knows it, and he often chokes as a
                result. Decisions can move from system 2 to system 1 and back again over time.

            A quick task

            The main message from this section and
                the evidence introduced is that the world is a complex place and your brain tries to
                make it easier for you by devising simplifying strategies to help you cope. We can
                see this for ourselves with things like the “Stroop task.”26 This is a
                popular psychological exercise that was developed by John Ridley Stroop in Tennessee
                in 1935 as part of his PhD dissertation. Stroop was one of the first to see how
                putting colors and words together affects the time taken to process and respond to
                them, although there were certainly other researchers working on similar topics
                around that time.27 I’ve adapted the exercise to black-and-white print but it
                works just the same.

            Step 1: Name the colors of each of the
                boxes (black, white, or gray) as quickly as you can.
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            Step 2: Name the
                colors inside the letters of each word as quickly as you can.
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            It takes most of us longer to name the
                colors in the second step than in the first. In step 1, you can just rely on system
                1, which automatically names the colors by association with their display. In step
                2, your system 1 wants to automatically read the words as written instead of their
                color and so it takes your system 2 a bit of time to override this automatic
                tendency. By the way, as a nice example of the importance of context, the time taken
                on accurately completing step 2 of this exercise will be reduced when you have a
                full bladder: your system 1 is partly overridden by the urge to wee.28

            BEHAVIORAL SPILLOVERS

            So far, we have been implicitly
                considering each behavior or attentional process, and their effects on happiness, in
                isolation. But no action or thought sits in a vacuum: there are often significant
                    spillover effects from one context to the next. So you need to consider
                not only what you do and feel now but also what effect your current actions and
                feelings might have on what you do and feel next. These spillovers are brought about
                by the allocation of conscious and unconscious attention.

            Like ripples on a
                pond

            I first thought about spillover effects
                when I was working with the UK government to consider behavior change policies. I
                was presented with some evidence that enlarging the front compartment of a
                supermarket cart leads to increased sales of fruit and vegetables. The policy wonk
                that told me was very excited. I was excited to know if these increased sales led to
                increased consumption of fruit and veg. “What do you mean?” he said.
                Well, I have never seen a Mars bar rot in the fridge but, as the comedian Eddie
                Izzard can tell you better than I can, it is never the right time to eat a pear. So
                these extra sales of fruit and veg might simply mean more waste.

            Okay, let’s assume that at least
                some of it does get eaten. My next question was, “Does the consumption of more
                fruit and veg lead to healthier lives or does it simply give people license to eat
                more Mars bars?” Remarkably, we do not know the answer to this question. But
                after you have read the next few paragraphs, you might well conclude (as I have)
                that the increased consumption of fruit and veg that has taken place in recent
                years, in the UK at least, has probably led to weight gain and not weight loss, as
                people (unconsciously) reward themselves with a piece of cake for having eaten an
                apple. To inform research, policy, and our own choices, we should ideally capture
                all the ripples of behavior when a pebble of behavior change intervention is thrown
                into the pond.

            Promoting, permitting, and purging

            Inspired by the lack of evidence on
                such a basic question, Matteo Galizzi and I have developed a conceptual frame within
                which a broad range of spillovers can be systematically interpreted. We begin by
                assuming that two different behaviors take place sequentially and are linked, at a
                conscious or unconscious level, by some underlying motivation, such as the desire to
                lose weight (which is ultimately motivated by a desire to be happier). The first
                behavior leads to another subsequent behavior, which, so far as the motivation is concerned, can either
                work in the same direction as the first or push back against it. So you might start
                exercising to lose weight. This could lead to another behavior that also leads to
                weight loss, such as eating healthily. We refer to this as a promoting
                spillover. This is shown in box 1 in the table below.

            But it might instead lead to another
                behavior, one that increases weight gain, such as eating more. This will happen if
                we reward ourselves with something “naughty” when we have just done
                something “nice.” We refer to this as a permitting spillover
                and it is shown in box 2. There is then a third class of spillovers, which we call
                    purging, where the second behavior is motivated out of a (conscious or
                unconscious) desire to undo some of the damage caused by the first behavior. So you
                might eat healthily because you did not exercise, as shown in box 3. Finally, there
                is box 4, where the initial inability to exercise promotes the subsequent desire to
                say “what the heck” and to eat less healthily.
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            To conduct a controlled test of the
                impact of exercise on eating, Matteo and I asked students at the London School of
                Economics to step onto and off a wooden box for two minutes. We randomized the
                students into one of four different groups: (1) paid ten pence per step; (2) paid
                two pence per step; (3) simply encouraged to keep going by the researcher at
                fifteen-second intervals in the two minutes; and (4) a control group that was asked to perform the task without
                further incentive. Those being offered the cash exercised more: about 105 steps in
                groups 1 and 2 compared to 90 steps in groups 3 and 4. Those being paid ten pence,
                or who were being encouraged to exercise, were more satisfied with their
                performance: about a whole point difference on a ten-point scale. All groups were
                remarkably accurate at estimating how many calories they’d burned off in the
                task: between 20 and 30.

            Here’s the best bit. We then
                offered our participants a buffet lunch of sandwiches and snacks, again on an
                individual basis. Unbeknownst to them, we watched what they ate. More precisely,
                after each student left, Matteo rummaged around in the bins (in his sharp Italian
                suit) to look at the waste sandwich boxes and chocolate wrappers and potato chip
                bags. Those who thought they had done well on the exercise task (thus, those in the
                ten-pence and encouragement groups) ate, on average, about 320 calories compared to
                the 240 calories eaten by those who did not think they had done so well (those in
                the two-pence and control groups).29

            So the conclusion we can draw here is
                that the more satisfied we are with our effort in a “calories-out”
                exercise task, the more we feel that we can reward ourselves with a
                “calories-in” lunch. Doing a little bit of exercise in order to lose
                weight will lead to weight gain if you put more calories past your lips than you
                burn off your hips. This is precisely what happens for many people, and it is the
                main reason why weight-loss programs predicated on exercise alone don’t work
                very well.

            Indeed, it has been shown that more
                exercise at one time leads to more rest at another. In a study of two hundred
                children from three schools, participants wore accelerometers to test whether the
                schools’ different fitness programs had an effect on how active the children
                were. It turned out that children who were more active at school rested when they
                were at home, and vice versa.30 Similar results were found in another
                study looking at the effect of walking versus driving to school.31 Because food is now
                more plentiful than it was for our ancestors, these behaviors are a carryover from a
                time when we needed to conserve energy.

            Moral licensing and
                cleansing

            Results like those from our study are
                strongly supportive of a permitting spillover. They’re also consistent with a
                concept in psychology called moral licensing. Think of yourself as being in
                possession of a moral bank account. When you have a positive balance, you will
                license yourself to use up some of the credits. Moral licensing was originally
                documented in the context of discriminatory behavior. Participants who, in an easy
                hypothetical hiring situation, chose to appoint a manifestly better black candidate
                for a job, thus had the chance to establish they were not racist and were then more
                likely to make prejudiced choices in a subsequent harder hiring decision.32 Similarly,
                participants who said they were endorsing Barack Obama instead of John McCain in the
                2008 US presidential election were then more likely to make a prejudiced choice in a
                subsequent hiring task, or to allocate more money to a charity fighting poverty in a
                white rather than in an African American neighborhood.33

            Conversely, when you’re in deficit
                in your moral bank account, you’ll need to stock up on credits through
                    moral cleansing. The evidence supports this. In a neat experiment,
                participants were asked to recall in detail either an ethical or an unethical deed
                from their past and describe their feelings. They were all then asked to rate the
                desirability of various products, including neutral items, such as juices and
                chocolate bars, and cleansing products, such as shower soap and disinfectant. Those
                who had recalled the unethical deed were much more likely to choose a cleansing
                    product.34 The recollection of doing a bad thing prompts the need literally
                to cleanse oneself—and again in largely unconscious ways.

            THE SHIFTING SANDS OF ATTENTION

            The foregoing discussion highlights the
                temporal nature of your behavior and, consequently, your happiness. There is also a
                dynamic nature to the impact of many
                changes in life. Let us now consider the importance of attention in explaining how
                we adjust the impact of changes in our lives.

            Getting over it

            One of the main lessons from happiness
                research is that the impacts of many life changes fade quite quickly. There is lots
                of adaptation—lots of getting used to change. Adaptation is explained by
                the withdrawal of attention to inputs as their impact on happiness diminishes.35 The
                novelty of a new stimulus attracts your attention, but when you get used to it you
                stop focusing so much attention on it. When this happens, your attention is freed up
                to find something new to attract it. A new king of attention soon replaces an old
                one. The King is dead. Long live the King.

            Many events are unpredictable and their
                impacts on happiness are hard to figure out because we cannot always plan and
                measure happiness before the event happens, but sometimes we get lucky and the data
                are already there. The September 11 attacks are among the most prominent recent
                example of an event whose timing was unpredictable, but they also happened to take
                place in the same month as most of the interviews in the large UK longitudinal study
                discussed in chapter 2. This study surveys about ten
                thousand people every year and in addition to life satisfaction (which unfortunately
                was missing as a variable in 2001) it also asks about mental health, using a
                standard assessment measure. Some people had been asked about their mental health
                before the September 11 attacks happened and some asked afterward, so it allowed us
                to see what difference the event made by looking at the mental health of different
                people at different times from the event. In this way, we could see whether the
                negative impact of the September 11 attacks on mental health in the UK wore off over
                    time.36

            It turns out that there was a
                significant effect in 2001 during September, which then fell over the next couple of
                months to completely disappear by December. An initially attention-grabbing
                phenomenon ceases to remain so over time.
                Note that we were not looking at the effects of 9/11 by asking people to think about
                those effects, for if we had done that, we would have got very different results:
                the attacks will always feel very important to those who are being asked to think
                about them directly. The term “focusing effect” has been used for
                occasions where something matters because it is being attended to.37 The way to avoid
                focusing effects is to ask people how happy they are first and then find out other
                relevant things about them (such as when they were interviewed, in this case).
                I’ll discuss how focusing effects influence your happiness and behavior in
                greater detail in the next chapter.

            Thankfully, most other changes in life
                are less dramatic than terrorist attacks. Together with David Bradford, I have also
                looked at the existing life satisfaction data to see what happens to people as they
                gain weight. They get less happy, right? Well, no, not really. Life satisfaction is
                hardly affected by weight gain. The theoretical model we developed posits that you
                can do one of two things to stay happy when you gain weight: the first is to expend
                effort in losing weight, and the second is to expend effort in playing down the
                importance of weight gain in your life. Our data analyses support the second
                explanation. As people put on weight, they shift the focus of their attention away
                from parts of their lives that are associated with weight, like health, toward
                aspects where their weight is less important, like work.38

            This shift in attention explains some of
                the behaviors we observe; many of us gain weight but do not lose it. The effort
                needed to lose weight may be greater than the effort required to shift the attention
                you give to your health and weight.

            There’s some evidence that obesity
                can have a small but significant effect on life satisfaction but it does not have
                anywhere near as much of an effect as other problems in life. Notwithstanding some
                issues in how best to analyze the data, based on ratings of life satisfaction in the
                UK, we can tentatively suggest that your body mass index (BMI) would have to
                increase by at least 30 BMI points (which would be very extreme, since obesity is defined as a BMI of 30) to have about
                the same negative effect upon your satisfaction levels as a marital breakdown.39 The
                longer-term consequences of obesity, such as diabetes, would have a big impact on
                happiness, of course, but the more immediate impact of a breakup explains why many
                people care more about their relationships with other people than the one they have
                with food. Of course, obesity does not occur overnight, and so there is a gradual
                adaptation to weighing more.

            There is also now some genetic evidence
                to show that gaining weight may not necessarily make you any less happy. The same
                gene that is associated with a predisposition to obesity, the FTO gene, is actually
                associated with a reduced risk of major depressive disorders.40 The impact may also
                depend on cultural norms and socioeconomic factors.41 In some countries,
                such as Russia, getting fatter is actually good for life satisfaction because it
                acts as a signal of affluence. In the United States, those in high-status jobs are
                most adversely affected by being overweight, probably because of the stigma attached
                to it in those cohorts.42

            While we each may initially react quite
                differently to an event, we all have a built-in ability to detect and neutralize
                challenges to our happiness. This has been called our psychological immune
                    system.43 Just as your body adjusts to getting into hot water, so your
                mind adjusts to change: the psychological reaction to changes in stimuli is
                analogous to the physiological reaction to changes in temperature. And your
                psychological immune system works a little like your physical immune system, which
                kicks in when faced with a threat, such as when someone nearby coughs or
                    sneezes.44 This highlights the fact that many adaptation processes take place
                automatically and unconsciously; we simply get used to some changes without thinking
                about whether or not we really want to.

            In one of the most interesting studies
                in this area, students were asked to predict how much worse their mood would be if
                they were rejected for a job: their average estimate was two points lower than their
                    current mood on a ten-point scale. In
                sharp contrast, the actual effect of being rejected was only 0.4 points on the same
                ten-point scale. Even that effect was fleeting: ten minutes after the rejection,
                their happiness levels had returned to normal. By the way, there was no real job
                offer—such is the fun that psychologists often have at their students’
                expense.

            If your partner dumps you, give it a few
                months and you’ll generally look back on your partner as having been
                unsuitable. Chances are that you will then meet someone who makes you happier than
                that loser did. This is not to say that the pain of the breakup is any less real,
                just that you can take some comfort from it not lasting. You can also take comfort
                from the fact that you will make sense of the relationship and the breakup in ways
                that enable you to move on to bigger and better things. You are good at making sense
                of most life events in ways that enable you to move on. It is better to have loved
                and lost than to have spent your life with a psychopath, as one of my (single)
                colleagues says. What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger—and often happier,
                too, eventually.

            On the flip side, your psychological
                immune system seems to neutralize the impact of many good things, too, and so the
                positive happiness effects of a pay raise, a marriage, or a new job won’t last
                for very long for most people, either.45 As we shall see more clearly in part
                2, this is where the allocation and reallocation of your attention is crucial: we
                shall consider ways in which you can prolong pleasure and purpose and nip pain and
                pointlessness in the bud.

            Not getting over it

            We will obviously adapt to some changes
                more quickly than to others, to a pay raise faster than to marriage, for example.
                Further, the impact of some inputs on the production of happiness does not appear to
                wane over time. Unemployment, as I mentioned, has lasting negative effects (even if
                we allow for the fact that less happy people are more likely to lose their jobs in the first place). This is not so
                surprising, is it? One of the first questions someone new asks you is “What do
                you do for a living?”

            To underline the importance of
                attention, even in the context of a generally attention-grabbing event like
                unemployment, we have compared the impact on life satisfaction of unemployment on
                those who mentioned unemployment as a major life event with the impact on those who
                did not mention it as an important event when completing the survey. Unemployment
                hurts a lot, whether or not it is mentioned as a major life event, but it hurts
                twice as much for those who report the loss of a job as having been a major life
                event in the last year compared to those who have lost their job but did not mention
                it as being a major life event.46

            You may also become increasingly
                    sensitized to some changes. That is, you pay more, not less, attention
                to some stimuli as time passes. Sadly, these are usually bad things, like noise,
                especially when the noise is unpredictable in its timing. The evidence shows that we
                don’t generally withdraw attention from traffic noise because cars do not go
                by at regular intervals.47 As disheartening evidence of this,
                children in urban areas who live in noisy, lower floors of apartment buildings have
                lower reading scores than those on quieter, higher floors where traffic noise
                doesn’t reach to the same extent.48 This result persists after the
                authors account for the educational level of the parents and also note that the
                apartments on each floor cost about the same, so it is not as if the poorer kids are
                living on lower floors.

            Losing your sense of smell, which might
                even be considered to have its upsides in some instances, has a significant
                downside: you lose your sense of taste, too. This can lead you into a poor diet and
                reduce the functioning of your physical immune system.49 There is hardly any
                adaptation to not being able to smell and yet I suspect that many of us would think
                that we would get used to it quite quickly. We make a lot of mistakes about what
                will grab our attention and for how long, as we shall see in the next chapter.

            Resolving
                uncertainty

            There is an intuitively appealing model
                of adaptation called the AREA model. Events in life are attention-grabbing
                to begin with. You then react and, if you can explain the event,
                you will withdraw attention and adapt to it.50 Much of this process
                will occur automatically without conscious effort. Most of the time you can explain
                things and you will adapt as the impact of the stimulus wears off. A pay raise is
                generally quickly explained—you’re a good and loyal worker, right? And so you
                stop paying attention to it. Indeed, you are such a good worker that your pay raise
                should perhaps have been larger, right?

            Sometimes, though, you will keep
                reacting if you are lacking that all-important explanation. As I mentioned before,
                if physical pain has an explanation, such as when the ache in your leg is due to a
                sports injury, then you will withdraw attention from the pain and adapt to it, but
                if it remains unexplained, it continues to draw attention to itself. Recall from the
                introduction that a stammer is difficult to explain, and so it draws attention to
                itself over and above any effect it might have on specific speaking situations.

            If you are able to resolve the
                uncertainty surrounding a situation, you will be better able to explain the
                consequences that ensue. This sounds obvious, but the implications aren’t: we
                have data that show that cancer patients report lower life satisfaction
                rates when they are in remission.51 My interpretation is that the
                “certainty” of death allows a person to put his or her house into order,
                and remission casts uncertainty on that purpose.

            A similar story can be told for genetic
                testing. In a study looking at testing for Huntington’s disease—an inherited
                genetic disorder that affects muscle coordination and generally leads to psychiatric
                problems and early death—those who were told that they had a decreased risk of the
                disease reported better mental health over
                the year of the study following testing than those who were told their risk was
                    unchanged.52 So far, so obvious. But those who were told that they had an
                    increased risk also reported better mental health than the group whose
                risk was unchanged. The unchanged-risk group arguably still faced the same
                uncertainty as before, whereas the other two groups benefited from the uncertainty
                being reduced, even if it was in a “bad” way.

            These examples show how the resolution
                of uncertainty about bad life events is potentially good for your happiness. Your
                attention is diverted away from worrying about what might or might not happen (and
                all the possible stresses and strains that those scenarios might involve) toward
                dealing with a future that can be better planned and managed. This goes a long way
                toward explaining why people’s life satisfaction takes a massive drop close to
                the time of separation but then bounces back upon divorce.53 Divorce provides
                closure by resolving the uncertainty of whether you will get back together again—and
                it also sorts out the finances, too. Resolving the uncertainty surrounding a
                situation like divorce forces an explanation, and thus its impact as an input into
                the production process of happiness wanes.

            What applies to pain might not apply to
                pleasure, however. Perhaps you have stored a bottle of wine for years or stretched
                out the time you spent planning your holiday in order to enjoy the pleasure of
                anticipation as well as consumption.54 If you could have a kiss from your
                favorite movie star, you might prefer to wait a few days rather than to receive it
                    immediately.55 Or, if you’re like English soccer fans, perhaps
                you’re more inclined to watch a game when you’re unsure about who will
                win the match.56 We often seek out uncertainty for pleasure.

            Changing purpose

            Unfortunately, we don’t know very
                much about the effects of change on experiences of purpose, so please allow me to
                use a selective sample and example: me and my weight training. I first walked into a
                gym about thirteen years ago, weighing 145 pounds and with a twenty-nine-inch waist.
                I now weigh 215 pounds and have a thirty-two-inch waist. From the first time I
                lifted a dumbbell, weight training has been a pleasurable activity for me. Over time, it has additionally become a
                purposeful one, as I began to treat my diet and exercise program as a project. I
                find it interesting to see what happens to my size and strength as I vary my
                workouts and eat different combinations of carbs, fats, and proteins. I am proud of
                the gains I have made, particularly as I am naturally very skinny and I find it
                incredibly hard to gain weight (I am an exemplar ectomorph). You might have
                comparable projects in your life, such as reading or gardening, which over time have
                become both pleasurable and purposeful.

            Most of the activities and projects we
                stick with will end up being both pleasurable and purposeful in time—even if they
                started out principally motivated by one category of sentiments or if the relative
                weights of pleasure and purpose continue to change over time. Pleasure and purpose
                will often go hand in hand over time even if they are traded off against one another
                at any one moment in time. In the language of economics, pleasure and purpose are
                complements over time even if they are substitutes at any one moment in time. So my
                weight training is now both pleasurable and purposeful (these sentiments are
                complements over time) even though it started out as relatively more pleasurable and
                became relatively more purposeful (these sentiments are substitutes at each moment
                in time).

            Adaptation to purpose will result in
                boredom and futility, so you are more likely to stop engaging in such activities. In
                general, the impact of purposeful inputs will probably wane less because many
                activities that you continue with will become more purposeful over time. Context
                matters and this will not be true all of the time. But it remains important to think
                of pleasure and purpose as separate, but interrelated, components of happiness.

            ATTENDING TO HAPPINESS

            Attention holds together our lives—as
                well as this book. It converts stimuli into happiness and it drives our behavior. We
                are often unaware of the effects of
                attention on our happiness and our behavior, just as many people are unaware that
                background music affects their choice of wine. Yet this precious and scarce resource
                is responsible for all of what we do and how we feel. Attention explains why we
                adapt to weight gain and not to noise and stammering. It also explains why we might
                not be as happy as we could be.
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            Why aren’t we happier?

            We have seen that our brain, particularly
                our automatic system 1, tries to help us out in a complex world, but its efforts to
                simplify things can sometimes be silly strategies so far as making decisions that
                make us happier are concerned.

            The brain is of course truly wondrous
                but it’s much more interesting, to me at least, to look at where it makes
                mistakes. We have evolved to be attractive mates and to survive, but aspects of
                ourselves might also simply be evolutionary mistakes—and it’s almost
                impossible to tell the difference, especially because societies develop so quickly.
                Given how much more complex the world is now compared to the one faced by our
                tree-dwelling ancestors, it is remarkable how well we function. Equally, it is
                unremarkable that we are prone to misallocating our attention. We do so by making
                conscious mistakes and unconscious errors that mean we aren’t as happy as we
                could be.

            When you are attending to what you think
                will make you happy in the future, you are making predictions about what the
                production process will look like: what you will attend to, in what ways, and for
                how long. We need to understand the attentional obstacles to being happier if we are
                to consider ways in which we can be happier. This chapter addresses what I categorize as the three main attentional
                problems: mistaken desires; mistaken projections; and mistaken
                    beliefs. Let’s consider each in turn.

            MISTAKEN DESIRES

            On the face of it, we ought to desire
                what makes us happy. In a thorough attempt to see if what we desire is consistent
                with maximizing happiness, nearly three thousand people from various
                sources—patients in a doctor’s waiting room in Denver; a telephone survey; and
                the student population at Cornell University—were asked which of two scenarios would
                bring them the greatest happiness, and which of the two they would choose. The
                choices were consistent with happiness 83 percent of the time. The other 17 percent
                of the time, the choice was different from the one thought to maximize happiness.
                For example, if someone said they would choose a better-paying job requiring them to
                sleep less, their choice would have been inconsistent with happiness maximization if
                they had also said more sleep would bring them more happiness than a better paying
                    job.1

            Now, you could say that this shows
                happiness does not always dominate, but I suspect that much of the 17 percent could
                be explained by assumptions about happiness in the long run (e.g., from taking a
                higher-paying job that makes you miserable in the short run but gives you a nice
                nest egg for later). Moreover, in further analysis, predicted sense of purpose was
                an important driver of people’s choices and so some of the results in the
                original study may have been because the authors didn’t include purpose in
                their original conceptualization of happiness.2

            Nonetheless, there are many scholars who
                believe that attending to certain goals, such as achievement, bring happiness in
                themselves and others who maintain that there are objectives, such as authenticity,
                that transcend happiness. I consider these to be mistaken desires, for the reasons
                outlined below.

            Achievement

            We have a desire to achieve, and some
                argue that this brings happiness in itself. There is no doubt that achieving a goal,
                which makes our evaluative self happy, can feel pretty good in itself: in video game
                players, achieving goals releases dopamine, which is the pleasure-producing
                neurotransmitter in our brains.3 But even if the goal is achieved,
                these are only fleeting moments, and so the process of attempting to get there
                should be a pleasurable and/or purposeful one, too.

            It is also true that the desire to
                achieve can bring happiness later on—but only for those who do achieve. Some great
                studies have looked at the desires people expressed when they were students and then
                the difference between desires and achievements twenty or so years later. Those who
                as students were motivated by making money turned out to be greatly affected by
                whether or not they became wealthy later in their lives. If they did, they were
                satisfied with their lives, but many did not make as much as they would have liked
                to, so they were not that satisfied. The message from this research is that if you
                care a lot about money, you better make sure you get it. If you do not become rich,
                then being motivated by money will, unsurprisingly, lead to disappointment.4

            Consider the story of the fisherman and
                the businessman, a narrative highlighting the paradoxes in our relentless drive for
                achievement.

            
                There was once a businessman who
                    was sitting by the beach in a small Brazilian village. As he sat, he saw a
                    Brazilian fisherman rowing a small boat toward the shore having caught quite a
                    few big fish. The businessman was impressed and asked the fisherman, “How
                    long does it take you to catch so many fish?” The fisherman replied,
                    “Oh, just a short while.” “Then why don’t you stay
                    longer at sea and catch even more?” The businessman was astonished.
                    “This is enough to feed my whole family,” the fisherman said. The
                    businessman then asked, “So, what do you do for the rest of the
                    day?” The fisherman replied, “Well, I usually wake up early in the
                    morning, go out to sea and catch a few fish, then go back and play with my kids. In the afternoon, I take
                    a nap with my wife, and [when] evening comes, I join my buddies in the village
                    for a drink—we play guitar, sing and dance throughout the night.”

                The businessman offered a
                    suggestion to the fisherman. “I am a PhD in business management. I could
                    help you to become a more successful person. From now on, you should spend more
                    time at sea and try to catch as many fish as possible. When you have saved
                    enough money, you could buy a bigger boat and catch even more fish. Soon you
                    will be able to afford to buy more boats, set up your own company, your own
                    production plant for canned food and distribution network. By then, you will
                    have moved out of this village and to São Paulo, where you can set up an HQ to
                    manage your other branches.”

                The fisherman continues,
                    “And after that?” The businessman laughs heartily. “After
                    that, you can live like a king in your own house, and when the time is right,
                    you can go public and float your shares in the Stock Exchange, and you will be
                    rich.” The fisherman asks, “And after that?” The businessman
                    says, “After that, you can finally retire, you can move to a house by the
                    fishing village, wake up early in the morning, catch a few fish, then return
                    home to play with [your] kids, have a nice afternoon nap with your wife, and
                    when evening comes, you can join your buddies for a drink, play the guitar, sing
                    and dance throughout the night!” The fisherman was puzzled.
                    “Isn’t that what I am doing now?”5

            

            Much of what the fisherman is meant to
                aspire to he has now. The consequences of this tale could, in fact, turn out to be
                worse than circular, as the fisherman loses friends on the way up and out. He could
                also develop doubts about his sense of identity. This is one reason why many of the
                scholarship kids from poor backgrounds are not as happy as their equally
                high-achieving peers from wealthier backgrounds.6 This sense of identity (or rather a
                lack of it) resonates with my own experiences of moving from a lower-working-class
                background to an upper-middle-class
                occupation. While one part of me quite enjoys not belonging to either group, another
                part dislikes not knowing where I belong.

            Be especially alert to the fact that a
                desire for achievement may help in achieving a narrow set of goals but at the
                expense of the more important goal of happiness. It is good being motivated to be
                successful at work but not at the cost of health and personal relationships.
                Sometimes we can get so wrapped up in things that the attainment of a goal becomes
                all that matters. Some people will make extreme sacrifices to achieve them—like the
                many climbers who have died on Everest because they are obsessed with getting to the
                top. In these cases, the attainment of their goals comes at too great a price for
                    happiness.7

            On occasion, achieving more objectively
                might result in feeling worse subjectively. What would you say if I asked whether
                you’d be happier with a silver medal or a bronze one? If you are anything like
                athletes at the 1992 Summer Olympic Games in Barcelona, it might well be that a
                bronze would make you happier. Observers rated the immediate reactions of the
                athletes on a 1 to 10 scale of agony to ecstasy. The results showed that bronze
                medal winners were considered to be happier than silver medal winners. While a
                silver medal winner is gutted that they just missed out on gold, a bronze medal
                winner is simply pleased to be on the podium.8 Of course, it’s an open
                question whether or not bronze medal winners remain happier than silver medal
                winners over time. Unfortunately, we do not have data for the months after the event
                that would enable us to know this.

            Here’s a story David Bradford told
                me to illustrate that second place can hurt for quite some time—and that this
                feeling can even sit alongside a general sense of success. A relative of his played
                for the NFL team the Buffalo Bills for eight years back in the 1990s. He was one of
                the best players in his position in the entire NFL and made the Pro Bowl four years
                in a row. While he was on the Bills, the team had great success—well, sort of. They
                made the playoffs most years, and actually won their Divisional Championship and
                played in the Super Bowl four years in a row. But they lost all of those matches
                (once by missing a field goal kick by no
                more than a few feet). David’s relative got four AFC Divisional Championship
                rings (the NFL equivalent to a silver medal). He hated to see those rings because
                they reminded him that his team lost the Super Bowl—not that his team had done
                better than every other team bar one. He kept them in a closet in the back of his
                house and wouldn’t show them to anyone, no matter how many times he was asked.
                The interesting point from an attentional perspective is that he talks very fondly
                indeed about his NFL career when he is not forced to pay attention to the Super
                Bowl. So whatever you achieve, try to pay attention to the good bits.

            It is certainly true that pursuing a
                goal (as well as cutting down on cigarettes, alcohol, chocolate, porn, or Facebook)
                can be a challenge in the short term and may make you feel less happy for a while.
                We stick with goals like this because we think they’ll make us happier in the
                long run. Sometimes the gain may not to be worth the pain, but you always think it
                will be at the outset. It would simply be masochistic for you to make a decision
                that you knew for sure would make you more miserable overall. So you must
                be alert to what you are sacrificing as well as how you are benefiting from
                fulfilling your ambitions. Remember that future happiness cannot really compensate
                for misery now: lost happiness is lost forever. So you need to be pretty confident
                that any current sacrifices of happiness you make in order to fulfill some ambition
                or other will actually be worth it in the long run.

            As elsewhere, we need more research and
                better evidence on the full costs and benefits of different decisions and life
                courses. We do know people are happier with their lives over time if they are
                satisfied with aspects of their jobs like their boss, pay, and daily tasks, which
                suggests it is most important that the job is a good fit for the individual rather
                than the type of job per se.9 This might help explain why the
                happiest workers in the UK are florists and the least happy are bankers (see the
                table below for more details).10 Of course, the florists could have
                started out happier than the bankers before any of them started work. We need more
                happiness data on the same people over time so that we can see how their happiness
                changes in response to their jobs.

            Even without good causal evidence, I am
                pretty confident that I am happier—but certainly not richer—as an academic than I
                would have been as a banker. I would have been happier as a builder than as a
                banker, too, but my clients would not have been: I have no practical skills
                whatsoever. I am willing to bet that my kids would also be happier as builders than
                as bankers, since they would more directly see the tangible fruits of their labor.
                As such, and notwithstanding the fact that my kids may have inherited my inability
                to do any form of DIY at all, I would much rather that they be builders than
                bankers.

            
                
                    	
                        
                        Profession
                    
                    	
                        Percentage agreeing that they are happy
                    
                

                
                    	Florists and gardeners
                    	87
                

                
                    	Hairdressers and beauticians
                    	79
                

                
                    	Plumbers and water workers
                    	76
                

                
                    	Marketers and PR people
                    	75
                

                
                    	Scientists and researchers
                    	69
                

                
                    	Leisure and tourism workers
                    	67
                

                
                    	Construction workers
                    	66
                

                
                    	Doctors and dentists
                    	65
                

                
                    	Lawyers
                    	64
                

                
                    	Nurses
                    	62
                

                
                    	Architects
                    	62
                

                
                    	Child care and youth workers
                    	60
                

                
                    	Teachers
                    	59
                

                
                    	Accountants
                    	58
                

                
                    	Car workers and mechanics
                    	57
                

                
                    	Electricians
                    	55
                

                
                    	Caterers
                    	55
                

                
                    	HR and personnel staff
                    	54
                

                
                    	IT and telecom workers
                    	48
                

                
                    	Bankers
                    	44
                

            

            In any event, I am
                sure to remind my kids that I am blessed to have a job that brings me some pleasure
                and lots of purpose, pays pretty well, and does not involve getting my hands dirty
                or risking death. And I will remind them that, whatever else they may achieve in
                their lives, their greatest achievement of all will be their happiness.

            I actually think that, deep down, other
                parents tend to agree with me, when at first it might appear that they do not. Many
                of the middle-class parents I come across in Brighton are seemingly obsessed with
                their kids achieving as much as possible at school. There are many potential reasons
                for this, but I’m pretty sure that the main reason why parents care about
                achievement in quite narrow terms is because they see achievement as a route to
                happiness. They think that if their kids excel at school, they will later go to a
                good university and land a well-paid job, and that all of this will make their kids
                happy. They may have mistaken desires for their kids’ achievements but it
                would be sadistic for them to want something for their kids that they knew for
                    sure would make them unhappy.

            Authenticity

            You might continue to maintain that it
                is perfectly rational to have some evaluative desires that you know might make you
                feel less happy. You may have “higher-order” desires for morality,
                freedom, truth, knowledge, aesthetics, beauty, and the preservation of species of
                birds and animals, which may not be based solely on the consequences for your
                happiness (or, importantly, for the happiness of those you care about). But it
                strikes me as rather odd, to put it mildly, to desire something that will never
                    show up in better sentiments of pleasure or purpose.

            Consider an example that philosophers
                are fond of: your partner is cheating on you. Assume for simplicity that no one else
                knows about it. You would like to know, right—even if it made you miserable? Of
                course you would, and so, the argument runs, the truth must matter more to you than
                “deluded happiness.” But you probably think that you will eventually be
                happier from finding out—that clearing the air will lead to greater happiness in
                    the end, whatever you decide to do about the affair. And so it is the consequences for happiness of
                the truth that matter, not the truth in itself.

            Now consider perhaps the most famous
                critique of happiness, developed by Robert Nozick, a philosopher who came to
                prominence in the 1970s. He asks you to imagine being connected up to what he calls
                an “experience machine.” Every neurotransmitter in your brain would be
                connected to a system that could simulate the happiest life for you. You could have
                a fabulous career, fantastic kids, and a great partner, all without any pain or
                suffering. In a straight choice, which life would you choose: your “real
                life” with all of its associated pain and suffering or an “artificial
                life” with greater happiness created by the experience machine? Nozick
                suggests that most of us would choose the former.11 As with the cheating partner, the
                authenticity of real life seems to be of value to us beyond simply feeling good.

            But I think most philosophers, with a
                few notable exceptions like Roger Crisp, have been too quick to jump to this
                conclusion. In both examples above, you know what the alternative scenario is. You
                cannot think about not knowing about an affair without first thinking about knowing
                about it. You can’t unknow what you know. So the cat is already out of the bag
                when you do the thought experiment. I would probably also be persuaded to choose
                reality over being a brain in a vat if I was aware of being a brain in a vat. But if
                the thought experiment were taken literally, your life right now could be one big
                experience machine—and you wouldn’t know. And since you would never know, it
                makes most sense to live the life with the greatest happiness in it.

            Many of the conclusions reached by
                philosophers are based on thought experiments that I don’t think stand up to
                scrutiny. By making them the focus of attention, they ensure that concerns for the
                truth, etc., are bound to be considered important. And they do so in a contrived
                way—how can you truly imagine not knowing your wife is cheating when you are told
                she is, or being a brain in a vat when you know you could otherwise be a
                “real” person?

            In my own work, I have asked survey
                participants whether or not they would take a pill to improve their happiness. Only
                one-quarter of participants said they
                would be willing to do so; the remaining three-quarters objected in various ways to
                “unnatural” enhancements of happiness and to a “quick
                    fix.”12 These are interesting responses, especially given the widespread
                use, and acceptability, of drugs to treat depression. It is possible that improving
                happiness is seen as less acceptable than treating misery. So in the survey that
                established that pleasure and purpose matter to people, Rob Metcalfe and I also
                asked people whether they agreed that government policy should seek to (a) improve
                happiness and (b) reduce misery. There was more support for the second statement.
                Such findings have important implications for how happiness (and depression and
                misery) are discussed in the popular press and in policy circles.13 Policy makers
                wishing to promote the use of happiness measures might instead refer to them as
                measures of misery. While empirical studies like this can fuel interesting
                discussions, we are still left having to make judgments about what ultimately
                matters in life.

            Desires in themselves

            Many economists and philosophers will
                maintain that getting more of what you want is what really counts in life. This is
                why economists spend so much time talking about income: all else equal, more money
                means that you can buy more of what you want. It is not the income in itself that
                makes you better off but, rather, the increase in choice that means you can satisfy
                more of your desires.14 You could choose to buy more stuff or you could decide to work
                a little less, or maybe both.

            But why would you want more possessions
                or more leisure time unless you imagined (correctly or otherwise) that you would be
                happier as a result? If something won’t ever show up at all in your happiness
                or in the happiness of those you care about (which can sometimes include strangers),
                I cannot see where its value can reside.

            Let me give an example to illustrate
                (and a chance to get something off my chest, if I’m being totally honest). I
                like to read, and, as I hope you can tell, I read loads of academic papers and
                nonfiction books. But over the years, many people have told me that I should read
                novels. I have never read a novel in my
                life (unless you count Of Mice and Men at school—we were also supposed to
                read The Mayor of Casterbridge but have you seen how long that is?).
                Let’s suppose that I listen to these people and that I develop a taste for
                literature and that I then devote time to reading other stories. I have developed a
                new preference, and it is being satisfied. So that would be enough for many
                economists and philosophers to say that I was better off, especially as reading
                novels is likely to be seen by them as a preference worth having.

            But what if I was not made any happier
                from reading novels? Developing a new preference that is now satisfied isn’t
                important in itself. It only makes me better off if it makes me or those I care
                about happier than we were before I started reading. I make no grand claims for the
                significance of anything—a job, a spouse, a house, The Mayor of
                    Casterbridge—beyond its effect on happiness. Everything except happiness
                requires some justification or other: it is just obvious that happiness matters.15

            Now, other considerations, such as
                achievement or authenticity, are clearly important. But they are only important
                because of their instrumental value; that is, they matter only insofar as
                they produce more happiness. They may generally promote more happiness but we should
                not be slaves to them. It would be masochistic and sadistic of me to tell the truth
                about something if I knew for sure that I would create only misery for
                myself and others. We’ve all heard of pathological liars. Telling the truth in
                such circumstances would be an example of being pathologically honest. We need to
                judge each behavior on its specific consequences for happiness and not on the basis
                of whether or not it accords to a generally good rule.

            Once we accept that the experience of
                happiness (for yourself and others) is the final arbiter of the rightness of what
                you do, we can move away from making moral judgments based on ill-conceived ideas
                about what is right and wrong. We can instead use factual assessments of the
                consequences for pleasure and purpose to judge the goodness of what we and others do
                (including policy makers) and to guide our views about how society ought to be
                    organized.16

            So experiences of pleasure and purpose
                are all that matter in the end.
                    Hedonism is the school of thought that holds that pleasure is the only
                thing that matters in the end. By adding sentiments of purpose to pleasure,
                I define my position as sentimental hedonism. I am a sentimental hedonist
                and I think that, deep down, we all are.

            If you remain convinced that concerns
                beyond happiness are not mistaken desires, you should still care greatly about
                happiness because it is the best way to bring about those other outcomes. There have
                been many studies to show, using causal methods, that those who experience better
                emotions live longer, are in better health, recover from viruses more quickly, take
                less time off work, are more successful in their careers, are generally more
                productive, and have happier marriages.17 In a study of siblings, kids who
                have a sunnier disposition are more likely to get a degree, get hired, and get
                    promoted.18 Good emotions also foster original thinking and improve our
                ability to resolve conflicts.19 Furthermore, those of us who are
                seen to be in a good mood are thought of as more attractive, which means getting
                better grades at school and more money at work.20

            So much for pleasure. What about the
                effects of purpose? Although there are fewer studies, the effects seem to be just as
                important. Engaging in meaningful and purposeful activities promotes better health,
                social integration, and daily functioning.21 Some of the activities linked to
                successful aging that people consider purposeful are golfing and exercise.22 Moreover,
                a lack of purpose at work, unsurprisingly, has been shown to result in lower
                productivity and increased absenteeism.23 Students who feel bored during their
                free time are more likely to drop out before graduation from high school.24 And at
                home, couples who report boredom during their marriage now are less likely to be
                satisfied with it nine years later on.25 Happiness really does matter,
                however you look at it.

            MISTAKEN PROJECTIONS

            We frequently make mistakes about how much something will make us
                happy, even when we are convinced that happiness is all there is. We make mistakes
                about our future happiness when we pay undue attention to (a) the effects of a
                change; (b) the differences between two options; (c) current feelings; or (d)
                unrepresentative snapshots of past experiences.

            Focusing effects

            How much happier would you be if you
                won a load of money? A lot happier, right? Well, only if you spent a great deal of
                time thinking about how much happier you are with all that cash. In a different
                respect, if you were to ask Midwesterners and Californians who they think is
                happiest, they will both say Californians. How could they not be, given how much
                nicer the weather is, right? Well, the weather actually only really affects
                happiness when we think about it—and we don’t think about it that much. So, in
                fact, Midwesterners are just as happy as Californians, but both groups pay too much
                attention to the impact of the weather when thinking about who is happiest.26

            When you think about the impact of
                anything, good or bad, you are basically asking yourself how much it matters when
                you are paying attention to it, and so you think it matters a lot—and typically a
                lot more than it will actually matter when you experience it in your life, where
                your attention will flit around rather than remaining focused on it. This is the
                    focusing effect in action. The fortune cookie maxim here is,
                “Nothing is quite as important as you think it is while you’re thinking
                about it.”27

            Here are a couple of questions for you
                (if you have a car, that is; apologies if not). First, how much pleasure do you get
                from driving your car, on a scale from 0 to 10? Second, how much did you enjoy your
                last drive, on the same scale? When PhD and MBA students from the Ross School of
                Business were asked similar questions, along with questions about the car so that
                researchers could estimate its market value, there was a high correlation between
                answers to the first question and market value. So, this question taken at face
                value would tell us that a more expensive
                car brings more pleasure. But there was no correlation at all between answers to the
                second question and market value. So a more expensive car had no effect on the
                enjoyment of the last drive but it did predict higher levels of reported pleasure
                from driving it.28

            The difference is explained by
                attention. When you are asked how much pleasure you get from driving your car, you
                start thinking about how much pleasure you get from driving your car. You think
                about the car itself—and the nicer the car, the more pleasure you get from thinking
                about driving it. But the actual experience of driving is very different, and when
                doing so you rarely think about the car itself—rather, you are focusing on the idiot
                in front of you, or arguing with your husband or wife, and thinking about all those
                other things that have nothing to do with the car that you drive.

            Together with Alan Williams, who was an
                inspirational professor of health economics at the University of York, I spent a
                good part of my early academic life asking people to think, hypothetically, about
                the impact that different states of health would have on their lives. As part of a
                study we conducted in the early to mid 1990s, three thousand members of the UK
                general public were asked for their judgments about the relative severity of
                different imagined health states so that policy makers could make better decisions
                about which treatments were doing the most good. Participants were asked to imagine
                being in a poor state of health, such as having problems with walking about, and
                then to think about how many years of life they would be willing to give up to have
                those problems removed. This is called the time trade-off method.29 The more years of
                life people are willing to sacrifice, the more severe the state is seen to be. If I
                were to give up half of my remaining life to avoid a health problem, then that
                problem would have to be pretty serious. By asking questions about a whole range of
                possible health states, it is possible to see which ones people care most about
                treating.

            My most cited academic paper came out of
                this research and has had a considerable impact on how the UK National Health
                Service values the benefit from new drugs and therapies.30 Basically, it puts the
                time trade-off values from the general public alongside the costs of different
                treatments and interventions to assess which ones represent the best value for money.31 The UK Home Office uses a similar
                approach, based on my work, to value the impact of being a victim of crime.32

            While this work has benefited my career,
                I wish that it had not had such a policy impact, because I can now see the serious
                forecasting errors made by people asked to imagine future conditions. Working with
                Daniel Kahneman at Princeton helped me to crystallize these concerns.33
                Fundamentally, we are not especially good at knowing how different conditions will
                affect us when they drift in and out of our attention in the day-to-day experiences
                of life. People in the United States say they are willing to give up about 15
                percent of their life expectancy to avoid problems with walking and about the same
                to avoid moderate anxiety or depression.34 Yet my own recent research shows
                that the latter has about ten times as much of an impact on our happiness as the
                    former.35

            Things don’t get much better if we
                ask only those with experience of the specific health problems. People with problems
                walking who are asked to imagine having their walking restrictions alleviated will
                inevitably imagine actively paying lots of attention to walking freely, which they
                will eventually take for granted.36

            So, in appraising the impact of health
                and other policy interventions, I think it would be much better to look at the
                impact of conditions on the happiness of those affected, properly accounting for any
                adaptation or sensitization processes. And the general public lends some support to
                the idea that happiness matters: George Kavetsos, Aki Tsuchiya, and I have recently
                added life satisfaction levels to the description of the health states and found
                that scenarios including high levels of satisfaction increase the likelihood of
                preferring to live for longer in poor health.37

            Adam Smith, the founding father of
                economics, recognized the pervasiveness of focusing effects: “The great source
                of both the misery and disorders of human life seems to arise from over-rating the
                difference between one permanent situation and another.”38 You think that
                something will greatly affect your happiness because you are focusing attention on
                it.

            Rob Metcalfe and I
                have even shown that what you are asked in a previous survey can affect what you
                attend to in a current one.39 We took advantage of the fact that
                the 2008 Champions League Final was between two English soccer clubs, Manchester
                United and Chelsea. Both sets of supporters predicted that they would be much more
                affected by the outcome of the event than they in fact were, which had been shown
                before for other events. But we also found that Chelsea fans (whose team lost the
                final) were less happy after the event when they had been asked to predict their
                happiness before the event than those Chelsea fans surveyed only after the event.
                So, after the event, those who were also asked about their happiness before the
                final were being reminded of the defeat that had happened between the surveys,
                whereas the happiness responses of those asked only after the event were not
                contaminated in this way—and showed that losing the final (even on penalties to
                English rivals) did not affect them that much at all after a couple of days.

            It is very hard to predict how much
                something will matter when you are not paying attention to it. It is not surprising,
                then, that we are all prone to make mistakes about what will continue to grab our
                attention and what will not.

            Many choices; one experience

            Typically in your day-to-day life, you
                are not just making predictions about how one thing will affect you, but you are
                making a choice between two or more options. In so doing, you are prone to mistaking
                the relative impact of those choices. And again the problem lies in where your
                attention is directed—in this case, what is attention grabbing in the choice itself
                as compared to attention grabbing in the consequences of that choice.
                    Distinction bias is the tendency to view two options as more dissimilar
                when evaluating them simultaneously than when evaluating them separately.40 So
                whenever you are making a choice—about which ice cream to buy, say, or which job to
                take—you tend to look at what is different
                about the options instead of paying attention to how you will actually experience
                your final decision.

            My friend’s kitchen sink is really
                quite a sight to be seen. She bought a beautiful chrome faucet after jointly
                evaluating dozens at a really expensive hardware store. She didn’t realize
                until after the installation that it was much larger in proportion to her sink than
                it really should have been. This enormous kitchen faucet has been an annoyance to
                her but a great source of amusement for her family and friends, as we all experience
                the consequences of her distinction bias when she bought that ridiculous tap.

            Consider deciding whether or not you
                should buy that house you just looked at. This choice involves a joint evaluation of
                your current house against the new one. The new one is bigger, so you go for it. But
                its bigness relative to your current house will soon not matter that much once you
                move in (unless your kids didn’t have their own bedrooms and now do). The size
                of any house is constant and not especially interesting from an attentional point of
                view. In your experience of the new house, you are much more likely to be affected
                by the noise outside at night; a stimulus that will continue to grab your attention
                on a regular basis. You’ll quickly adapt to the space for the boxes but not to
                the noise of the foxes.

            Feelings focused

            Buying a house is a nice example of a
                further element of mistaken projections; namely, our proclivity to allow how we feel
                now to affect how we imagine feeling in the future. I simply love that house, so how
                could I not love living there? Projection bias is what behavioral
                scientists call the scenario when we mistakenly use our current feelings to project
                how we will feel in the future.41

            One of the classic studies in this
                research area found that men are more likely to call a woman who gives him her phone
                number immediately after having crossed a suspension bridge compared to ten minutes
                    after crossing it.42 The men project
                their aroused feelings in the moment to their future feelings about how they would
                feel on a date with the woman.

            Since then, there have been many
                demonstrations of projection bias. Students’ choices about which university to
                attend are influenced by the weather on the day they visit campus with,
                surprisingly, cloudier days predicting a greater likelihood of enrollment.43 The
                purchase of winter clothes depends on the weather on the day of purchase, with more
                clothes being purchased on colder days and then subsequently returned.44 And you
                have almost certainly noticed that if you shop for next week’s food while you
                are hungry, you are likely to buy more than you intended.45 What’s
                interesting about this example is that so few of us seem to learn from our past
                mistakes. We keep falling into the trap of buying more food when we are hungry.
                It’s as if we are hardwired to mess up, which is not surprising since our
                ancestors were nearly always hungry, and they did not have the luxury of knowing
                they could just run to the supermarket.

            Your future feelings will ebb and flow
                in ways that your current feelings do not appear to account for. Take the extreme
                but resonant case of 168 terminally ill cancer patients (who were no longer seeking
                treatment) voluntarily admitted to the Riverview Health Centre Palliative Care Unit
                in Winnipeg, Canada, from 1993 to 1995. Their will to live was shown to vary by
                about sixty points on a hundred-point scale from “complete will to live”
                to “no will to live” over the course of a month, and by about thirty
                points over twelve hours. These huge differences can be explained by how the
                patients felt at the moment that they were asked the question.46

            In less stark scenarios, think about how
                your feelings now guide your decisions. Do you always say yes when asked out, and
                then wonder why you’re so bored on dates? Does an early Sunday brunch with
                your friends sound like a good idea on Friday night but not from the comfort of your
                bed come Sunday morning? Did you wind up enjoying going out for an evening bike ride
                even though it was hard to pull yourself away from the TV? Implicit in many of your
                decisions is the assumption that your
                current sentiments of pleasure and purpose, or misery and futility, will carry
                over.

            Having said this, there are also
                occasions when our behavior is driven by our anticipation of future
                feelings, which may be different to how we feel now.47 As an example,
                consider our reluctance to swap lottery tickets with others even if we are offered
                money to do so. We don’t want to swap because we anticipate the feelings of
                regret that will ensue if we traded away the winning ticket.48

            But we’re often wrong about how
                much regret we will feel. Commuters who have just missed their trains feel less
                disappointed than other people predict they themselves would feel if they had just
                done so. And participants who can win a prize by correctly guessing the cost of
                common supermarket items, like gum and detergent, regret missing out on the right
                answers less than others expect they would if they were in their shoes.49 Overall,
                then, we are prone to mispredict our future feelings.

            Misremembering

            Not only do we make poor projections
                into the future, but we are also prone to misremembering the fullness of a past
                experience. Take a second to recall your last holiday. How much did you enjoy it?
                Would you go back again? If you are anything like other people, two factors will
                explain your answers: the peak moment of pleasure or pain and the final moment of
                pleasure or pain. This is known as the peak-end effect.50 Further, your
                overall assessment of an experience doesn’t even pay that much attention to
                how long it lasted. This is known as duration neglect.51

            Your memories, even the most recent
                ones, are etched with extremity and recency at the expense of duration. They are
                imperfect guides to the flow of past experiences but they do determine how you feel
                about the past and, crucially, they drive your future behavior. Think about your
                favorite films. You’d be hard-pressed to tell me how long each one lasted, but
                you’ll certainly remember your favorite scene and most likely the final one,
                too. That’s why screenwriters or playwrights will often spend a great deal of time making the last scene full of
                sparks and emotion. The whole film might be rubbish, but if the finale is genuinely
                good and memorable you’ll most likely recall the whole film as having been
                good. The overall happiness you get from the film is what you experience while
                watching it and what you draw from as memories of the experience afterward. In other
                words, overall happiness comes from all the sentiments you experience as a result of
                it.

            The takeaway from this is that the
                duration of an event might be less important than how the event ended
                    if the ending plays a prominent part in your future recollections of
                the event. Some of the best nights out may have been short but ended very sweetly,
                and these may be the ones you recall most later on. So how the event ended might be
                more important than how long the event lasted if you draw more on your memories of
                the ending of the event than on your memories of the rest of it—which we often do,
                of course.

            Consider the experiences of those
                attending a performance at the New York Philharmonic on January 10, 2012. In the
                final moments of the eighty-two-minute performance (of Mahler’s Symphony no.
                9), an alarm on an audience member’s iPhone went off. Despite the beauty of
                the previous eighty-one minutes of the performance, many audience members later
                recalled how their whole experience had been ruined.52 But can that be
                correct? After all, only the final minute was ruined. But it was also the most
                important minute—the peak and the end.

            In principle, it is possible to say
                whether, on balance, an overall experience was good or bad by accounting for how
                much the bad memory of the experience plays into future experiences. Memories of the
                past are experiences in the present. Just how often will those who were at the New
                York Philharmonic think about their ruined night out? If the pain of their memories
                exceeds the pleasure they experienced during the first eighty-one minutes, then it
                was overall a bad experience. If not, it was overall good.

            The critical point that I want to
                emphasize here, and which was first made in chapter
                1, is that you simply cannot know if an experience was, on balance, a net
                benefit or a net cost to your overall happiness without considering the frequency and intensity of future
                experiences of the memory of it.

            We often recall experiences as having
                been “spoiled” because bad aspects of it continue to loom large. From an
                evolutionary standpoint, this makes perfect sense. Almost getting attacked by a lion
                when out for a stroll in a new area means that you are less likely to stroll in that
                area again, no matter how nice the flowers look and smell. But, as so often, context
                matters. Speaking personally, the memories of many great nights out have stayed with
                me far longer than those from bad nights.

            It is possible that you recall peak
                moments of pleasure and pain differently, and probably more intensely, than peak
                moments of purpose and pointlessness, although there might be some important
                differences between us as individuals (dependent, for example, upon the degree to
                which we can be categorized as pleasure machines or purpose engines). I have already
                stated that writing this book has felt purposeful and nothing can change that
                experience. But my memory of the experience may well be influenced by how successful
                it is. The more copies it sells, the more likely I will be to recall the experience
                as having been a purposeful one. And these memories will probably greatly influence
                any future decision about writing another book.

            Whatever your own precise focus,
                however, you’re unlikely to remember the past in ways that are consistent with
                the facts. What this means is that your inaccurate memories may steer you toward
                decisions that are not consistent with the future maximization of your happiness,
                and away from the need to establish the appropriate balance between pleasure and
                purpose in your life. Because of one exciting moment you might choose to repeat a
                holiday where you were bored most of the time or, perhaps more importantly, because
                of one awful moment you might choose to quit a job where the majority of your
                experiences are decent. Job satisfaction is actually an excellent predictor of quit
                rates, and in the large data sets from Germany and the UK, peak and end job
                satisfaction are a better predictor of quitting than overall job satisfaction
                    ratings.53

            You might want to consider a time when
                you’ve been wrong in predicting your happiness in the past and what you
                focused on in your prediction that turned
                out to be different from the experience. As an example, last Christmas, Les and I
                took the kids to see Mig in Ibiza. The words “Mig” and
                “Ibiza” primed me to focus my attention on the prospect of having a good
                time. But a place that shuts down for the winter is not a good place for a family
                holiday with two kids who require constant stimulation (or three kids, from
                Les’s perspective). We spent a lot of money on flights and a villa and had a
                pretty lousy time despite Mig’s best efforts to find things for the kids to
                do. Les says she did warn me that this might happen and I’m sure she is
                right.

            MISTAKEN BELIEFS

            We also make mistakes about who we are
                and how we would like to be that sometimes get in the way of us being happier. We
                are often wrong about (a) the kind of people we are and why we do what we do; (b)
                the expectations we have; and (c) the benefits of accepting who we are.

            Delusion

            You and a friend have just had an
                argument. She is furious that you weren’t civil. You think she’s
                overreacting. There’s no record of what was said. Who’s right? You both
                are, because there is no objective truth, only your subjective interpretations. You
                explain your behavior to form stories about yourself that are consistent with your
                beliefs. You believe you are a respectful person, and she believes you’re
                wrong.

            We are actually quite stubborn about
                what we believe to be true and so it is hard for us to change our minds. Indeed, how
                many times in the last few years have you genuinely changed your mind about
                something significant you believe? Not that often, I suspect. We think we have good,
                logical reasons for our beliefs but, in reality, our beliefs typically come first
                and then we attend to reasons that support them. If we really based our beliefs on
                evidence, we would change our minds much more often as better evidence became
                available. Instead, we search for information and evidence to support what we believe and
                ignore information that does not. This is called confirmation bias.54

            As a relevant example for me, reviewers
                of academic journal papers are more likely to publish articles that conform to their
                own theoretical perspective.55 If the evidence does not quite fit
                what we believe to be true, we will dismiss it or find ways of explaining how that
                evidence would actually fit our beliefs if only it were gathered or interpreted
                “properly.”

            In a related way, if there is a
                discrepancy between our beliefs and our behavior, we will seek to explain away the
                difference. If you believe that you are a good cook and you cook a bad meal, you can
                attribute it to poor-quality ingredients, a malfunctioning oven, or the pressure you
                were under to prepare it in time for your friends’ arrival. So long as you can
                apportion responsibility for your behavior to sources other than yourself—to the
                context, other people, and so on—you can continue to see yourself as a good cook. In
                this way, you can hold a belief about yourself that continually remains at odds with
                your behavior. Every bad meal has an explanation.

            Our tendency to attribute our behavior
                to our context or to blame others for it is directly in contrast to how we tend to
                judge others’ actions. When it comes to other people, we are far more likely
                to attribute the bad meal to their inability to cook rather than to other causes.
                This is called the fundamental attribution error.56 When explaining other
                people’s behavior, we overestimate the effect of their underlying disposition
                and underestimate the effect of context. This is a central concept in psychological
                research and there have been thousands of articles published on the topic, many on
                its implications for how we judge people who are different from us.57

            Everything is relative, though, and we
                still do not appreciate quite how much we are influenced by context. We delude
                ourselves that we make choices that are driven by system 2 and we ignore the
                influence of system 1. This is hardly surprising, given that we don’t have
                conscious access to the automatic and unconscious drivers of our behavior. But we do
                have access to the behaviors themselves. So we could work out how we acted previously in a given situation and that will be
                a very good guide to how we will act the next time we are in that situation—and a
                much better guide than any intention to behave differently.58 Indeed, intentions
                explain, at most, only about a quarter of the variation in changes in health
                behaviors, such as exercise, leaving three-quarters to be explained by factors
                associated with the specific contexts that trigger an action—such as whether you
                have a nice outdoor area to exercise in or a gym at your office.59

            Mistaken beliefs about our immunity to
                context can get us into serious trouble. Much as some of us might like to think
                otherwise, most men, and quite a lot of women, too, would cheat on their partners in
                the “right” context; drunken nights out with attractive friends that end
                up back at their place, for example. If you consider yourself to be immune to
                context, you will be much more likely to “find yourself” in those
                situations where you simply will not be able to help yourself. Only by recognizing
                the role of context, and insofar as you do not want to cheat, you can try to avoid
                situations that make it more likely.

            While we really must all learn to accept
                that we are creatures of our environment, there still remains happiness in a bit of
                self-delusion. Very few of us are as good a cook as we think we are—or as
                attractive, intelligent, or funny. And this is all fine. Who really wants to have
                the truth pointed out to them? And even this assumes that there is an
                “objective truth” out there in the first place, which there rarely is.
                Most things are relative, including your culinary skills, which are probably
                fantastic compared to my kids’ and pretty unimaginative compared to Heston
                Blumenthal’s. As we have seen, the truth, insofar as one exists, is an
                overrated concept in the experiences of our lives.

            There’s a limit to how much we can
                delude ourselves, however, and sometimes the discordance between our beliefs and our
                behavior will be hard to explain and the gap can make us unhappy. When this occurs,
                it’s easier for us to change what we think about a particular behavior than to
                change the behavior itself. Indeed, behavioral science has taught us that our
                behavior drives our attitudes every bit as much as, or even more than, the other way
                around. If we are not satisfied with our work or social lives, for example, we’ll often simply
                just deem them less important than other aspects of our lives with which we are more
                    satisfied.60

            It is well established that you will
                feel uncomfortable when there is a discrepancy between what you think and what you
                do. This is known as cognitive dissonance.61 In such circumstances,
                it is much simpler to bring your attitudes in line with your behavior than vice
                versa. The theory of cognitive dissonance was originally developed in the 1950s by
                Leon Festinger. This social psychologist conducted a classic experiment where he
                asked participants to turn pegs in a tray, a very dull task. These participants were
                then instructed to convince other people to do the same task and were paid either $1
                or $20 to do so. Those who were paid less liked the task more than those who were
                paid more. Why? Well, getting paid $20 gave the participants a good reason for what
                they did: “I did it for the money.” Being paid $1 required a different
                justification to bring their attitudes in line with their behavior: “I
                didn’t do it for the money; I did it for the joy.”62

            Cognitive dissonance is pervasive. It
                explains why children like certain toys less after they play with other toys, why
                gamblers at a racetrack think that their horse is more likely to win after they have
                placed their bet than before, and why people who have been unfaithful to their
                partners are prone to trivializing their affairs.63 It also applies to politics. In
                twenty years (1976–96) of US election data, the attitudes of young people were more
                polarized in the group that were just old enough to vote as compared to those who
                were just too young; that is, the act of voting in the just-old-enough group drove
                their attitudes toward the candidate.64

            Cognitive dissonance also explains the
                claim that “you can’t help who you fall in love with,” which is
                really only ever said when a relationship has turned sour. The word
                “love” is used as a way to bring attitudes in line with staying in the
                relationship. Narratives to explain behavior can have dangerous consequences, such
                as when abused spouses stay with their abusers because they love them.65 Decisions
                about relationships, like all other decisions in life, should be based on their consequences for experiences of
                pleasure and purpose over time, and not by narratives surrounding them.

            Cognitive dissonance can also be used to
                explain assumptions about your optimal balance of pleasure and purpose. My friends
                Mig and Lisa tell themselves that pleasure and purpose, respectively, are all that
                matter because that makes their beliefs consistent with their ongoing behavior. The
                state of cognitive dissonance is unpleasant, so this is a way for them to protect
                their happiness. They could each be even happier, however, if they adjusted the
                activities in their lives and what they pay attention to in order to find a better
                balance of pleasure and purpose.

            Expecting too much

            Another facet of who you are (and
                particularly your evaluating self) is the expectations you have, which can
                be established very early on in life. Grace Lordan and I are currently analyzing the
                data from a large longitudinal survey in the UK to show that, from childhood to
                adulthood, current income relative to previous income is a significant predictor of
                life satisfaction and mental health, whether people move up or down.66 There is
                also evidence, again using reports of life satisfaction and mental health, that the
                gains from increases in income can be completely offset if your expectations about
                gains in income rise faster than does income itself.67 Expectations are also
                central to experiences of purpose in life, as well as to the lack of it. Those who
                experience the most purpose at work have jobs that fit with their expectations about
                how they see themselves.68 On the other hand, if you are
                expecting something to be particularly interesting and it doesn’t meet your
                expectations, you will be bored.

            So, in general, it is better for your
                happiness if you have modest expectations. Take having a party. Those with high
                expectations about and big plans for the millennium celebrations were less happy on
                the night than those with low expectations and not much planned.69 And you know that
                about nights out on the town: the best ones tend to be unplanned. In the end, expecting to be very happy is
                probably a surefire way of not being so.

            Modest expectations will also mean that
                you can avoid false-hope syndrome, whereby we stick with crazy expectations
                way past the point at which we should have reined them in.70 False hope springs
                from optimism, but having modest expectations need not be incompatible with
                optimism. Optimism research teaches us that we should expect the best and have a
                contingency plan for the worst.71 It doesn’t mean we always need
                to expect the very best or ignore the worst when it occurs. When facing an uncertain
                future, the rose-colored glasses of optimism serve us just fine, as long as we can
                take them off from time to time for a dose of realism. Although figuring out what
                are and are not sensible expectations is difficult, you should at least experience
                pleasure and purpose as you work toward a goal you have set. As we will see later,
                there are some effective ways to obtain this feedback from yourself—and from
                others—in order to know what to stick with and what to abandon.

            Other times, however, we try hard to
                force our behavior to be more like that of the people we want to be.
                Self-improvement is important, but it needs to be conducive to your happiness. If an
                ambition will not make you or those you care about any happier, then there really is
                no point in striving to be someone else. You should carefully consider your reasons
                for the ideal self you construct and then select goals and ambitions that are
                sensible and conducive to your happiness.

            Accepting too little

            Whatever else you do, don’t be
                too hard on yourself, because trying to force yourself to be different
                never really works. One of the most effective ways to get others to do as you would
                like is to make them feel that they are doing it voluntarily.72 If they feel coerced,
                they are much more likely to resist. What applies to conversations with other people
                also applies to the conversations we have with ourselves. Try as hard as you can to
                stop yourself from thinking about a white bear and you won’t be able to stop yourself from thinking about
                it—in fact, even more thoughts of the darn bear will pop into your head when you are
                allowed to think about it once more.73

            In general, we need to learn to accept
                much more about ourselves than we do, thus integrating our evaluations with our
                actual experiences. Nonacceptance is seen as an internalization of feelings of
                shame, which then results in a range of other negative emotions that get in the way
                of behavior change.74 Ignore the fact that you are a lousy cook and you’ll
                just keep your dinner guests away, wondering why nobody ever takes you up on your
                invitation for a home-cooked meal. Effective behavior change can only really come
                about after you accept what you already do. Accept that you are a lousy cook and you
                might be motivated to get some lessons. And even if you don’t, accepting that
                you are an imperfect, fallible, and mortal creature will mean that you are happier
                in your own skin. This was certainly true for my stammer, especially when I accepted
                that there was no need to be ashamed by it.

            The serenity affirmation Alcoholics
                Anonymous uses says: “Grant us the serenity to accept the things we cannot
                change, courage to change the things we can, and wisdom to know the
                    difference.”75 Separating the wheat from the chaff of your ideal self—knowing
                which ideals to hold and which ones to fold—is a real challenge. Ultimately, you
                need to consider the various ways in which your thoughts about yourself are helping
                and hindering you in the pursuit of happiness.

            Making mistakes along the way is
                absolutely fine, so long as you learn from them. There are good and bad mistakes.
                Good ones are those that you learn from and that you do not attempt to hide,
                especially from yourself.76 Bad ones are those that you keep
                repeating. As Einstein is famously attributed with saying, the definition of
                insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different
                results.

            Following Shakespeare’s
                    Macbeth, it has often been said that someone has been the
                “architect of his own destruction.”77 I have certainly been my own worst
                enemy at various times over the years, and I’m sure you have thought or done
                things that made you wonder what the hell you were thinking—perhaps even at the
                moment of doing them. It seems to be human
                nature that we often spend far too much of our time thinking about how other people
                have wronged us, when we should really be paying a bit more attention to the harm we
                do to ourselves. If you think one of your friends has been mean to you, perhaps stop
                and ask yourself why you allow him to be. In fact, first off, perhaps consider
                whether he really was being mean at all. Nobody’s perfect, and to be happy in
                any relationship, you can either accept the other person, flaws and all, or walk
                away. You live with yourself forever, of course, and this means accepting yourself
                as both imperfect and able to change.

            REALLOCATING ATTENTION

            The fundamental reason why most of us
                aren’t as happy as we could be is that we allocate attention in ways that are
                often at odds with experiencing as much pleasure and purpose as we could. It’s
                not surprising that we aren’t as happy as we could be when we allow our
                evaluative self to attend to mistaken desires about what should motivate us and make
                us happy. It’s no wonder that we make choices that are incompatible with our
                future experiences of happiness when our attention is focused on what’s in
                front of us right now rather than on what will be in front of us once we have made a
                decision. And it’s actually quite easy to be miserable when our beliefs and
                behavior conflict, when we set lofty expectations about ourselves, or when we
                can’t even accept ourselves in the first place.

            So if the misallocation of attention is
                our fundamental problem, the reallocation of attention must be the fundamental
                solution. You need a more efficient production process to become happier.
                Fortunately, behavioral science provides you with some help in understanding some of
                the reasons why you might not be allocating your attention as well as you could.
                Better still, it provides illuminating insights into how you can reorient your
                attention to “deliver happiness,” as we shall now see in part 2.
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            Part 2

            
                 

            

            DELIVERING HAPPINESS

             

            The ways in which you can reallocate
                your attention to be happier are best understood from three separate but related
                perspectives: deciding, designing, and doing. Chapter
                    5 shows how you can mitigate the attentional obstacles to happiness by
                deciding to pay attention to what makes you happy, including decisions ranging from
                which job to take to what to do this evening. Chapter
                    6 considers how you can design your surroundings so as to become happier
                without having to think too hard about it, such as when you set a particular home
                page on your computer. Chapter 7 will show that, as a
                rule, we are all happier when we give activities, like talking to friends, our full
                attention. The most effective ways to be happier will involve joining up these
                various components, and so chapter 8 illustrates how
                to bring together deciding, designing, and doing to address, separately, two
                behaviors that I hope will resonate with many readers: how to procrastinate less and
                how to help others more. Even if they don’t directly apply to you, there will
                be general lessons that can be applied to other behaviors you might wish to change.
                But let’s first get into the details of the “three Ds.”

        
    
        
            5

            Deciding happiness

            We’ll now turn our focus toward the
                perspective of deciding the production process, concentrating on how to
                mitigate mistaken desires, projections, and beliefs. A major part of the solution to
                these problems is right under your nose: it lies in the experiences of pleasure and
                purpose you have, and in the judgments that those close to you make about your
                happiness. You need to be careful not to overthink things, though.

            PAY ATTENTION TO YOUR OWN FEEDBACK

            Do you ever think about what brings you
                the most pleasure and purpose in your experiences? One important and useful way to
                deal with the various mistakes you might make about your happiness is to pay
                attention to direct feedback about what brings you pleasure and/or purpose
                and what does not, and then to use this information in your anticipation of future
                happiness. This section is therefore all about how you can find out which inputs
                into your happiness production process bring you pleasure and/or purpose and which
                ones do not. You are seeking to establish equilibrium so that you can stop
                monitoring your production process,
                reallocating attention thereafter only when you have good reason to (such as when
                the inputs, or their impacts, change).

            Making happiness salient

            Your happiness is the most important
                feedback you can get from your behavior, but it is not always the most salient.
                Something is salient if it is noticeable and relevant. When I hear people
                talking in a foreign language, it’s noticeable but I quickly zone out because
                I do not understand what is being said. When I hear someone with a regional accent,
                it is noticeable (especially among senior government officials in the UK) and I can
                usually make out what they are saying, and so it is salient: both noticeable and
                relevant.

            Our happiness is sometimes not very
                salient, and we need to do what we can to make it more so. Imagine playing a piano
                and not being able to hear what it sounds like. Many activities in life are like
                playing a piano that you do not hear; you’re experiencing pleasure or purpose
                but you are not appropriately attending to the experience. You can tune in by better
                attending to inputs and noticing how you feel. Once you do this and learn what the
                songs from the activities of your life sound like, you can feed this information
                into your predictions of how the piano will sound the next time you play it.

            Tuning into salient feedback is critical
                in everything that you decide to do. Nowhere is this more important than in
                understanding adaptation processes. Imagine that someone dented your car and drove
                off. You might react immediately by getting it fixed because looking at the dent
                makes you feel miserable. But you might leave it a week or two and see if you still
                feel the same. If you do, get it fixed; but if the dent does not bother you anymore,
                you could leave it until some other idiot crashes into you or until you want to sell
                the car. Monitoring the effects of any event beyond its initial impact will serve to
                show you what you get used to and what you do not.

            This kind of information can be
                especially useful if you are trying to
                give up something. Smokers’ physical cravings peak at around three days after
                quitting and last for about three to four weeks; for caffeine, physical withdrawal
                symptoms peak after about thirty-six hours and subside after about one week.1 Knowing
                these kinds of facts, especially when they are generated by your own direct
                feedback, can help you make better-informed decisions about what to do and when.

            In situations where you are facing some
                painful uncertainties, it will almost certainly be better to turn them into
                adaptable realities. Do you have an unopened bill that’s bothering you? Then
                open it. You will have to do something about it eventually and, when you do, its
                impact on your happiness will wane. Resolve the misery-making uncertainty and get
                quickly to the adaptation process by confronting the uncertainty head-on. Monitoring
                the feedback of resolving painful uncertainties will show just how quickly you do
                generally get over things.

            You can trust your own experiences more
                than your desires. You might think that being the next Lady Gaga will make you happy
                and attempt to achieve it but then find that all your experiences along the way are
                miserable ones. It’s uncertain what your experiences of fame would be like if
                you were to attain it and so if you aren’t experiencing pleasure and purpose
                along the way, you are giving up happiness now that might not lead to more happiness
                later. Keep your eye on the happiness prize by tuning into the feedback from your
                experiences.

            You can also trust your own experiences
                more than your projections. Whatever you choose to do, you will only ever experience
                your choices, not the other options involved in the decisions, and so you
                won’t spend anywhere near as much time thinking about what might have been as
                you think you will. You’ll open the bill and not wonder what it would have
                been like if you hadn’t.

            We often think about small decisions
                more than we need to and about big decisions much less than is optimal for our
                happiness, such as spending days looking at what colors to paint the walls but only
                a couple of hours visiting the house we buy. We also agonize over decisions with
                highly uncertain outcomes more than those with more certain ones, such as which class to take as compared to what
                notebook to take to class. When it comes to the small and uncertain, getting
                feedback from the consequences of our decisions will show that our experiences of
                pleasure and purpose are rarely as affected as we imagine they will be.

            And you can trust your own experiences
                more than your beliefs. If you can get yourself to behave in ways that produce more
                pleasure or purpose, you will then construct an attitude that is consistent with
                this kind of action, thus reinforcing the behavior. Actions do speak louder than
                words. And you may recall that past behavior is a much better guide to future
                behavior than our intentions are.

            Imagine that losing weight would make
                you happier. You might remember an indication in chapter
                    3 that it may not, unless you get really sick, but let’s assume here
                that you would be happier from losing weight. There is nothing more salient about
                your weight than … what you weigh. So get a reliable scale and stand on it
                twice a week at the same time of day (because you weigh less in the morning than the
                evening). Getting feedback about what you really weigh might just help you to put
                some of your feed back. I weigh myself every other day, but I admit this might be a
                bit over the top. Although I have been trying to gain weight rather than lose it, I
                am convinced that frequent salient feedback can in itself have an effect on your
                behavior. There is evidence from other areas to support this claim. Pedometers,
                which monitor the number of steps you take, increase walking.2 People who self-monitor
                their blood pressure are better able to reduce it.3

            When it comes to diet, if we are asked
                to estimate how much we eat, many of us gauge our daily caloric intake as being much
                lower than it really is—even when our body weight might suggest something quite
                different. Over six hundred diners at a fast-food restaurant estimated that their
                meals contained an average of about 120 calories less than they actually did.4 So the
                suggestion to write down all the calories in what you eat and drink to help you lose
                weight is a good one.5 Once you have a better idea of what you’re eating, you
                can stop monitoring until you change what you typically eat, just as you can stop
                monitoring your happiness feedback once
                you know what makes you happy. You will only need to begin monitoring again if the
                inputs into your happiness production process, or their effects, change, such as if
                you start eating different meals.

            We can see from chapter 2 that, on average, eating is a quite a
                pleasurable activity. There is now evidence, though, that obese people get less
                pleasure from food, which may explain why they need to eat more of it. In one study,
                a group of overweight and obese women had their brains scanned while they were
                drinking milk shakes at the beginning and end of a six-month period. Relative to the
                women who did not gain weight over this period, the women who gained weight showed
                less activation in the regions of the brain that produce dopamine, which, as you may
                recall, is the neurotransmitter in our brain associated with reward and feelings of
                    pleasure.6 Whether getting less pleasure from food is a cause or a consequence
                of weight gain doesn’t really matter because people who are overweight get
                less pleasure from food, regardless of the cause. Taking this into account, the
                latest weight-loss pill actually aims to increase the pleasure effects of food so
                that people feel the need to eat less.

            In general, attending to the pleasure
                from food can be good for your waistline. When you are not paying attention to the
                food, the feedback for your happiness is less salient, and eating is less
                pleasurable, so you eat more to get more pleasure. Ideally, attending to your food
                will help you eat more slowly, enjoy the food more, and consequently eat less of it.
                People eating at McDonald’s in Paris take about twenty minutes longer to eat
                their food than diners at McDonald’s in Philadelphia.7 This study did not look
                at overall calorie consumption, but other data confirm that the French typically eat
                less than do Americans.

            We’ve also learned that it’s
                generally good for us to be with other people. Remember that doing so increased the
                pleasure people experienced from eating in both the German DRM and the ATUS data.
                But if you want to lose weight, paying attention to people means that you might be
                distracted from paying attention to what you are eating. As evidence of this, we
                will generally eat more when we are around other people.8 We tend to want to keep eating if we
                are around others, whereas if we are alone, our desire to eat again lessens after
                    eating.9

            This highlights the importance of being
                alert to context. As we shall consider in more detail in the next chapter, most of
                the time it’s more effective to design your environment in ways that
                automatically shift your attention so that you don’t have to think too hard
                about the behavior that follows, but sometimes, as with eating, you may deliberately
                want your attention drawn to what you are doing. If mindless eating is the
                problem, then paying attention to what you eat through salient feedback will be a
                big part of the solution.10 The main point of salient feedback
                is to help you make decisions about the inputs into your production process of
                happiness. Feedback itself is often not enough to change your behavior and improve
                your happiness, however, and we shall see later that a well-designed environment is
                also critical to being happier.

            You should certainly not lose sight of
                the salience of pleasure and of how making pleasure even more salient might be good
                for you. So find ways to laugh more and remind yourself how happy it makes you feel.
                And you don’t have to do too much to get results. Studies show that smiling
                can cause happiness as well as be a consequence of it because the conscious decision
                to smile unconsciously makes you happier as a result.11 And so you will
                quickly, and quite automatically, feel better. Even a false smile, such as one
                contrived by holding a pen sideways between your teeth, can make you feel
                    happier.12 Others might know you are faking it, but you still feel
                    happier.13

            It’s also important to find ways
                to make purpose more salient. Children’s behavior and performance in school
                can be improved with challenging tasks.14 So find ways to challenge yourself
                in some of what you do. It has also been found that applying a variety of different
                skills at work is linked to higher experiences of meaningfulness on the job.15 Find ways
                to vary the skills you use. Our attention is attracted to what’s new,
                remember, so using varied skills focuses our attention on them, thus making purpose
                more salient.

            It is vital that pleasure and purpose
                are kept salient whenever you use feedback to decide whether an activity or a goal
                is, in fact, contributing toward your
                happiness. In general, you should not give up too much happiness for too long
                (clinging to the mistaken belief that you will be able to recoup the loss at some
                point later on in life). Don’t put off until tomorrow happiness that can be
                experienced today. If you are planning to lose weight, or whatever, to be happier,
                take the steps to start doing it now. Quite apart from any future happiness from
                being thinner or fitter, you can feel purpose now alongside the pain of the
                interval training on the treadmill. Remind yourself of this whenever you can; for
                example, by putting gym visits in your diary as “purpose trips.” Making
                salient the current impact on your happiness of any behavior is important,
                especially when you are trying to change what you do (rather than simply how you
                think). Desires, projections, and beliefs are often about the expected impact on
                future happiness of future events, but to kick-start a behavior change now, you need
                to make salient the benefits of doing so now as well, because you care less about
                future benefits.

            You might think of saving more money for
                the future as a trade-off between a beautiful pair of boots now and an expensive
                custom-made walking frame later on. Well, this could work to some degree but I bet
                the boots would win. The benefits of saving for your retirement come not only from
                    being secure in your old age but also from feeling secure
                about your old age now. So in place of the new shoes now you get a cool walking
                frame later on and the comfort of knowing the walking frame will be on its
                way. The boots are no longer such a clear winner.

            Your happiness bears the consequences of
                your behavior, and so continuing with any behavior requires positive feedback—and it
                needs it now. If an activity makes you feel happy and you are aware of that, you are
                more likely to carry on doing it. On the flip side, if another activity, such as
                overeating, does not make you feel miserable now, you have less incentive to do
                anything about it. This is especially true for pleasure and often for purpose, too,
                although purposeful activities do require more attentional effort and it’s
                easier to get sidetracked when engaged in them.

            Attend to your current experiences of
                exercising rather than what you think the future benefits will be, because health
                only weakly motivates behavior now, if at all.16 It is generally a mistake for any
                encouragement of  “healthy”
                behaviors to be based on what might happen in the uncertain and distant future.
                Instead, focus on how exercising makes you feel now. I am certain that my own
                exercise has very little to do with concerns for being healthy. I may experience
                some health benefits in a couple of decades’ time, but I may also have some
                joint problems from heavy training. Either way, it is all very uncertain and twenty
                years is a long way off. My ability to keep weight training—my
                “stickability”—is simply sticking with an activity that brings happiness
                in the current moment, rather than in the future. It’s the pleasure-purpose
                feedback you get while you are engaged in an activity that matters most.

            In much the same way that happiness data
                can be used to guide policy decisions by showing the relative impact of different
                allocation decisions, such as treating physical health or mental health, your own
                happiness data can be used to guide your own allocation decisions. You might think
                that putting in all those hours at the office to get promoted is worth the sacrifice
                of your home life but the feedback for your happiness might tell another story.
                Keeping your eye on the ultimate prize of sentiments of pleasure and purpose might
                rein in some of your more excessive desires, in and out of work.

            Reconstructing time

             “But how can I do all
                this?” you might sensibly ask. To aid salience, you could consider writing a
                diary for your happiness by completing a day reconstruction method (DRM) exercise,
                along the lines of what we discussed in chapter 2.
                You can find a DRM to complete in the box below. I appreciate that this looks a
                little onerous, but I think it will be helpful to do it at least once to bring your
                time use to your attention. You shouldn’t be overly concerned if you
                can’t remember every detail of your activities or precisely when each one
                started and finished. It is not intended to be a test with right and wrong answers
                but a way for you to place a happiness lens over how you use your time. Simply
                having this information to shape your perspective could affect your behavior in ways
                you might not be able to predict or indeed even be aware of.
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            The DRM can help
                to draw your attention to whether you might have developed mistaken desires that are
                reflected in how you use your time. Perhaps you have a desire to know more than
                anyone else about what started out as your favorite TV show but, upon reaching
                season 17, you discover it isn’t that good anymore. Your evaluative self
                continues to think it’s a good show, because it still ought to be good given
                the cast and writers, but your experiencing self is giving you direct feedback that
                is quite different. So you can use the DRM to contrast your evaluations with direct
                evidence on whether and how you might have adapted to the pleasure or purpose of an
                activity you have been engaged in for a while.

            Or you might have a mistaken desire, for
                achievement say, which may not be consistent with the maximization of your
                happiness. Maybe you spend too long at work, or looking for another job on the
                Internet. A DRM will also enable you to see more clearly how much time you fritter
                away unnecessarily. Some companies offer software that makes tracking your
                productivity easier by logging how much time you spend on various websites, documents, and programs, producing
                a chart that draws your attention to important facts like your Facebook-spreadsheet
                ratio.

            Information of this kind can also be
                helpful in overcoming mistaken projections. To illustrate, imagine the following
                choice that many Londoners face: you can take the tube to work or hop on a bus. The
                tube ride takes thirty minutes and it involves changing trains and riding with your
                head wedged against the doors because it is so busy. The single bus ride takes forty
                minutes, but it’s a calmer and quieter trip. The time taken is likely to
                matter most in a joint evaluation of these options and so you will probably take the
                tube. But you could use the DRM to tell whether the ten-minute time difference
                between taking the tube and the bus to work will really matter to you in a happiness
                sense. If the bus ride is more pleasant and you tend to spend the first hour or so
                at work a little less stressed, then you might take the bus to lift your mood, at
                least from time to time. Indeed, you might find that it’s the variety itself
                from switching back and forth between the tube and the bus that makes you feel
                happier.

            A DRM can also prevent your feelings now
                from guiding your decisions about the future. Just as a grocery list can prevent you
                from buying too much on an empty stomach, a DRM can keep you from making plans for a
                Sunday morning that would be better spent in bed (avoided when you notice a lot of
                low happiness ratings on weekend days with early plans).

            DRM-type data on your own experiences of
                pleasure and purpose can also help you avoid mistaken beliefs about how you use your
                time and what brings you happiness. You obviously have to devote time to the
                necessities—earning money, household duties, personal care, sleep, and so on—but you
                have a great deal of choice over how you use your discretionary time: what
                you have left over each week once the necessities of life have been dealt with.17

            How much time do you spend doing things
                that are decided upon for you? And how much time do you spend doing things
                that are decided upon by you?

            You probably
                have more control of your time than you think you do. Each of us in our way thinks
                that we are really busy and just don’t have the time for various activities. I
                consider myself to be pretty busy but I somehow find time to go to the gym four
                times a week. It’s a question of priorities. When we say we don’t have
                time to exercise, we really mean that we don’t prioritize using our time in
                that way. The barriers to using our discretionary time differently emanate much more
                from failing to accept that we are not making the time and less from
                genuinely not having the time, except among people who work long hours just
                to make ends meet of course. I sent the final draft of this book to a dozen very
                busy colleagues and, with one exception (you know who you are), they all found the
                time to provide detailed comments.

            You also need to have sensible
                expectations about your time use, and the DRM can help here, too. If your commute is
                two hours long perhaps it isn’t sensible to expect that you will have time in
                the evening to go to the gym, meet up with a friend, cook dinner, watch your
                favorite TV show, and also get enough sleep to show up rested for work the next day.
                The DRM will bring the consequences for your happiness from these activities to your
                attention. It might also force you to consider whether that two-hour commute, every
                day, is really worth it or, in the very least, whether you might be able to work
                from home once in a while.

            You might well find that how you use
                your discretionary time could matter more than how much of it you have.18 If you
                recorded a DRM for a few days while on holiday, you would be able to see which
                aspects of the holiday really made you happy and which did not, rather than being
                unduly influenced by what you think should make you happy about the trip. This will
                allow you to plan future holidays more effectively. You can also find out how you
                are trading off pleasure and purpose within and between activities by looking at the
                relative balance throughout your days.

            Reconstructing the context of events
                will help you better remember them and give you more accurate feedback about their
                impact on your happiness as you decide how to spend your time. When the police
                conduct interviews with key witnesses, they attempt to reinstate the context of the crime by asking about mundane
                details such as the weather or what they ate for lunch on the day, which improves
                memory. To reinstate context in your mind, you could think about what the
                surrounding environment looked like there, such as rooms, the weather, any nearby
                people or objects. You might also consider changing perspectives by trying to place
                yourself in the shoes of someone else who was there.19

            At other times, though, you might wish
                to take advantage of your natural inclination to remember the peak and end of an
                experience and to forget about how long it lasted. If you’re scheduling
                meetings at work, plan the meeting with your favorite coworker at the end of the
                day. And if you want to remember sex in the most positive way, focus on making the
                last moments memorable without worrying too much about duration (within reason, of
                course). Just like everything else that you do in life, whether a longer sex session
                is a good use of time or not then depends not only on the happiness within the
                experience itself but also on the experiences of happiness after the event, which is
                the memory of it.

            The critical issue is to monitor the
                feedback for your happiness of whatever it is you start doing. When the feedback is
                clear, you can then stop monitoring. Constantly monitoring the entire production
                process would be effortful and eventually hinder happiness. Once you know what
                brings you the best mix of pleasure and purpose, your production process of
                happiness will just need some adjustment from time to time. Let’s say
                you’ve switched from the tube to the bus. Now you can check in once every so
                often to see if this is still making you happy. Perhaps the weather has changed, so
                you’re no longer happy when waiting for the bus when it’s raining.
                Feedback is the fuel for this fine-tuning.

            PAY ATTENTION TO THE FEEDBACK OF
                OTHERS

            Look at others

            We can get our own feedback, but we can
                also look to the experiences of others. Dan Gilbert, author of Stumbling on
                    Happiness, says that one of the lessons happiness research teaches us is
                that the experiences of other people
                like you are a useful guide to the impact of an event on you, and often a much more
                useful guide than your own predictions about the impact of that event.20 I agree
                with him.

            Imagine you are about to go on a date.
                What would you rather know about your date ahead of time to help you project how you
                might feel—physical features, age, height, hometown, and favorite sport, or how a
                stranger felt when they met your date on a previous occasion? I’m guessing you
                would want the personal information, and most other people do, too. But women who
                were given personal information made worse forecasts about how they would feel when
                they met a man than when they were given reports of how another woman felt when she
                met him—even though they did not personally know the other woman who was providing
                the report.21

            The key challenge is to know when your
                experiences will mirror those of other people and when yours will be different
                because you have a different set of preferences. You may have agreed with how many
                of the participants in the German DRM and the American Time Use Survey rated their
                happiness during different activities, but there were likely some differences, too.
                I know that you think you are special—and you are, of course—but, at least in how
                you react to events, just not as special as you think. Many of the experiences you
                have will be quite similar to the experiences of others, and probably more similar,
                more often, than you would imagine.

            Ask others

            You could also solicit the advice of
                other people about your beliefs about your own happiness, particularly since the
                evidence suggests that your reports of your own happiness tend to correlate quite
                well with other people’s reports of your happiness. In Estonia, a selection of
                visitors to GPs and hospitals nominated someone who knew them well (mostly spouses
                but also friends and other family members) to predict their overall happiness on a 0
                to 10 scale. The correlation between the self-reported scores and the predictions
                made by others was a very high 0.75.22 Similar results have been found in other studies using different
                measures of happiness.23 If you believe you are happy but behave like you are not, then
                those close to you are well placed to point this out.

            When your own mistaken desires for
                outcomes other than happiness conflict with your experiences of pleasure and
                purpose, other people can help you to refocus on what really matters. They might
                quite like the idea of you being the next Lady Gaga but also see, more clearly than
                you can, just how miserable the process of getting there is making you on a
                day-to-day basis.

            Other people may also be well placed to
                help you overcome mistaken projections. Partly, this is because they will generally
                be less committed to your present self than you are; they will instead pay more
                attention to the consequences for you in the longer term. You will focus mostly on
                what becoming married, rich, or disabled will be like when you will be a
                newlywed, newly rich, or newly disabled for only a short time. Those close to you
                will be more inclined to consider what being married, rich, or disabled
                will be like, which lasts much longer and therefore more greatly affects your
                sentiments of pleasure and purpose.

            When making a decision, you can use your
                friends to help you avoid focusing effects and the pitfalls of distinction bias, by
                asking them to imagine the consequences of your decision and not to pay attention to
                the decision itself. Say you have just been offered an attractive new job with the
                only anticipated downside being a longer commute. What will you think about as you
                decide whether or not to take the new job? Most likely you’ll mistakenly
                consider the first couple of days or so when you are as excited as you ever will be
                about going into work, and when you are still making a direct comparison between
                your new job and the old one. So you could get those close to you to consider the
                next couple of months, when the pain of changing trains or being stuck in a traffic
                jam kicks in.

            We have shown in our own research that
                longer commutes are associated with lower psychological health, especially among
                married women.24 This is almost certainly because married women still pick up most
                of the household duties when they get home, while the commute does not eat into men’s time in quite the same
                way. This is salient information but it’s more likely to occur to your family
                or friends, who are not caught up in thinking about all the positive aspects of the
                opportunity. You may still take the job, but at least you are doing so armed with a
                better sense of the longer-term costs and benefits of being in that
                job.

            It is vital that you ask the right
                questions in order to more accurately get at the likely effects of your decision on
                your happiness. So don’t ask your friends, “What do you think about me
                taking the new job?” where the focus of attention will be on differences
                between the jobs that may not show up in the experiences of your decision. Instead
                ask, “How do you think my day-to-day life will be in a couple of months if I
                take the new job?”

            Overall, it is entirely possible that
                other people might not be quite as susceptible to projection bias on your behalf as
                you are for yourself. In particular, your family and friends will be much more
                detached from your own current feelings about a decision. You might have fallen in
                love with a man, a car, or a house, and you would let this cloud your decision about
                whether to jump in, but your friends can adopt—or at least be explicitly asked to
                adopt—a “cooler” perspective on the likely consequences of your
                decision.

            When others remember your happiness,
                they might not be as influenced by peak-end effects as you are. I am sure that Les
                remembers how good my nights out with her were in our prechildren partying days
                better than I do, and I am equally convinced that I remember how good her nights out
                with me were better than she does. As much as I hate to admit it, she probably has a
                better memory for them than I do. Studies have shown that under timed conditions,
                women remember both more positive and more negative autobiographical life events
                than do men.25 In any case, the point is that other people might have a more
                accurate memory of what made you happy in the past than you do.

            Recall also from our discussion of
                mistaken beliefs that you are likely to bring your attitudes in line with your
                behavior rather than vice versa. If you’re thinking about getting married, you
                probably have a favorable attitude toward the person you are considering tying the
                knot with. You bring your attitude
                toward making a long-term commitment to that person in line with your behavior of
                already being in a committed relationship with that person. Ask your friend how
                being married might turn out and they could remind you how your prospective partner
                spends all their time at the office and that you will hardly see them (which might
                be a good thing, of course). To reiterate, the way you frame the question really
                matters. Don’t ask “Should I get married?” but rather “What
                will being married be like?”

            Far from being a weakness, it is a sign
                of strength to ask others for opinions about your behavior and your happiness. Just
                think how clearly you can see the mistakes others are making: they can see your
                mistakes just as clearly. Moreover, the conversations you have with other people
                about your and their happiness can be pleasurable and purposeful in themselves.

            People in a boat similar to yours, or
                who know people that are, are ideally suited to helping you answer these questions.
                You probably wouldn’t ask your dentist for advice about buying a car. So you
                won’t want to ask someone who lives in Miami if you’d be happy in
                Alaska. Just as you need to ask someone who has recently purchased a car for advice
                before doing so yourself, you need to ask someone who has lived in Alaska, or knows
                someone who has, if you’d like it there. The more similar this person is to
                you in terms of values, beliefs, expectations, and experiences, the better the
                person will be able to advise you about your happiness. People like you affect what
                you do and they might also be a good guide to how you will feel.

            Overall, other people are an excellent
                guide to how far you are away from allocating your attention in ways that bring you
                the most pleasure and purpose. They can help you pay closer attention to your
                experiences in life. In Thinking, Fast and Slow, Daniel Kahneman has
                claimed that the experiencing self does not have a voice (being drowned out by the
                evaluating self). When we had lunch recently, Danny and I agreed that other people
                are more likely to listen to our experiences.

            By paying attention to your experiences
                of pleasure and purpose, other people are likely to arrive more quickly at the
                conclusion that perhaps you should stop
                doing something that is making you miserable, while you cling to the often mistaken
                belief that one day it will get better. Recall my friend who works at MediaLand and
                who evaluates her job positively—in spite of the fact that it makes her miserable on
                a daily basis. I can see an experiencing self that is suffering perhaps more clearly
                than she can. Since reading a draft of this book, my friend has started looking for
                a new job.

            Let others decide

            Another more radical option is
                sometimes to let people you trust actually make decisions for you. Allow your
                desires, projections, and beliefs to be reflected in their choices. This will free
                up your attentional energy for use elsewhere. Psychologists have alerted us to the
                possibility that the psychological cost of a choice depends on how many options are
                available. You will often feel worse when you have more choices—this is known as the
                    paradox of choice.26 How long do you spend at the store
                selecting from twenty-five different shampoos? Letting someone else choose for you,
                or at least letting them help you choose, may be particularly effective if there is
                uncertainty about the outcome of a choice, because you’ll have very little
                idea about what would have happened if you’d selected the other option; or if
                the stakes aren’t particularly high, because the outcome won’t have as
                big an impact on you as agonizing over the decision will.

            As a small example of limiting choice to
                benefit myself in the end, I often let someone else choose my meal for me when I go
                out for dinner. Anyone who knows me knows that it’s all about protein, so as
                long as the meal is loaded with it, I’m happy. Not only do I not have to
                agonize over the menu, but it’s quite exciting not knowing what someone will
                order for me. And I also get to engage in general chitchat rather than being
                distracted by the menu. Now, this works for me, but it would be tricky for us all to
                do this and some people might not like the added pressure of choosing someone
                else’s dinner as well as their own. But I reckon a happiness-improving
                strategy could emerge as we each choose different degrees of control and delegation over
                different decisions. You might want to consider a decision you could delegate, and
                who you would delegate it to.

            DON’T TRY TOO HARD

            It is important not to try too hard to
                be happy. I think this could go some way toward explaining why I (and I am speaking
                entirely for myself here) hate taking part in “organized happiness.” I
                hate pub trivia and karaoke with a passion. I am not a big fan of weddings or
                birthday parties, either. All these events are supposed to be enjoyable but the
                pressure to have fun can sometimes ruin the experience. So don’t think about
                it too hard.

            Moreover, if you’re thinking too
                hard about being happier and aren’t feeling any happier, you’re likely
                to become less happy as you get frustrated with yourself (as I surely would
                if I tried to enjoy members of the public murdering some rock and pop classics).
                Some of the most influential books on happiness focus a lot about how to think
                yourself happy, take a positive approach, and so on—and you might well be someone
                who wants to adopt a positive approach. But imagine that you dedicate effort to
                thinking positively, and it doesn’t work immediately. Now there’s an
                even greater incongruity between the person you are and the person you want to be
                and this makes you even more miserable.

            You can also try too hard not to be
                miserable. It turns out that paying lots of attention to a recent traumatic event
                only serves to lock in the extreme and negative emotions that might have subsided
                had they not had such attention focused on them.27 Intensive trauma therapy, which does
                exactly this, is a damaging solution searching for a problem that may not actually
                exist. In spite of good evidence that too much attention to a trauma within the
                first month or so after the event can make things worse, this therapy is still
                offered to—in fact, largely foisted upon—trauma victims, such as the first
                responders affected by the terrorist attacks in the United States on September 11,
                2001. Moreover, as many researchers have
                noted, we need to accept some sadness in our lives from time to time. It is a
                natural human response and we should not always treat it as pathology.28

            Indeed, given that we are prone to
                making various mistakes about our happiness, and given the important role of
                unconscious attention, you might consider not thinking too much at all.

            In an interesting application of this
                idea, participants were shown photographs of men who had put pictures of themselves
                in personal ads. Half of the photographs were of men seeking women, and the other
                half were of men seeking men. It turned out that people were just as successful at
                discerning a man’s sexual orientation from their photograph if they looked at
                it for fifty milliseconds as compared to ten seconds: participants in each of these
                time conditions were right about the guy’s dating preferences about 60 percent
                of the time (statistically, this is much better than 50 percent, which chance would
                predict). Your gaydar in unconscious system 1 is just as good as it is in conscious
                system 2.29

            In fact, it is possible that you will
                make even better decisions if you only briefly consider a choice, then stop
                consciously thinking about it for a while, and briefly return to thinking about it
                again later on. Imagine being shown a set of five posters from which you are allowed
                to select one to take home. Three of the posters are abstract art and the other two
                depict flowers and birds; so something for everyone. Now imagine you could either
                (1) choose a poster to take home immediately after looking at them simultaneously,
                (2) choose a poster after looking at them simultaneously and then solving anagrams
                for seven and a half minutes, or (3) choose a poster after thinking carefully about
                each one and viewing them one at a time. I suspect that you probably would like to
                be in the group that has the luxury of pondering their choice. But when students at
                the University of Amsterdam were called several weeks after making a choice in one
                of the three conditions, those who had taken a break and solved anagrams were the
                most satisfied with their choice than those in the other two groups.30

            Choosing between cars is a little more
                complex than choosing between posters. Yet it would appear that giving our
                unconscious mind a chance to process
                information about fuel consumption, tire quality, and upholstery can improve our
                choices here, too. Participants were provided with descriptions of cars with a
                number of desirable and undesirable characteristics and then randomly divided into
                three groups along the lines of the poster study. Again, those who took a break had
                the best chance of picking the cars with the most positive attributes. When the
                researchers put these participants under MRI scanners to see their brains while they
                were making choices, they found that different parts of the brain were activated
                during conscious and unconscious thought, suggesting that the unconscious mind is
                processing decision information even when the conscious mind is otherwise
                    occupied.31

            All the participants in these studies
                were told how long they could consciously think about their choice. Yet when
                provided with information about a set of lottery outcomes to choose between,
                participants chose the one with the best odds when they got to think about it as
                long as they wanted to before making a choice, compared to being told they could
                think about their choice for exactly four minutes.32 Context matters, as
                always, and the evidence base in this area is still growing and sparking much
                debate.

            Nonetheless, it is interesting to
                consider whether you could make a better choice of a job or a house or a car if you
                allowed some time for unconscious contemplation rather than attending to the choice
                fully until a decision is made.33 Or next time you are in the store
                deciding between a sassy peach and a saucy pink for your walls, you could think
                about it briefly, stop thinking about it, and then return to the decision. Or when
                you are next online looking at all those lovely clothes, go and read the paper or
                watch TV for a bit, and then come back and choose the best sweater.

            HAPPIER BY DECIDING

            Mistaken desires, projections, and
                beliefs are pretty pervasive problems, and so you should be realistic and expect to
                succumb to them now and again. But there
                are ways of dealing with them. Handily, you get to experience the consequences of
                your decisions: what you attend to and do affects how you feel (and vice versa). So
                if you can more accurately monitor the feedback for your happiness from your
                decisions, you might be able to make more decisions that make you happier. Making
                your own feedback salient (noticeable and relevant) is the key challenge.

            As we’ve seen, other people can
                also be a great source of information about your happiness. But a final word of
                caution here. You do need to weed out those who focus less on your happiness. You
                may very well receive feedback from others that the attainment of goals matters
                above all else: for example, from your boss to hit those weekly sales targets or
                from your partner to take that higher-paying job. Indeed, when you accept a new job
                that pays more than your old one, typically no one bats an eyelid. It is obvious to
                them why you changed jobs. But if your new job pays less than your last, your family
                and friends might well ask what you are playing at. Taking a lower-paying job
                somehow requires justification, making it less likely that you’ll accept it
                even if you know it would make you happier. Judgments based on tangible factors that
                are easy to measure, like salary, are of course much easier to justify than
                decisions based on intangibles, such as getting on with colleagues or doing more
                fulfilling work.34 So you need to learn to discard advice that doesn’t
                include a consideration of how striving for these or other goals affects your
                happiness.

            And remember not to overmonitor. Your
                attentional energy needs to take a break from time to time. Indeed, once you have
                achieved equilibrium, there is no incentive to reconfigure your production process
                until there is good reason to (e.g., if the stimuli or their effects change).
                Sometimes not consciously thinking about a decision at all could even result in
                better decision making if you allow your unconscious attention to process the choice
                while your conscious attention is allocated elsewhere.
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            Designing happiness

            The end of the previous chapter gave us a
                further look at the impact that unconscious attention has on what we do. Now
                we’ll focus squarely on how you can organize your life in ways that give your
                unconscious attention the best shot of being allocated in ways that make you
                happier.

            In all of this, context is king. The
                idea that behavior can be changed by “contextology” as much as by our
                own internal psychology lies at the heart of Nudge by Richard Thaler and
                Cass Sunstein.1
                Nudge recommends that policy makers seek to change behavior by going with
                the grain of human behavior; to change behavior with a contextual nudge rather than
                by a cognitive shove.

            The really basic insight here is that if
                you want people to act in a particular way, make it easier for them. In one of many
                classic examples of this, students were more likely to get vaccinated for tetanus
                when they had a map of where to get vaccinated than if they were just simply given a
                pamphlet about the importance of the vaccination.2 And, equally, if you don’t want
                people to do something, make it harder for them. This is common sense, but it does
                not mean policy will be designed on the basis of it.

            Around the time
                that I began working closely with the UK government to bring about population
                behavior change in areas such as health, energy, and tax payments, I worked with
                colleagues on a paper called “Mindspace,” developed in the spirit of
                changing behavior by changing contexts. Mindspace is a nine-letter mnemonic
                for the most robust influences on behaviors that are driven largely, but not
                exclusively, by automatic and unconscious processes.3 Based on earlier
                attempts to develop a checklist by Rob Metcalfe, Ivo Vlaev, and me,
                    Mindspace is deliberately in the form of a checklist so that policy
                makers can work through the elements, ensuring that they properly account for
                situational factors that they might otherwise be blind to. We have already seen the
                power of checklists in chapter 3. Here are the nine
                elements.



            
                
                    	Messenger
                    	We are heavily influenced by who communicates
                        information.
                

                
                    	Incentives
                    	Our responses to incentives are shaped by mental
                        shortcuts.
                

                
                    	Norms
                    	We are strongly influenced by what others do.
                

                
                    	Defaults
                    	We “go with the flow” of preset options.
                

                
                    	Salience
                    	Our attention is drawn to what is novel and seems relevant to
                        us.
                

                
                    	Priming
                    	Our acts are often influenced by unconscious cues.
                

                
                    	Affect
                    	Our emotional associations can powerfully shape our
                        actions.
                

                
                    	Commitments
                    	We seek to be consistent with our public promises.
                

                
                    	Ego
                    	We act in ways that make us feel better about ourselves.
                

            

            You can apply a checklist approach in
                your own life. From Mindspace, messenger and incentives are largely suited
                to policy; we have already touched on affect and ego in chapter 4 under mistaken projections and mistaken beliefs, respectively;
                and chapter 5 showed us that salience is a critical
                factor in getting useful feedback about our happiness. This leaves four overarching
                and related elements for you to consider: how to prime yourself to act
                differently, the defaults you set up, the commitments you make,
                and the norms of those you surround yourself with, as well as using these
                elements to alter your habits.

            Companies are
                constantly nudging and priming you into buying their goods and services. You only
                have to catch a whiff of some freshly baked bread in your local supermarket to be
                enticed toward the pastry section, whether you were planning on buying baked goods
                or not. Defaults are used in pensions, where moving to an opt-out pension plan
                increases contributions, and for organ donations, where moving to an opt-out donor
                registry increases the number of donor organs.4 Commitments have been used in health
                policy by offering quitting contracts to smokers and in taxation to reduce fraud,
                where placing signatures at the beginning rather than the end of tax forms reduces
                    cheating.5 And in terms of social norms, building upon some innovative work
                undertaken by Opower in the United States, Rob Metcalfe and I have been working with
                UK energy suppliers to give feedback to consumers about their own energy consumption
                relative to the consumption of their neighbors. The latest results show that social
                norms reduce consumption by around 6 percent.6

            By using priming, defaults, commitments,
                and norms in your own life, you can become a whole lot happier without actually
                having to think very hard at all about becoming happier. You will be happier by
                design. You can then save your attentional energy for those occasions where you
                really do want to pay attention to a decision or to what you are doing.

            PRIMING

            Would you be happier if your house were
                clean or your children tidied up after themselves? Something as simple as using an
                air freshener makes it far more likely that you and they will clean up. People who
                ate a biscuit after sitting in a cubicle with citrus air freshener pumped in made
                three times as many hand movements to clean crumbs off the table compared to those
                who were not exposed to this cleanest-smelling of all scents.7 And medical students
                who went to examine a patient complaining of heart palpitations were much more
                likely to comply with hand hygiene regulations when the smell of citrus was in the
                    air.8

            You might also
                think about how you use light to design your happiness landscape. Light is
                responsible for setting our circadian rhythm, the twenty-four-hour sleep-wake cycle
                marked by changes in body temperature and levels of hormones like cortisol (related
                to stress) and melatonin (related to sleepiness).9 Blue light, the sort emitted by
                electronics and energy-efficient lightbulbs, has a particularly powerful effect on
                our circadian rhythms and enhances alertness by suppressing the release of
                    melatonin.10 I know it might sound obvious, but by increasing your exposure to
                light in the morning and throughout the day, especially blue light, you’ll
                optimize your alertness. By reducing your exposure at night, you prepare yourself
                for sleep. So charge your electronics outside of the bedroom and set up plenty of
                lights where you work. Laura Kudrna has a portable sunlamp that she carries with her
                when she needs to spend time analyzing data in dark university computer labs during
                the day.

            One further environmental trigger you
                might consider is the natural environment. Nature (even through a window) grabs and
                retains your attention in positive ways because it’s constantly changing, even
                in subtle ways, which prevents adaptation. It’s been shown that prison inmates
                who had a view from their cell made fewer visits to the prison’s health care
                facilities than those who did not have a view, and surgical patients randomly
                selected to have a view of nature from their hospital room recovered more quickly
                than those who had a view of a brick wall.11 The resulting advice here seems
                simple: get out more. If you can’t get out (and in fact even if you can), buy
                some plants or install a fish tank, both of which help to reduce stress.12

            When it comes to priming yourself to
                lose weight, there is much out there that we can learn from. We’re primed to
                fill our plates, irrespective of the plate’s actual size.13 The bigger the plate,
                the more you will have ate. So if you do want to lose weight, you could buy smaller
                plates. This conscious decision to choose smaller plates then drives the unconscious
                behavior of filling the plate. In an experiment where people were given a variety of
                larger containers to eat out of, they ate about a third more than those who ate out
                of smaller containers.14 As further evidence that size matters, imagine being invited
                to a Super Bowl party and being offered
                some snacks before the game. If you were offered a four-liter bowl you would eat
                more than if you were offered a two-liter bowl—about 140 calories more on
                    average.15

            In all of this, be alert to possible
                spillover effects (discussed in chapter 3). With the
                hopes of encouraging patrons to eat more healthily, a group of six hundred US
                restaurant patrons were given a menu with healthy sandwiches on the front and
                unhealthy ones on the back (by the way, this is the same group from earlier that
                underestimated their calorie consumption). The patrons were 35 percent more likely
                to choose a healthy sandwich than those without the new menu. So far, so good. But
                because many of them picked potato chips instead of fruit as a side dish to
                accompany their healthy sandwiches, they completely offset the calorie-saving
                effects of the healthier choice. Overall, the new menu had no effect at all on total
                calorie consumption. Choosing healthy meals when there is no opportunity for
                discretionary side orders would be one way to overcome this permitting spillover
                effect.

            Recall also that thinking you’ve
                just had a great workout can give you the moral license to eat more than if you
                hadn’t exercised in the first place. Other healthy behaviors can have some of
                the same spillover effects as exercising. A lovely study shows how one group of
                students, who thought they had just taken a multivitamin pill, exhibited multiple
                forms of personal licensing in comparison to another group who were told that the
                pill was, in fact, a placebo. In particular, those who thought they had taken the
                vitamin pill expressed a greater preference for a buffet over an organic meal.16 There is
                nothing wrong with a little moral licensing here and there, but, if it really will
                get in the way of being happier, design your environment to limit its extent. Join a
                gym without a fast-food restaurant on your route home from it.

            You might now be wondering if designing
                your environment to change your unconscious behavior will work when you are
                consciously aware of how you are designing it. If you deliberately use a smaller
                bowl in order to eat less, won’t you just serve yourself a second helping and
                ultimately eat the same amount anyway, because you know why you bought the smaller
                bowl? Thankfully, research suggests otherwise, supporting the efficacy of priming effects. There is
                even evidence for a “meta-placebo” or “open-label placebo”
                effect in medicine, where placebos (usually pills with no active ingredient) work
                    even when people know they are taking a placebo.

            In one study, eighty participants with
                irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) were randomly divided into two groups. The first
                group received a container presented as “placebo pills made of an inert
                substance, like sugar pills, that have been shown in clinical studies to produce
                significant improvement in IBS symptoms through mind-body self-healing
                processes.” The second received no pill or medical treatment at all and simply
                interacted with the medical practitioners, who behaved in the same way as did the
                providers who interacted with the group receiving the placebo pills. Three weeks
                later, the researchers found that the first group had fewer symptoms of IBS than the
                second group.17

            So, all in all, the current evidence
                suggests that being happier by design does not require design by deception.

            DEFAULTS

            If your home page is Facebook,
                it’s inevitable that you will spend more time networking and less time
                working. Most of us “go with the flow.” In general, humans are pretty
                lazy and are usually content to do whatever is the preset option. Defaults
                are passive commitments and you rarely notice them. So to become happier you need to
                make small adjustments to your life so that going with the flow is consistent with
                being happier. It is very efficient to use a little of your attentional resources
                now to set defaults for scenarios that might otherwise require a lot of your
                attentional resources in the future.

            So if you’re used to checking your
                Facebook first thing in the morning, try changing your default for a few days to
                another home page, such as the news, and see what effect it has on how you feel.
                Shifting a few minutes of your time from one activity to another could spill over to
                your happiness in an extended way throughout the day.

            If you decide
                you want to spend less or start saving more, there are online budgeting applications
                that will send alerts through your phone when you go over budget or have a low bank
                balance. You can also select a default banking password that reminds you of what you
                have decided will make you happier about your finances and how you manage them.
                People primed with negative feelings, like “sorrow,”
                “grief,” and “heartbreak,” are willing to pay less for a box
                of chocolates than those who aren’t primed with anything, so shopaholics could
                consider these as log-ins to their most tempting sites.18 Or perhaps you’d
                like to e-mail less. Try a password that says something like
                “dontcheckmeagain.”

            Setting a default to be with people
                whose company you enjoy is likely to increase the pleasure and purpose you
                experience, as well as improve some of the decisions you make. You may have
                withdrawn attention from your house but having an old friend around provides a fresh
                perspective on your dining room. If a friend lives far away, you could set up a
                default for an agreed time to talk each week or so. You then have to opt out of
                talking at that time if you cannot make it. This is the strategy that Mig and I have
                adopted—we talk on Skype at 9:00 a.m. UK time (10:00 a.m. in Ibiza) on Thursdays.
                The engagement has served to cement our friendship still further, and it makes us
                both happy (especially him, of course). Another way to default to being with others
                is to set up meetings on a particular work project or exercise program. Not only are
                you more likely to spend time on the activity if you have to actively “opt
                out” of your commitment, you will also work harder once you are there if you
                have someone encouraging you. The next section builds on this idea.

            COMMITMENTS

            Making them

            Tell a friend you will stop smoking,
                and you are more likely to do so. We like to be consistent with our public promises.
                We are more likely to enroll in a curbside recycling program if we have to make a
                written commitment to do so than if we learn about the program in another way, such as on a flyer or by
                    telephone.19 And those who tweet about their attempts to lose weight are more
                likely to do so than those who just listen to a podcast about weight loss. At the
                end of six months of tweeting, every ten posts to Twitter were associated with 0.5
                percent loss in weight, which is about one pound for an average-weight male in the
                United States.20

            What would you like to make a commitment
                to do or to stop? A key challenge here is to commit to things that are actually
                going to make you happier if you do them—but that also won’t make you overly
                miserable if you fail to do as you promised. If you set goals where you have some
                degree of control over the outcome, such as your physical health and feeling
                connected to others, you will experience more positive emotions than if you set a
                goal where you have less control over the outcome, such as being rich and
                    famous.21 This does not mean that goals that aren’t entirely in your
                control are mistaken desires: if you can accept failure, you are better able to
                bounce back if you fall short of your ambitions.

            Whatever form the commitment takes,
                start with small changes and don’t put yourself under too much pressure.
                Bite-size commitments are more effective than mouthfuls. Recall also that you want
                future behaviors to be consistent with past ones so each next step can build on the
                last. You are more likely to complete a degree if you commit to going to class
                tomorrow, as opposed to saying “I am going to complete my college
                education.” Commit to reading Macbeth to see if you like Shakespeare;
                don’t commit to reading Shakespeare’s entire collected works before
                deciding whether you have a taste for his style. You are more likely to run a
                marathon if you first commit to going out for a run a couple of times a week and
                building up from there, as opposed to saying “I’m going to run a
                marathon.” I have put on a considerable amount of muscle by committing to put
                on a pound a week for six weeks at various times over the past decade.

            Making bite-size goals becomes easier
                with practice. It can be helpful to state what the overall goal is, break it down
                into more manageable chunks, and then ask yourself what you can do right now to work
                    toward it. The basic insight, as
                noted earlier but which cannot be said often enough, is that you are more likely to
                do something if it is easy to do. So make each step on the path to the overall goal
                a simple one. Try it out for yourself in the box below, where I have used making new
                friends as an example.

            
                
                    	
                        Overall goal
                    
                    	
                        “Bite-size” goal
                    
                    	
                        “Right now” goal
                    
                

                
                    	Make new friends
                    	Attend social events at which I can meet new people
                    	Call a connected friend
                

            

            Wherever you are “on a
                journey”—or working through a goal that has some discernible start and finish
                points—the evidence suggests that you can make reaching the destination more likely
                by the “law of small numbers”: in plain English, “20 percent
                gone” is a good motivator, as is “20 percent to go” when you get
                there (rather than their inverses, “80 percent to go” and “80
                percent gone”). Korean students who had to complete words based on the first
                few consonants in each word (this is evidently much harder to do in Korean than
                English) returned to the task more quickly after taking a break when their progress
                was presented this way.22 The law of small numbers makes your
                commitment to progress more salient. You now have about 30 percent of this book to
                go—sounds good, eh?

            Economists are fond of saying that
                people respond to incentives, and you will recall that it is one of the nine
                elements of mindspace. How many times have you bought something just because it was
                half price? Most, but certainly not all, of the time you are more likely to do
                something if paid, and less likely if fined or taxed. We know from psychology that
                losses loom larger than gains in our minds—losing anything, but especially money,
                really grinds on us. Taking this into account, we can think about how to frame our
                commitments. In one aptly named study, “Put Your Money Where Your Butt
                Is,” researchers offered smokers who wanted to quit a savings account where
                they had to deposit money for a six-month period. Once the period was up,
                participants took a urine test to see whether they had managed to stay off the
                cigarettes. If they came up clear they
                got their money back; if not, it went to charity. Participants offered the savings
                account were more likely to quit smoking than those who weren’t approached at
                all. Even more impressive is the fact that when they went back to test the smokers
                twelve months later, the majority of those who quit were still not smoking.23

            We can also be quite selfish and,
                whatever our proclivity to behave that way, we’re likely to feel guilty about
                it from time to time. One way to overcome this guilt is to precommit to spending
                some money on yourself. This is consistent with the happiness-enhancing principle
                “pay now, spend later,” rather than the other way around, as with credit
                    cards.24 Precommitting to indulgence is seen as one of the reasons why many
                of us prefer all-inclusive holidays.25 So you could allocate some fraction
                of your income to the “me money” account and spend it each month on
                yourself, guiltlessly. Life is all about balance, and occasionally it’s good
                for us to think about only ourselves.

            Breaking them

            You should also consider when to
                    give up on a commitment—when you might be better off breaking a
                commitment or cutting your losses. Consider a relatively trivial example. You are in
                the cinema watching a boring film that you can’t imagine will improve. Would
                you get up and walk out before the end? You ought to if you expect to be made
                happier by the alternative use of your time. The time and money you have already
                spent in the cinema is a sunk cost—it’s gone and you can’t get
                it back. So it should not be relevant to what you decide to do next. But it feels
                like it is relevant, doesn’t it? You made the effort to go to the cinema, you
                bought the ticket, and you’ve sat through some of the film already. All of
                this feels more like an investment than a sunk cost. And so you want to see
                your investment pay off—or at least stick around in the hope that it might. This
                explains why people stay in failing relationships and dull jobs for longer than they
                ought to.

            Your reluctance to see the past as sunk
                can make you less happy in the long run. You are much more likely to say “I
                wish I had got out earlier” than
                “I wish I had stuck around longer.” On a night out, I have learned to go
                home as soon as the thought of going home enters my head but I admit that it took me
                many more years than it should have done to realize this. Hopefully being more aware
                of it now might help you to wise up sooner than I did.

            Commitments matter, then, but so, too,
                does the ability to recognize when to give up on them. Time is a scarce resource and
                you should not waste it on remaining miserable. This is yet another difficult
                challenge as there is no cast-iron way of ever knowing whether you were right to
                hold or fold. But I suggest that once you start seriously considering folding, you
                should probably move quite quickly from considering to doing. I say this as someone
                who has walked out of the cinema and not regretted doing so. But it is also based on
                our ability to adapt; to make sense of things that happen; and to regret those that
                have not.

            If you are spending more and more time
                seriously thinking about quitting something, don’t spend too much longer
                committing to it. Much as you might not like to accept it, sometimes it is better to
                hold your hands up and admit that you made a mistake. Most of the time in
                relationships, it seems, we translate negative feelings about a partner into active
                attempts to repair our beliefs about him or her that may otherwise be challenged by
                those feelings.26 Put simply, we work to maintain and stabilize our mistaken beliefs
                about our partner. This is often conducive to happiness but sometimes it is not.
                Sometimes it is better to move on. And if you decide to leave a relationship, expect
                to feel low for a while. This is a natural and entirely healthy process. Keep this
                in mind, and you may be slightly less inclined to jump into an even worse
                “rebound” relationship. But you should certainly get out and socialize.
                Those who do socialize adapt better to the change and are less likely to go back to
                the previous partner simply because they feel lonely.

            If you do decide to stay put, try to see
                your decision as a new commitment rather than as simply staying put at the same
                thing. See your attempt to accept your partner for who he or she is as a positive
                commitment. Turning down new job offers in the past has made me feel more committed
                to my existing job, for a while at least.

            Difficult
                decisions of these kinds are not made easier by the sometimes complex relationship
                between pleasure and purpose. The pursuit of pleasure might push you into a new
                relationship but the continuation of purpose might pull you back to the old one. The
                balance between pleasure and purpose ebbs and flows in life as it does in
                relationships. So a key challenge will be to try, so far as it is possible, to
                separate out the experience of the current context from the general experience.
                Framing your commitments in terms of pleasure and purpose does, however, allow you
                to commit to more purpose if you are a pleasure machine (publicly promise to mow
                your elderly neighbor’s lawn) and to more pleasure if you are a purpose engine
                (publicly commit to a night out with friends).

            SOCIAL NORMS

            Our modern age of information,
                technology, and social media means that we learn from the experiences of many other
                people. You might take into account the ratings of others when booking a holiday,
                hotel, or restaurant. We trust the judgments of others, to some extent at least,
                because they have information about an experience that we do not. If lots of people
                have had a specific experience, you can look at the average response, as well as the
                range of responses if you consider yourself to be more of an outlier. It has been
                shown that the wisdom of crowds can actually provide a great deal of
                    insight.27 Social norms affect your behavior through your unconscious
                attention and your automatic inclination to put people into groups.28

            Surround yourself

            People around you influence you much
                more than you think. We are all social animals. You want to be like people like you
                and you will do what others like you are doing. You unconsciously want to fit in
                (even if, consciously, you say that you want to stand out). We are wired, automatically and unconsciously, to
                mimic and absorb the emotions of others around us. If you were to see pictures of
                happy and angry faces flash across a screen, you would react by moving the muscles
                on your face that create smiles and frowns, even if the flash of the faces was so
                quick that you would not be consciously aware of having seen them.29 And if you kept a
                diary about your moods and your perceptions of the moods of those around you, there
                would be a close correspondence between your moods and their moods.30

            It is not surprising, then, that having
                a friend who lives within a mile of you become happier increases the probability
                that you feel happy, too, by 25 percent.31 Now, this could also be due to
                shared experiences: friends may all experience the same loss of a friend, which
                makes them all feel sad, and it is not always possible to properly account for this.
                But studies show that cricket players are affected by their teammates’
                emotions completely independently of how well their team is doing, suggesting that
                at least some of this contagion effect may not be attributable to shared
                    experiences.32

            You are especially likely to be affected
                by how someone else feels if you like them.33 Nowhere is the contagion effect of
                happiness stronger than in families. When a sample of fifty-five teenagers, their
                mothers, and their fathers were asked about their emotions at random times of day
                over a week, the moods of the family members were highly correlated. The results
                also suggested that the similarity in moods was partly attributable to the
                transmission of emotions, particularly from daughters to their parents. Why is this,
                you might ask? We can’t be sure but we can speculate that girls may
                communicate with their parents more about personal issues than do boys.34
                Regardless, it is clear that happiness is contagious and a social phenomenon.

            Since other people matter so much to
                your behavior and happiness, the proximity of your family and friends is something
                to take into account when thinking about a new job or a new place to live. A basic
                starting question for any locational decision should be, “Where do the people
                who contribute most to my happiness live?” The distance between our friends
                and ourselves has grown over time as more people leave their hometowns and as we commute farther to work,
                which leaves us less time to spend with the people we care about.35 You can draw your
                own “map of mates,” similar to the one shown below. The map will help
                you flush out who matters to you and how far away they are. You can reappraise your
                portfolio of friends by drawing attention to who you see most often and whether this
                accords with whose company you enjoy the most. You might well realize that you are
                surrounded by a whole load of miserable gits. There are now sophisticated apps that
                allow you to map your friends online, too.
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            Thanks to social media, the term
                “friend” has taken on a whole new meaning. Your friends on Facebook can
                influence what you do and how you feel just like friends in the real world can. So
                it is worth taking stock of these “friends,” too. Doing a bit of
                “Facebook culling” once in a while to reorient and reboot your social
                network can have huge payoffs as you prioritize those people you genuinely care
                about. You probably look at your financial portfolio from time to time, and you
                should do similarly with your friends.

            There can be little doubt that my weight
                training has been made considerably more pleasurable and purposeful by training with
                a seasoned bodybuilder, who has also become a close friend. Dixie is fifty-four and
                has been bodybuilding for thirty years. During this time, he has been in the top
                three in many national and international bodybuilding competitions. He is a training
                inspiration. Insofar as you would be happier from going to the gym (and you may well
                not be, of course), find yourself a gym
                buddy, so that you can encourage each other through the door and spur each other on
                once inside.

            In general, you could try to spend more
                time with pleasure machines if your life is light on pleasure and more time with
                purpose engines if your life is light on purpose. You might want to think about the
                most important people in your life. Using the pendulum from chapter 1, do you live nearer to, or spend more time
                with, pleasure machines, purpose engines, or “balanced folk”? I do a lot
                of purposeful things these days, even going to the gym, so I make the most of the
                few times each year I get to see the pleasure machine that is Mig. I appreciate that
                I have a much greater choice of who I work with than most people, but where there is
                a choice, many people, perhaps motivated out of a mistaken desire for achievement,
                will work with those who are most likely to further their career. I try to work with
                people whose company I enjoy.

            Finding the sweet spot

            We want to be like people we consider
                to be similar to us—but we can also be adversely affected by their successes.
                Studies have found that life satisfaction and reports of pleasure fall when the
                income of those living in your local area rises.36 The income of those around you
                doesn’t have to increase for it to adversely affect you—you just need to find
                out that others are earning more than you. Researchers recently made employees at
                the University of California feel worse off by providing them with a Web link to the
                salaries of their colleagues (made possible by the state’s
                “right-to-know law”). Those who were earning less than the median wage
                were less satisfied with their jobs after they viewed that link.37 Perhaps there is
                something to be said for the coyness we have, especially in the UK, about talking
                about money.

            This “relative income
                effect” does not appear everywhere, however: in transition economies, the
                higher income of similar others actually increases life satisfaction because
                financial success acts as a signal of opportunity for others to achieve the
                    same.38
                In a very different study but with
                similar conclusions, African American participants took a bogus IQ test in which
                they were told that they either did better or worse than the person sitting near to
                them. They reported lower self-esteem when they were told they did worse than a
                white person but higher self-esteem when the person who did better than them was
                    black.39

            There might be a sweet spot with social
                comparisons, then, where we can benefit from looking down on some and upward at
                those we aspire to be. When people ask me how they can get happier, have more sex,
                lose weight, and so on, I reply that they should get happy friends and ditch the
                miserable ones, get friends who have lots of sex and ditch those who don’t,
                get thin friends and ditch the overweight ones, and so on.

            Although I say that half-jokingly, you
                do need to think carefully about this. Imagine a friend who insists on bragging
                about her zesty sex life while you are going through a dry spell. Having more sex
                might make you happier but you will be made less happy if your friends are having
                more than you (or at least say that they are).40 The same logic applies if your
                friend brags about how easy it is to stick to her diet after you’ve just
                ordered more takeout. You might “win” by becoming more like your friend
                or you might “lose” by the negative impact of her doing well relative to
                you. If you want to be dragged up by others, then make sure you are not dragged down
                by envying their success. Select social norms that allocate your unconscious
                attention to sensible expectations for yourself. This will keep your attention away
                from unattainable upward comparisons that only serve to make you feel worse.

            Expectations matter, and so you could
                focus more time on those people you want to be—and can be—more like. For a start,
                recall that happiness and misery are contagious and you should do all you can to
                catch the former and avoid the latter. Choosing the right reference groups will be
                central to this. Social media allow you more flexibility in your choice of peer
                group. Think about all those friends you have on Facebook and start prioritizing
                those whose behavior you want to copy. But be realistic—if they are all marathon
                runners or bodybuilding champions, you
                might make yourself a whole lot less happy from unattainable upward comparisons.

            With a little effort, and a bit of trial
                and error, you should be able to tweak your reference groups so as to reallocate
                your attention in ways that will make you happier. Much of what you assume about the
                causes of happiness will be governed by the assumptions of those around you. Once
                you are aware of this, you can reconfigure your social norms.

            DESIGNING HABITS

            Recall that your brain is constantly
                looking to conserve attentional energy—seeking ways to go with the grain.
                Consequently, much of what you do will be habitual. As I’m sure you are only
                too well aware, habits are easy to create but they are a lot harder to break. A
                “habit loop” gets formed in three steps: (1) the cue—a trigger to send
                your brain into automatic mode; (2) the routine—the physical or mental act itself;
                and (3) the reward, which determines whether any loop is worth remembering.41 Once a
                habit loop is established, it becomes difficult to inhibit even when it conflicts
                with changes in motivation and conscious intentions.42

            The best way to change a habit is to
                change the routine, leaving the cue and reward alone. As a smoker who wants to quit,
                you may sometimes experience stress at work, which is the cue, and relieving it,
                which is the reward. Your routine might be to relieve the stress with a cigarette.
                It is much harder to remove the stress or the need to relieve it than it is to look
                for routines other than lighting up. Again, the simple principle of making good
                things easier to do and bad things harder applies here. Don’t take cigarettes
                into work; and get a commitment from your work colleagues that they will not share
                theirs with you. Then reach for the kettle when the urge to smoke takes hold. I know
                that a cup of tea might not feel like much of a substitute for nicotine but it will
                become so within a few weeks.

            Addictions of various kinds are some of
                the most difficult habits to break.
                Beyond any physical or psychological dependency, though, environment also matters
                greatly. There is also often a wider range of external cues for feeding the
                addiction, which explains why it’s more likely that a smoker will become a
                regular user of nicotine than it is that a cocaine user will become a regular user
                of cocaine.43 This does not mean that nicotine is more physically addictive than
                cocaine; simply that drug use is based on people and their contexts, not just on the
                physical properties of drugs. Recall that much of what we do is driven by the
                opportunity to do so. We have already seen that making a commitment to stop smoking
                can be quite effective but you need to additionally remove as much of the temptation
                as possible. Hanging out with nonsmokers will help.44

            Other habits are somewhat looser than
                nicotine addiction. Have you ever noticed how easy it is to let your gym attendance
                fall away? Unless you have a gym partner who calls you when you miss a session, it
                is up to you to set the cues that get you to a workout. The hardest part might be
                getting through the gym door in the first place but that’s only half of the
                story: it’s also quite easy to stop going again. This would seem to be one
                behavior where an apparent habit is quite easily broken. For “loose
                habits” like this, you need constant “top-up” nudges. Finding a
                gym on the way to or from work is a good start but you need to get into a routine of
                going at the same time each day. So long as the context of your gym visits does not
                change, once you have been going for a couple of months (around the time it takes
                for a habit to be set), you should be able to keep it up.45

            A big change in your environment, such
                as a house move or a new job, is the perfect time to change some of your most
                ingrained habits because you have an entirely new environment to design.46 Many of
                the usual cues for your habits are gone. This helps explain why soldiers who were
                heroin users returning to the United States after the Vietnam War in 1971 were much
                less likely to be using heroin a year later than civilian heroin users: the
                soldiers’ usage patterns changed when their context changed.47

            A study of the newspaper reading, TV
                watching, and exercising habits of
                students transferring from one university to the next found they were better able to
                act on their intentions for changing these habits when the environments in which
                these habits occurred also changed after the move. If reading the newspaper went
                from being a solitary to a social activity and they wanted to change the frequency
                with which they read newspapers, then they did so. Their habits changed when the
                contextual cues for the habits also changed.48 So, before a big change, decide what
                behaviors will make you happiest and look to create contexts that will make it easy
                for you to do those things.

            Imagine deciding where all your old
                stuff should go in your new house. Want to watch less TV? Then set up the TV in a
                spare room and not in the kitchen where it was previously. Want to work from home
                without the distraction of the Internet? Then set up a workspace out of the range of
                your wireless router. Or say you’re starting a new job. Want to walk a bit
                more? Then reserve a parking space farther from your desk. Want to eat at
                McDonald’s less often? Then pick up a load of coupons for a local restaurant.
                Start doing something once in a new environment that you have designed during your
                transition and you are more likely to continue doing it because you have a fresh
                array of contextual cues to reinforce the behavior.

            HAPPIER BY DESIGNING

            The key to finding happiness is to find
                the ways in which going with the grain of your human nature makes it easier to be
                happier. The main elements that will help you to do this are summarized in the table
                below. You can refer to it to address any behavior you might wish to change from now
                on. Try it out now if you feel like it, or save it for later. I’ve given the
                example of wanting to read more, which was one of the top New Year’s
                resolutions of 2013. It seems that doing something that feels purposeful is quite
                high on people’s desires. With a little initial effort like this, you can help
                yourself become happier by design.

            
                
                    	
                        
                        Design element
                    
                    	
                        Behavior to change (e. g., read more)
                    
                    	
                        Behavior to change (e. g.,)
                    
                

                
                    	Priming
                    	Put books in every room of the house
                    	
                

                
                    	Defaults
                    	Set Internet home page to a book review website
                    	
                

                
                    	Commitments
                    	Make a date with a friend to attend a book fair
                    	
                

                
                    	Social norms
                    	Join a Facebook group that reads and reviews books
                    	
                

            

            We are all creatures of our environments
                and so we need to pay careful attention to what other people do in the contexts we
                are likely to, or would like to, experience. Just as naturalists watch animals in
                their native environments, you must spend more time watching yourself and other
                human animals in your natural environments—and spend much less time asking yourself
                questions about what you intend to do or about the reasons for what you just did. Be
                more like David Attenborough and less like David Letterman.
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            Doing happiness

            Once you have gotten the feedback about
                what makes you happy and what doesn’t and designed your landscape accordingly,
                you then need to pay attention to what makes you happy. You should generally pay
                attention to what you are doing and who you are doing it with, while doing your
                utmost not to get distracted from those experiences.

            PAY ATTENTION TO WHAT YOU ARE DOING

            In general, you should focus on what
                you are doing rather than looking for a mental escape route to somewhere or
                something else. When you are in the flow of an experience, you will become
                completely absorbed, even losing track of time and pretty much everything else
                except, eventually, tiredness, thirst, and hunger.1 Think about when you
                become engrossed in a good film: time passes really quickly. If you are purposely
                engaged, attention is directed only at what you are doing and not at how long the
                experience lasts. As someone who is quite easily distracted, I am sure that one of
                the reasons I enjoy going to the gym so much is because it is one of the very few
                activities that receives my undivided attention.

            Experience
                expenditure

            If we are happier by attending to our
                experiences, then it makes sense that we should spend our money on good experiences.
                Indeed, most of us will say that spending money on an experience, such as a
                helicopter ride, makes us happier than spending it on a material possession, like a
                flat-screen TV.2 In general, we adapt less quickly to happiness brought about by
                experiences, which means that their impact persists for longer. Not only does the
                impact of a new possession wane more quickly as an input into the production of
                happiness, but alternative choices can remain salient for longer as we think about
                what other material goods we could have bought.

            We also don’t make other people
                miserable when we buy our family dinner in the way we do when we buy a new car.3 In a
                series of experiments that gave participants a choice between an experience (say, a
                vacation) and a possession (such as an electronic gadget), there was less social
                comparison for the experiences compared to the possessions, where keeping up with
                the Joneses matters more.4 Spending more on doing stuff and less
                on buying stuff allows you to reframe your decisions and reference groups so that
                the Joneses are no longer your comparison group. And you’ll find that this
                allows you to be happier as a result.

            Even simply talking about experiential
                purchases as compared to material ones can make us happier. When a group of
                undergraduate strangers were placed in pairs and each pair was randomly assigned to
                talk about either an experiential purchase (spending money with the primary
                intention of having a life experience) or a material purchase (spending money with
                the primary intention of having a material possession), those who discussed
                experiential purchases reported enjoying the conversation more than those who discussed material
                purchases. So to enjoy your conversations more, talk about what you have done or
                plan to do rather than what you own or plan to buy. People will also like you more
                if you do this: pairs of participants who discussed experiential purchases reported
                having more favorable impressions of their conversation partners than those pairs
                who discussed material purchases.5

            Having said that, when material and
                experiential purchases turn out badly, people report experiencing about the same low
                levels of happiness from them.6 A lot depends on the expectations you
                have. If you expect to own a home and you don’t, this will make you miserable,
                just as those students who expected to earn a lot when they were older but did not
                earn as much as anticipated turned out to be dissatisfied with their lives.

            It’s also worth saying that the
                distinction between experiential and material purchases is not always clear-cut. A
                decade or so ago, I owned a TVR Chimaera. It was a lovely car. I bought it as much
                for the sound of the engine as anything else. Every time I started it, I smiled to
                myself a little bit; and this feeling did not fade much over time. It was also an
                amazing car to drive (if a little beastly, which resulted in me crashing it, but
                that’s another story). Cars are often seen as material purchases but my TVR
                was pure experience; and I have some fond memories of those experiences (even the
                crash, by now). Like most things in life, you need balance, though probably with a
                shift slightly toward more experiential goods over more material ones.

            Shaking up attention

            Because of the law of diminishing
                marginal returns (to beer, pizza, happiness), the last few units of pleasure are
                less valuable to your overall happiness than the first few units of purpose, and
                vice versa. This means that, as soon as your happiness in a relatively pleasurable
                activity starts to wane, you should do something else that is relatively purposeful.
                And when the happiness from that activity starts to wane, it’s time to flit
                back to a relatively pleasurable activity. Your attentional resources won’t
                become as depleted as they might otherwise because you are able to change tasks when
                you start to feel tired or distracted, and you avoid adapting to what might
                otherwise become mundane. But remember to stay focused on each activity while
                engaged in it. So this is not the same
                as multitasking, which, as we shall soon see, is not at all good for happiness.

            For a given activity, you can also seek
                to pay attention to different aspects of it to keep diminishing marginal returns at
                bay. Take commuting. You could try walking or cycling a bit more, which has been
                shown to make the journey to and from work quite pleasurable.7 Okay, so this might not
                be possible for those of you with long commutes, but you could still change the
                nature of your commute so that you attend to stimuli that will make you happier.
                Make efforts to pay attention to what you listen to, what you do, or who you talk to
                on the train or in the car. I’m lucky in that I can work on the hour-long
                train ride from my home in Brighton to work in London, so I turn what would
                otherwise be only a painful commute into one that’s also purposeful. Or if you
                drive your kids to school, you could use that time to quiz them on multiplication
                tables (as Liz Plank, one of my researchers on this book, told me her dad did with
                her when she was a kid).

            Notice that purpose has been made
                salient in these examples, where pain would otherwise dominate. When activities
                might be quite boring, such as standing in line or waiting at an airport, you can
                look to pay attention to pleasure by listening to some music or to purpose by
                reading a book. Or strike up a conversation with a stranger if you’re in the
                mood to chat. You probably do these sorts of things already and so it will simply be
                a case of reminding yourself to do them more often. If you can’t change what
                you do, then change what you pay attention to in the experience.

            We know by now that taking a break when
                making a choice could help us. Similarly, sometimes taking a break from what you are
                doing and then returning to it again can increase your happiness when you return to
                the activity. Imagine being asked to watch TV programs with or without commercials.
                I bet you would prefer to watch TV without those annoying adverts. Me, too. But in a
                study that randomly selected people into one of these two conditions, those who
                watched with commercials enjoyed the programs more—and, just like us, they had
                failed to predict this effect.8 This is
                distinct from distraction because most television programs are designed specifically
                for commercial “interruptions” whereas other tasks are not: TV programs
                leave you with a cliff-hanger for a few minutes, allowing you to return to the
                program eager to find out what happens and happier when you do.

            The type of break you take can affect
                performance. As a great illustration of this, 145 participants from the University
                of California, Santa Barbara, each completed “unusual uses” tasks, where
                they had to generate as many creative uses as possible for a common object, such as
                a brick. They then took a break, during which time some of the participants
                completed a nondemanding task (where they saw colored digits on a screen and
                indicated whether they were even or odd). When they returned to the task, these
                people performed the best the second time around because their brains weren’t
                under- or overoccupied; just like Goldilocks’s porridge, their break was just
                    right.9
                Rob Metcalfe and I have shown that creativity is associated with greater happiness,
                and so giving your attentional resources an undemanding task to contemplate could
                improve your happiness as well as the quality of your ideas.10

            If you are feeling a little more
                adventurous, try having a few new experiences. Start small and see how it goes.
                Change radio stations in the morning to take in different music. Buy tickets to see
                a comedian you have never heard of but who has had rave reviews. These will direct
                your attention in happiness-enhancing ways—and if they don’t, well,
                don’t do them again, and try something else. Also try new experiences with new
                people. There is some suggestion that they will make you more creative, which, as we
                have seen, is good for happiness: entrepreneurs report more innovation and are more
                likely to apply for patents when they have diverse social networks beyond just their
                family and friends.11

            If nothing else, these or other new
                experiences will help to slow down the perceived passage of time. Part of the reason
                time passes so slowly for children is because they are constantly having new
                    experiences.12 In fact, a ten-year-old will think that the passing of one
                minute is more than two minutes.13 It
                appears as if our brains actually calculate time based on the number of events that
                occur; so the more events, the more time we feel has passed. If you saw six slides
                for thirty seconds each and thirty slides for six seconds each, you would think that
                you had spent more time looking at the thirty slides even though the time is
                obviously the same overall.14 This could help explain why you
                recall that a day has passed quickly when you’re in meeting after meeting but
                slowly if you’re just at your desk.

            Those who are high in the personality
                trait “openness to new experiences” report being more satisfied with
                their lives and experience more positive emotions.15 Yeah, great, you might
                say, but what if I’m not an open type of person? Well, it will certainly
                require more of a nudge to push you into trying something new, but what’s the
                worst that can happen? You don’t like the new experience and so you
                don’t do it again. I tried Marmite once, and bloody hated it. But at least now
                I know it tastes awful. As always, attention is critical. You can attend to the
                pleasure and purpose of a new experience that turns out well, and you can also
                attend to the lessons learned from a new experience that turns out badly.

            Good vibrations

            There are a few obvious but sometimes
                forgotten stimuli that we can pay attention to in order to be happier. One of the
                most important is listening to music. This is a primal stimulus that has been a part
                of all cultures for thousands of years, bringing people together at weddings,
                funerals, music festivals, and flash mobs. As the philosopher Nietzsche pointed out,
                we listen to music with our entire bodies, moving muscles automatically in response
                to it by dancing, tapping our feet, or just bobbing along. It is a powerful way to
                open up the mind, and it most strongly affects the brain region associated with
                positive emotions and memory in a way that no other input to our happiness
                production process can.16

            Music therapy has been used in the
                treatment of heart disease, stroke,
                post-traumatic stress disorder, and kids with mood disorders and behavioral
                    problems.17 People with Alzheimer’s disease who cannot respond to
                language respond to music; it can also prevent tics in people with Tourette’s
                    syndrome.18 The British Armed Forces are now using music as a successful
                intervention for treating trauma in war veterans. Listening to music even reduces
                cognitive dissonance: children forced to play with one toy instead of another
                devalued the other toy less when listening to music than when in silence. A bit of
                music therapy could help to make you a little happier, too, and it’s certainly
                cheaper than retail therapy.

            I have long been grateful to my own
                parents for creating an environment where music could be enjoyed, and I would love
                my own kids to grow up to be as emotionally aroused by music as I continue to be.
                Music really was my first love. I was basically into pop and disco as a primary
                school kid, soul as a secondary school kid, indie music at university and in my
                early twenties, dance music in my late twenties and early thirties, and all of the
                above for the last decade. I have spent a considerable amount of money on records,
                CDs, and going to gigs, and it has all been money well spent. The Jam will always be
                my favorite group, followed closely now by Faithless, but I keep up with the latest
                music trends and have every intention of doing so until my hearing goes. Naturally,
                I am doing my best to indoctrinate Poppy and Stanley with my impeccable music
                taste.

            So when you put this book down, dig out
                a favorite song, play it and pay attention to it, and see how good it makes you
                feel, both when it’s playing and afterward. If you have trouble remembering to
                play some music, just flip back a few pages to chapter
                    6, where we talked about designing your environment. Download a music app
                onto your phone or put a waterproof radio in the bathroom. What about defaults? Dig
                out an alarm clock radio or leave the stereo on in your car after you turn it off so
                it turns on the next time you hop in. And commitment? Put “music time”
                in your diary or set aside some “music money” for concerts or guitar
                lessons. Last, what about social norms? You can prioritize being with people in your life who love music or hook up with
                them on a music sharing app.

            Don’t underestimate the effects of
                humor, either. Twenty minutes of watching a comedy reduces stress levels by about
                the same amount as twenty minutes on a treadmill.19 One hour of watching a funny video
                is enough to increase infection-fighting antibodies in the bloodstream for twelve
                hours, as well as activate “natural killer cells,” which selectively
                target infected and tumorous cells.20 Laughter also promotes muscle
                relaxation: people who are about to receive an electric shock report being less
                anxious beforehand if they listen to a funny tape first.21 You might consider
                having a quick laugh before an injection or job interview.

            Humor has also been used successfully to
                reduce perceptions of loneliness and pain in older people.22 It’s a way of
                dealing with life’s trials and tribulations, evident in hospital workers and
                first responders, who joke as a way to help them handle highly stressful
                    situations.23 Humor also promotes social integration. Fathers are more likely to
                get involved in Sure Start (an early-intervention program for children) when Sure
                Start workers have a good sense of humor.24

            We have already seen, quite obviously,
                that laughter can make you feel happier. But it is far from obvious to remember this
                simple fact. Again, apply design principles. I encourage my friends at work to set
                up amusing out-of-office replies so I am primed to laugh when I see them in my
                in-box. For defaults, prerecord your favorite comedies and stock up for dismal days.
                Commit to watching them with friends. Simply being around people who share your
                sense of humor is a recipe for laughter.

            Although we each find different things
                funny, humor, like music, is pleasurable for almost everyone.25 I cannot think of
                generically purposeful activities in the same way, but it goes without saying that
                you must be interested in what you are doing—and interested while you are doing it,
                not just in the achievement of the end point.

            Being mindful

            Some of you might have expected me to
                have discussed mindfulness by now. Mindfulness training is about developing
                a constant sense of awareness and an ability to remain in the present moment.
                Mindfulness fits under the larger umbrella of therapies that build upon traditional
                cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT). CBT is a talking therapy that aims to solve
                dysfunctional emotions, cognitions, and behaviors by focusing attention on the
                “here and now” rather than ruminating about another place and time. Some
                of the most effective CBT-type interventions are quite “light touch,”
                such as writing down a few thoughts here and there.26

            Mindfulness adds novel psychological
                methods, such as meditation, to CBT techniques. It involves a greater focus on
                one’s breathing and body as well as a deeper awareness and acceptance of
                thoughts and feelings. It aims to change how we relate to our thoughts, instead of
                changing the thoughts themselves.27 One of the most effective aspects of
                mindfulness training is the conscious reorientation of attention. The focused
                attention task involves concentrating on only one thing, such as breathing. Open
                monitoring involves attending to everything in your environment that you might not
                otherwise notice, such as the wind or a ticking clock. Focused attention and open
                monitoring strategies have been shown to help people regulate their emotions and
                prevent the relapse into depression.28

            Mindfulness definitely has its place.
                But I think it only goes so far for two reasons: first, people have to self-select
                into it; and second, it is quite effortful. The context-focused, rather than
                cognition-driven, approach in this book only requires that you or someone close to
                you can influence your environment and, once that is done, it only then requires you
                to go with the grain of your human behavior. As with much that I have suggested, it
                is generally easier and more effective to nudge system 1 than it is to shove system
                2, and so I’m optimistic that the behavioral insights in this book can be
                incorporated into light-touch forms of CBT and mindfulness.

            PAY ATTENTION TO WHO YOU ARE DOING IT WITH

            There is one almost surefire way to be
                happier: spend more time with people you like. As well as the benefits of asking
                others for advice about your happiness, the evidence quite clearly shows a strong
                positive association between happiness and doing things with the people you like and
                for those you care about. Having more social contact is one of the main reasons why
                religious people are more satisfied with their lives, though having a strong
                religious identity helps, too.29 Being around other people can also
                help facilitate adaptation to difficult experiences; widows appear to withdraw
                attention from their loss more quickly when they have social support.30 Your
                friends not only make you happier because they’re there to hang out with you
                but also because they make you feel like you matter.31

            Recall from the data in chapter 2 that certain types of people bring us
                different amounts of pleasure and purpose as we engage in different activities. The
                data suggest that, for a more purposeful commute, carpool with your colleagues.
                Bring your relatives out to eat or include them in the time you spend with your kids
                to make these occasions more pleasurable. Get the kids to do the housework with you
                and then watch TV together, which increases the pleasure of both of these activities
                for most people. Taking care of our own kids is an experience that Les and I have
                found to be best shared with each other, and ideally also shared with other parents
                and their kids.

            If the data do not convince you of the
                merits of being with other people, try answering a simple question: if you spent
                twenty minutes more each day with people you like or, failing that, talking on the
                phone to people you like, would you be happier? If you’ll allow me to answer
                for you: the answer is yes, irrespective of how happy you are at the moment. I am
                not so confident that a pay raise of $1,000 would make all of you happier, by the
                way. Sure, $1,000 will mean a lot to many of you but an extra $1,000 will not make
                all of you happier.

            So why don’t many of us find the
                time? I think it has a lot to do with how mistaken we are about how much
                discretionary time we think we have, as discussed earlier. So when we say that we
                cannot find twenty minutes out of the
                one thousand or so minutes that we are awake each day, we really mean that we are
                not prioritizing doing so. Many happiness books will tell you to schedule time in
                for others but that planning requires time in itself, which you may put off because
                there are always other things that seem to be more important. Consistent with many
                of my observations in this book, it’s worth thinking about how you could
                    find more time without having to plan more time.

            So, instead of using the toilet across
                the hall at work, start using the one at the other end of your floor. It will force
                you to walk across the office, making it more likely you’ll casually socialize
                with others. The managers at Pixar in Emeryville, California, were experimenting
                with redesigning the immediate environment and decided to have only one bathroom in
                the entire building so their employees would all have to walk to the same place if
                they wanted to have a wee.32 The managers anticipated that it
                would make people more likely to speak to each other and that the entire office
                would be more prone to socializing. They were right. It also boosted creativity.

            It is worth saying that even the
                introverts among you are likely to be happier when you are around people you like.
                Introversion and extroversion are broad personality categories that describe a range
                of predispositions and behaviors, such as the propensity to select into social
                situations, where extroverts have a higher propensity to do so. Many aspects of our
                world are designed for extroverts, such as group work in classrooms and workplaces.
                But introverts still benefit from social interaction; they just require a different
                balance from extroverts and have less tolerance for unpleasant social
                    situations.33

            DON’T GET DISTRACTED

            Someone who maximizes their happiness
                is someone who allocates their attention optimally. Unfortunately, most of us are
                some way away from the optimum. A big part of the problem emanates from the fact
                that we get distracted from paying attention to our experiences. Distraction is very different from taking a break.
                Distraction comes from internal disruption, such as intrusive thoughts about whether
                you left the car lights on or where to go on holiday this summer, and also from
                external stimuli, such as people and e-mails. Taking a break, on the other hand, is
                deliberately chosen to happen at that time. And as we saw earlier in this chapter,
                taking the right kind of break can increase creativity. The same cannot be said for
                distraction. So if you hear someone say “distraction is a good thing,”
                what they ought to mean is that a designated break is a good thing.

            Distraction costs

            Distraction is damaging because it
                requires switching costs. A switching cost is how much attentional energy
                is required to change from one task to the next.34 Every time you shift your attention,
                your brain has to reorient itself, further taxing your mental resources. When you
                interrupt yourself to text, tweet, or e-mail you are using attentional energy to
                switch tasks. If you do this frequently, your attention reserves quickly become
                diminished, making it even harder for you to focus on whatever it is you want to do.
                Assuming that what you want to do is a pleasurable and/or purposeful activity, it
                will make you less happy if you give it limited attention.

            So multitasking makes you less happy and
                also results in less productivity. One nice recent study involved 218 Dutch students
                being asked to solve a Sudoku puzzle and complete a word search in a fixed time of
                twenty-four minutes. Participants in the experiment were randomly assigned to one of
                three treatments: one where they were forced to multitask; one where they could
                organize their work by freely switching between the Sudoku puzzle and the word
                search; and one where they performed the tasks sequentially. They were awarded
                points for each correctly filled Sudoku cell and each word found. The total points
                scored were lowest in the first group and highest in the third.35 These results suggest
                that having a clear schedule of work is better for productivity. So multitasking
                might sound cool, but it actually makes you a fool.

            Multitasking
                can, however, make us feel as if we are more productive, thus resulting in
                a mistaken belief about ourselves. This is a good reason why so many of us continue
                to do it.36
                But now you can remember that you’d feel even better if you concentrated on
                one thing at a time—and you would also get more done. Multitasking takes effort and
                it’s not worth it. I never use lecture slides for this reason: students
                don’t waste their attentional resources going between the slides and my voice.
                This is also a nice example of adaptation, by the way; the unease among my students
                at the start of term is palpable but the lack of slides is the one thing that they
                comment on most positively at the end of the course.

            The costs of distraction are now more
                transparent in the modern age. Recent technological advances have brought a range of
                benefits, including national income growth, lower consumer prices, and possibly even
                higher life satisfaction.37 And as an academic, my life is made
                so much easier by being able to download journal articles instead of lugging around
                piles of books and papers. But modern technology has brought a few costs, too, the
                biggest of which is distraction. A recent study estimated the combined cost of
                distractions for US businesses to be around $600 billion per year.38 Thomas Jackson,
                known as “Dr. Email” for his nearly two decades of work
                on … wait for it … e-mail distractions, estimates that e-mail
                alone costs UK businesses about £10,000 ($16,500) per employee per year.39

            Research also shows that reading
                something online that is embedded with links makes us more likely to be confused
                about what we are reading, even when we don’t even click on the links,
                compared to reading printed text.40 The mere fact that there is a link
                forces your brain to make a choice to click or not to click, which itself is
                distracting. All the time you spend online sharpens the neural circuits dedicated to
                “skimming” rather than those for “reading and thinking
                deeply.” When you then go offline, you have trained your brain to attend to
                things that it wouldn’t attend to otherwise. This is a waste of time where you
                could instead be experiencing pleasure and purpose.

            If you need further convincing about the
                costs of distraction, consider the correlation between the increase in parents being
                distracted by Internet, text, and e-mail, and the increase in accidents in young
                kids, reversing a long-term downward
                trend, and also in contrast to the continuing decrease in accidents in older
                    kids.41
                Or, in a more controlled setting, consider the causal effects of (1) using the
                phone, (2) texting, or (3) listening to music on the likelihood of being hit while
                crossing the road in a simulated environment. Which do you think would be the most
                distracting? Well, you are more likely to get hit by a car while texting or
                listening to music but all three conditions are more dangerous than not being
                    distracted.42 And when people pretended to drive cars in a simulator, switching
                between braking in response to the brake lights of a car ahead and counting the
                number of times a sound occurred, the result was a delay that equated to sixteen
                feet of stopping distance.43 This might be something to remember
                the next time you’re behind the wheel.

            Money on my mind

            Paying attention to what we are doing
                can feel increasingly difficult as there seem to be ever-increasing demands on our
                time. As you get richer, you attach more value to your time, and attaching more
                value to time, or anything else for that matter, means that it feels scarcer. And so
                you pay it ever more attention. If you could charge $1.50 per minute for working at
                a computer you would feel more time pressure than if you charged only $0.15 per
                minute for exactly the same task.44 In fact, the same authors show that
                you only need to have your wealth brought to your attention to feel time pressed. If
                you were made to feel rich by being given a scale where “high savings”
                was anything over $500, you would report feeling “more pressed for time
                today” than if you were made to feel poor by being given a scale where you
                needed to have over $400,000 to be deemed to have high savings.

            Thinking about time as money also
                affects experiences of pleasure during leisure activities. Imagine you are asked
                some questions about how much you earned over the past year and that your friend
                answered the same questions as well as being asked their hourly wage. Then you each
                listen to eighty-six seconds of “The Flower Duet” from the opera Lakmé. Who do you think would
                enjoy the music the most and be the most patient? You would—because your friend has
                just been reminded how much she earns in a unit (an hour), which draws attention to
                itself. Similar effects were also found when the researchers allowed participants to
                create their own leisure experience by playing around online.45 The moral of these
                various studies is that you are less happy when you are paying attention to time
                (and especially to time as money) rather than to the activities you are engaged in.
                So again, try to be fully engaged in what you’re doing, which includes not
                looking at the clock every few minutes. For example, I try hard not to be too set in
                how much time I spend playing with the kids in breaks from working.

            Moreover, the more money you have, the
                more you may think of all the things you could do with that money if only you had
                the time, such as taking longer holidays. Surely richer people would actually take
                longer holidays whenever they could, right? This was indeed the trend in the United
                States in the 1960s and 1970s, but from the 1980s on, something quite interesting
                has happened. People with less than a college degree have had relatively more
                leisure time, and those with a college degree or higher have had relatively less.
                The gap between the incomes of the rich and the poor has widened considerably since
                the 1980s but the gap between the amounts of leisure time they have has widened,
                too, favoring those with lower incomes.46

            Little wonder, then, that daily moods do
                not improve beyond making around $75,000 per year in the United States—there is no
                time to be happy if you are rich. Focusing attention on the scarcity of time or
                money can lead to all of us making decisions that place a great deal of emphasis on
                getting more of that resource now at the expense of lots of it later. As a great
                illustration of this, one study randomly assigned participants into groups that
                varied in how much time they were allowed to think about answers to trivia
                questions, and into further groups that determined whether or not they would be
                allowed to take more time to answer now at the expense of less time later. Time-poor
                participants had three hundred seconds to answer, whereas time-rich participants had
                one thousand seconds. The former group borrowed on average 22 percent of their budget (so, sixty-six seconds), whereas
                time-rich participants borrowed on average 8 percent of their budget (so, eighty
                seconds). As you might expect, the time-rich groups did better than the time-poor
                groups, whether or not they could borrow, but the time-poor group performed the best
                when they could not borrow at all. In a nutshell, time-poor participants borrowed
                their way into poor performance. If a resource becomes scarce, we will all act in
                very similar ways to those who are currently poor in that resource.47

            And so in general, it’s better if
                you don’t pay too much attention to money at all. Given my upbringing, I
                appreciate that money matters when circumstances dictate that every penny counts but
                it might generally be worth chilling out a bit about it if you are not in that
                position. Sure, money matters and you should respect it, but not so much that it
                overruns your life. It’s certainly not worth making yourself miserable over.
                Rob Metcalfe and I have shown that, while poorer people have more intrusive thoughts
                about money than do wealthier people, the latter’s happiness is more
                negatively influenced by those thoughts.48

            A wandering mind

            There is evidence that general mind
                wanderings, whether about money or anything else, are frequent, occurring up to a
                third of the time when people are asked what they are thinking about at random times
                during the day.49 It seems that we are predisposed to let our minds wander:
                neurological evidence from brain imaging studies shows that mind wanderings are more
                common when a particular network of cortical regions in our brains is
                activated—which are the same regions that typically correspond to periods of
                    rest.50
                It can be difficult to separate out what is evolutionarily adaptive and what is
                simply an evolutionary mistake; simply because you are neurologically wired to let
                your mind wander does not mean that you should, in much the same way that being
                genetically programmed to eat a lot because our ancestors didn’t know when
                they would eat next doesn’t mean that we should necessarily do so.51 Knowing
                that you are hardwired does help explain why it happens, though, which will hopefully help you deal more
                effectively with the mind wanderings you do have, and not to ruminate further on
                them.

            You are doubtless made less happy if
                your mental escape from your current experience is to somewhere worse than where you
                are now, such as if you start worrying about your blood test results in the middle
                of a meeting you cannot leave. But it seems that you might also be made less happy
                if your intrusive thoughts are positive; that is, even if you mentally escape to
                somewhere better, like your next holiday, in the middle of that meeting.52 But
                context matters. I have an electric toothbrush that whirs automatically for two
                minutes. When I pay attention to cleaning my teeth, those two minutes can feel like
                an eternity and I can’t wait for them to finish. When I am thinking about
                other stuff, in contrast, the two minutes fly by and I tend to enjoy my mind
                wanderings.

            So, let’s focus on negative
                intrusive thoughts, which are nearly always damaging to happiness. Most of the
                relevant research has been conducted on clinical populations or those who have
                experienced a difficult event, such as loss of a loved one: one study found that men
                who experienced a lot of intrusive thoughts in the first month of their bereavement
                adapted less quickly, as indicated by their lower morale one year later compared to
                those who had fewer intrusive thoughts.53

            In an attempt to consider the importance
                of intrusive thoughts in the valuation of health states (a subject, you’ll
                recall, that is close to my academic heart), I asked more than a thousand members of
                the general population in the United States first to describe their current health
                status. I then asked them how often and how intensely they thought about any current
                health problems. Finally, I asked them to say how many years of life they would be
                willing to give up in order to alleviate their health problems. I found that
                participants’ willingness to give up life years was better explained by the
                frequency and intensity of their thoughts about health than by the description of
                the actual health issue. This study highlights once more that you are affected by
                what you attend to more than by the objective circumstances of your life.54

            If you begin to worry or think about
                other things when you don’t want
                to, it is possible to redirect your attention by finding ways that prevent your mind
                from wandering. For a very long time people have been making “worry
                tables” by writing down their worries and distinguishing between those they
                can and can’t control, in order to help them stop worrying about what they
                    can’t.55 If you were to try writing down what you were worrying about a
                month ago, let alone a year ago, you would most likely have trouble remembering; and
                even if you could remember, it is likely that the concern rarely had consequences
                anywhere close to your fears.

            Most of our concerns more generally are
                about what has not yet happened, and sometimes about what has already taken place.
                In contrast, we nearly always have nothing to worry about right now. This
                is a pretty compelling reason to attend to the here and now. If you always did this,
                the “there and then” that you currently worry about would never affect
                you. The focus of your attention would be here and now, which is nearly always okay.
                This certainly applies to my stammer, which rarely makes me feel as bad as I imagine
                it will. When I feel an intrusive thought taking hold, I ask myself, “What
                have you got to worry about right now?” When the answer is nothing at
                all, as it nearly always is, I feel a little happier.

            One intervention aimed at suppressing
                intrusive thoughts among people waiting for medical test results showed that simply
                making a plan for how they would manage the thoughts was helpful (e.g., by starting
                a conversation with someone to bring attention to the present).56 Using this method, you
                could consciously write down a few things you might do to help yourself when
                situations arise where negative thoughts are most likely to pop up.

            You could also remind yourself to
                “phone a friend” when your mind begins to wander. We have already seen
                that time with family and friends is a vital part of being happy, so how better to
                take advantage of them, in the nicest possible way, than when your mind starts going
                to places that would make you less happy?

            New experiences can also mitigate
                intrusive thoughts. Those of us who do something new as opposed to something routine
                are much less likely to experience
                intrusive thoughts because new experiences require more attention in the moment than
                do routine ones.57 So in addition to fostering creativity and slowing down time,
                which we have already discussed, new experiences have further benefits, which adds
                to our understanding of why people who are open to them are happier. “Try
                something new” is probably one of the more evidence-based suggestions in
                self-help books.

            It is likely that your mind will wander
                from purpose toward pleasure, and your behavior might as well. Too often to be
                consistent with the maximization of my happiness, my attention while writing this
                book has been diverted from experiencing purpose toward searching out pleasure.
                Sometimes those mind wanderings have led to mouse wanderings, too, as I have
                searched the Internet. Even at the time of the distraction, I have been aware that I
                would rather be concentrating more fully on the book. I can more easily concentrate
                on pleasure without getting distracted, and I suspect you can, too. It will not come
                as any surprise to anyone who knows me that, in general, I am quite easily
                distracted. Ask any of the students who have sat through my mind wanderings in
                lectures. It’s hard to be sure, and I get distracted thinking about it anyway,
                but I reckon I have always only ever concentrated in short bursts. In our own ways,
                we are each susceptible to being distracted, but we’re also able to mitigate
                its effects.

            I wonder what you are distracted by.
                Now’s a good time to take a few moments to think about three things that
                interrupt you from attending to your experiences.

            I get distracted by …

            
                	_______________________________

                	_______________________________

                	_______________________________

            

            Done it? I suspect that at least one
                item on that list has something to do with texts, tweets, e-mails, or the
                Internet.

            A wandering mouse

            We’ve all heard about attention
                deficit disorder but the modern world is making us all victims of “attention
                distraction disorder.” It is important to note here that I am making a
                deliberate and important distinction between the two. The former is attributable to
                the person: some people are more likely to have it than others. Attention
                distraction disorder, on the other hand, is the result of contextual influences
                outside the person: some situations are more conducive to it than others, and they
                usually involve modern technology.

            Although we’ve always needed to
                deal with the perils of distraction, the modern age is constantly removing obstacles
                to becoming addicted to checking e-mails or checking the Facebook updates of your
                virtual friends.58 Medical doctors are now warning about “digital
                dementia,” which is defined as irreversible deficits in brain development and
                memory loss among children who spend a lot of time on electronic devices like
                laptops and mobile phones.59

            Internet addiction was recently
                suggested to be a major contribution to mental disorders. Naturally, it’s
                difficult to avoid being distracted when you are addicted to the source of the
                distraction. There is now evidence to show that the brains of heavy Internet users
                (people who report symptoms of addiction) literally shrink, just as they do in
                people who have addictions to heavy drugs such as cocaine and heroin.60 Your
                brain becomes less efficient at filtering out irrelevant information when you allow
                yourself to become bombarded by information from the Internet.

            In a recent study of people’s
                desires and their ability to keep those desires under control, more than two hundred
                adults were given BlackBerries for a week. They were beeped seven times a day and
                asked if they were currently experiencing, or had experienced in the last half hour,
                a desire (described as an urge, craving, or longing) for a range of activities. The
                desire to engage in media activities was very difficult for the participants to
                control—they reported desiring them more frequently than sex, smoking, drinking coffee, drinking alcohol,
                and eating.61 I have the feeling that this is a mistaken desire.

            All in all, we have an
                “attentional commitment” to our communication devices.62 Even when you
                aren’t stimulated by incoming updates, texts, or calls, you might imagine
                them. If you are anything like me, you will have experienced “phantom
                vibration syndrome”: imagining the sensation of your phone vibrating, only to
                pick it up and realize that it wasn’t doing anything at all.63 Even when your
                devices aren’t fighting for your attention, your brain is still wired to pay attention to them.

            So you should look to find ways of
                breaking free from the addiction of virtual interaction; you have nothing to lose
                but your chains of e-mails.

            Now, I do appreciate that you might be
                quite fond of the Internet and your phone. Indeed, I think there are many people out
                there who would be more affected by losing their phone than the friends whose
                information is recorded in it. So you’ll probably have to take an initial hit
                to your happiness as you try to wean yourself off, even if only ever so slightly.
                But I reckon within a few days you will adjust and be happier than before as you
                free your attention up for more pleasurable and purposeful activities.

            Distraction is an attentional thief and
                so you should look to keep the thief out by erecting barriers to being distracted.
                Some of the design features discussed in chapter 6
                can be utilized here. Perhaps your wireless router does not require that extra
                add-on that extends its range to the backyard, too. It will be much easier to design
                your way out of distraction by preventing distractions from getting to you in the
                first place, than to use your willpower to counter them when they occur.

            Use technology to counter its negative
                effects—set up new defaults by turning off notifications, leaving your phone on
                silent, turning off the chat function on your computer at work, and taking advantage
                of the new apps and programs that actually block you from using the Internet. This
                will allow you to pay attention to your activities and to pay attention for longer
                because you have designed a distraction-free zone.

            You can also overcome your attentional
                commitment to your mobile devices with a public commitment to pay attention to your
                experiences. My friends and family know that I don’t take my phone to the gym
                and, unless I am out for the night, I turn it off at 7:00 p.m. To avoid your own
                distractions on a night out with friends, put your phone on silent: you commit
                yourself to not being distracted by “pop-ups” in your head or on your
                phone. If your friends were to do likewise, you and they would be happier. It would
                seem that inventors of the “Phone Stacking Game” (also known as
                “Don’t Be a Dick During Meals”) agree with me. Before the meal,
                everyone stacks up their phone in a pile on the table. Whoever touches their phone
                first has to pay the bill.64 Although purposeful activities are
                the most vulnerable to distraction, the invention of this game suggests that even
                more pleasurable ones, like socializing, are also now requiring design-based
                solutions to overcoming distraction.

            Embed yourself in social networks made
                of the sorts of people who also prefer not being distracted. My friends and I try to
                avoid text conversations, which take so much longer than a single real conversation.
                It seems as though we are in the minority, as it looks like text is overtaking talk
                as the preferred means of communication. A whopping 129 billion text messages were
                sent during 2010, which is an increase of 24 percent compared to 2009.65 In
                contrast, time spent talking on the phone actually dropped by 5 percent from 2010 to
                    2011.66
                If you are going to text chat, at least try to make some of it purposeful alongside
                the general small talk. This all reminds me of something a taxi driver said to me
                once. He asked me to imagine that voice calls were invented after text messaging.
                “Do you really think,” he said, “that anyone would be sending
                texts? Of course they bloody wouldn’t—they would be bloody marveling at their
                ability to actually have a conversation.” I think he is bloody right.

            Apologies, I got a little distracted
                there. There are so many stimuli vying for your attention—sounds, places, people,
                smells, and your own thoughts rattling around in your head. You only have so much
                attentional energy and it will make you
                happier, more efficient, and healthier if you are able to focus it properly.

            HAPPIER BY DOING

            It should come as no great surprise to
                anyone that we are happier when we pay attention to good experiences and to people
                we like being with. The problem is that we act in ways that make it appear as if
                this is not at all obvious. There are some simple yet effective things that you can
                do to reorient your attention to being happier. Buy a few more experiences and a bit
                less stuff, switch between pleasurable and purposeful activities, and listen to
                music. Make a commitment to spend a little more time each day talking to people you
                like. And look to spending a little less time each day glued to your computer or
                phone. Distractions drain you and leave you feeling tired and less happy, so stay
                focused on one thing at a time—and stop continually checking those darn e-mails and
                Facebook updates.
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            Decide, design, and do

            You are now armed with the three pillars
                of the production process of happiness. Producing happiness involves deciding,
                designing, and doing, and the most effective ways to be happier involve joining up
                these various components.

            To illustrate how to bring them
                together, let’s consider two behaviors that I think will resonate with many
                readers: first, how to procrastinate less; and second, how to help yourself by
                helping others more. Procrastination involves avoiding paying attention to a task
                that you know you should complete. It is a good example for our purposes because
                most of us admit to procrastinating, which makes us less happy, strains our
                relationships with other people, and worsens performance at work and school.1 Doing more
                for others is another good example, I think, because it makes us happy, but our
                behavior often does not reflect this fact.

            Don’t worry if you feel like these
                two behaviors don’t strike a strong chord with you; I’m confident that
                knowing the reasons why we depart from being as happy as we can be in these
                contexts, and the related suggestions, will surely spark ideas in your mind about
                how you can tailor them to fit other behaviors that you are more concerned
                about.

            DITHER LESS

            Procrastination and distraction go hand
                in hand. If we could completely avoid the task, that would be fine and we
                wouldn’t need to avoid paying attention to it, but procrastinators worry
                because the task simply can’t be avoided (and we have seen how damaging
                intrusive thoughts can be for happiness).2 Distraction also causes
                procrastination when stimuli other than the task at hand get in the way of getting
                it done. Let’s first look at how we get into this misery of procrastination
                and then look for solutions to get out of it.

            Departures from happiness

            The first step in tackling
                procrastination is to decide whether or not you want to perform the task. Perhaps
                the task is not worth bothering with at all. A mistaken desire might be driving it,
                for example. It would appear that we procrastinate more over tasks we deem to be
                particularly important, like working toward lofty goals, because they require more
                effort and we seek to avoid expending this effort.3 We also dither over
                tasks that will be evaluated, such as when students procrastinated over writing
                essays when they believed their university would randomly select some
                students’ work and make them read it to students at a local high school as
                compared to students who just handed in their essays.4 Moreover, tasks that
                don’t match your skill set get in the way of becoming absorbed in the
                activity.

            Mistaken projections make it easy to
                procrastinate. I’m sure we would like more time rather than less. But think
                about when you have to leave for work early as compared to having loads of time. If
                you are anything like me, you rush around more when you have more time and not less.
                This is probably because you will plan for the earlier departure and procrastinate
                more over being ready for the later one. Medical students evaluate more patients per
                hour and have more patient contact on nine-hour shifts as opposed to twelve-hour
                    ones.5
                Further, as we have already seen, our
                memories do not accurately recall the duration of past events, and so we will
                project these errors into the future.6 For example, we would seem to both
                remember and predict that short tasks of a couple minutes or so take longer than
                they actually do, but when it comes to longer tasks, we believe they will take less
                time than they actually do.7 Most things take more than two
                minutes, so bear this in mind and plan extra time.

            It’s our mistaken beliefs that are
                perhaps at the root of our procrastination. Many of us mistakenly believe that we
                work best under the pressure of a last-minute deadline but this is generally not
                true. A review of twenty-four procrastination studies involving nearly four thousand
                students found that those who put off their work tended to have lower grades than
                those who didn’t.8 And even when we know that we tend to
                complete projects about a day before deadline, we’ll still estimate overly
                optimistically that we’ll be done about four days ahead of schedule.9

            You might also think you’re more
                creative under pressure. But when writers for the Harvard Business Review
                asked nearly two hundred highly educated employees from US businesses to describe,
                in separate sections of an online diary, how much time pressure they felt at the end
                of their workday and something that stood out in their minds from that day, they
                found that greater time pressure was associated with fewer instances of reported
                    creativity.10 You should also have realistic expectations about what you can
                achieve. Perfectionists are thought to be notorious procrastinators because they set
                goals that are too high, which they then fail to achieve, though this has been
                    disputed.11

            I would like to add that procrastination
                can adversely affect policy objectives, too. Together with Caroline Rudisill, I have
                shown that changing the maximum age that women in the UK can receive a state-funded
                cycle of in vitro fertilization (IVF) treatment from thirty-nine to forty-two will
                almost certainly result in fewer babies being born than before as women, whose
                fertility is declining, delay trying for a baby in the presence of the new
                    deadline.12 This is one of many examples where policy makers need to consult behavioral scientists
                (ideally me, of course) before intervening.

            Decide

            So how might you decide to
                procrastinate less? You can overcome the three attentional obstacles with salient
                feedback about how working toward your goals makes you feel. Procrastination is
                about avoiding something you are torn about doing, so what is it that makes you want
                to avoid it? Consider reconstructing a similar task from the past. How did you feel
                the last time you did something similar to what you’re procrastinating over?
                What was the environment like the last time you did it, and who was there?

            You can also look to get more immediate
                feedback about how it feels to be working toward your goals and achieving them. Loan
                officers at the Colombian bank Bancamía put this principle into practice to tackle
                their serious procrastination problem. They had the bad habit of putting off finding
                new loan clients until just before their monthly bonuses were calculated, during the
                last two weeks of each month. Seventy percent of these officers reported being
                stressed or very stressed, and over half reported having trouble organizing their
                work or sticking to their plans. To shift their workload, they broke down their
                tasks into weekly elements and received small prizes, like movie tickets and
                restaurant coupons, for finishing each week. Compared to a group of loan officers
                who didn’t enter this antiprocrastination program, they increased the
                attainment of their goals by 30 percent and their bonus payments by 25 percent. As
                discussed, feedback can help you decide what to input into your production process,
                as well as set behavior change in motion.13

            Feedback from others can be an important
                means of overcoming procrastination. Other people might be better placed to help you
                get things done right now because they are less committed to your present self than
                you are. Other people can also help you rein in your overoptimism about the time it will take you to complete
                a task—indeed, perhaps erring on the side of assuming it will take longer than it
                actually will.14 Ask someone to play devil’s advocate with you and
                incorporate this into your decisions.

            Being too hard on ourselves, and not
                accepting the fact that we procrastinate, just leads to more procrastination and
                makes it harder to change. Students who were self-critical and reported disliking
                themselves because of their procrastinating past were more likely to procrastinate
                the second time around than those who forgave themselves.15 If you have never
                forgiven yourself for procrastinating before, start now; and if you have, remind
                yourself of how good it felt to do so the last time. The students in this study who
                forgave themselves also reported experiencing more positive emotions.

            Design

            How might you then design your way to
                less procrastination? Start by considering whether the primes in your immediate
                environment are conducive to getting things done. Perhaps a picture of a clean
                kitchen on your fridge will prime you to do the dishes just as the way clean and
                fresh smells (like citrus) get people to clean up and to wash their hands. And those
                of us who work or study in the same location appear less likely to procrastinate
                because the location nudges us to do what we did the last time we were in it.16 So if you
                always work in the same place but never get anything done, change spaces, or just
                rearrange the space, and then see what happens.

            Then what about using a default to
                preserve your attentional resources? You probably already opt out of many
                distracting scenarios that breed procrastination, like pop-up ads, and opt into many
                attention-saving ones, like automatic bill paying. Apply these principles elsewhere
                when you can. If you can set default deadlines, don’t assume later is better.
                Most people think they’ll use a gift certificate with an expiration date
                further into the future, but the opposite is true: they’re more likely to redeem it before it expires if they are
                given just a few weeks to use it as opposed to if they are given a month or
                    more.17

            Also use the power of commitments and
                consider how best to spread them out. In a well-known study, researchers hired sixty
                proofreaders who responded to advertisements placed in the Massachusetts Institute
                of Technology’s newspaper and on bulletin boards (little did the applicants
                know that they were about to read three very boring postmodern texts that often
                didn’t make sense). Each participant was randomly assigned to do one of three
                things: (1) submit one of the three texts every seven days; (2) submit all three
                texts at the end of three weeks; or (3) set their own deadlines. Those with the
                weekly deadlines found the most errors and procrastinated the least—as did those who
                set weekly deadlines for themselves.18

            So if you have a big project, consider
                breaking it down into smaller deadlines that are spaced evenly apart. Someone else
                could even do this for you (and might do a better job of it). If you get a friend to
                set your deadlines for you, your commitment will be to someone whom you do not want
                to let down, and so you might be more likely to meet the target by attending to them
                as well as it.

            Breaking a project down has also been
                shown to reduce our tendency to be overly optimistic about how long a task will
                take. People who estimated the time it would take to prepare an hors d’oeuvre
                tray with miniature sandwiches, sliced fruit, stuffed vegetables, and skewered
                shrimp thought it would take about ten minutes less than it actually did, but when
                they reviewed all of the steps that would be needed to complete it (slicing fruit,
                boiling shrimp, etc.), there wasn’t much of a difference between their
                predictions and the amount of time taken.19

            Hanging out with highly motivated people
                will certainly help you create the social norm to procrastinate less by
                unconsciously guiding you to be more like those in your reference group. Take
                procrastination over retirement savings. If colleagues working in the same
                department as you are offered $20 for attending a fair about planning for
                retirement, you are three times more likely to attend—even though you will not get
                paid yourself—than if your colleagues
                are not incentivized to attend. Moreover, you will also be more likely to open and
                keep open a tax-deferred retirement account.20 When you have a project to complete,
                spend some time with the purpose engines in your friendship group. Equally, when the
                pressure is off, hang out with the pleasure machines.

            Do

            And finally, how might you pay more
                attention to what you are doing? We generally procrastinate over purposeful
                activities, like work or study, and awkward situations, like delivering bad news to
                    someone.21 You therefore need to get right into engaging in these activities.
                If you have to deliver some bad news to different staff members, for example, set
                aside some time to do so in one hit rather than spreading it out over a day. I am
                not especially prone to procrastination but, in getting this book finished, I forced
                myself to get up before the rest of the family and get in a couple of hours of work
                while they were still sleeping. In so doing, I have turned myself from a night owl
                to a morning lark (though having kids had pretty much forced me to be a morning
                person already).

            Also think about how you can better
                attend to others. Being with others when you’re doing almost anything
                increases pleasure and purpose, so remember to pay attention to the people you may
                be with when you finally get around to whatever you have been procrastinating about.
                But don’t let them distract you, of course, so perhaps consider giving each
                other feedback on the tasks you’ve been procrastinating about. Employees who
                report that they receive information about how well they are performing at work are
                more likely to say that they experience high meaningfulness while they are working,
                so this is a purpose-driven route out of procrastinating.22 Also recall that
                conversations about experiences are pleasurable, so conversing about your
                experiences getting work done could be a way to promote pleasure, too.

            Distraction will, of course, interrupt
                attending to experiences; one survey reported that over half of a sample of three
                hundred online survey participants reported using the Internet to procrastinate—and
                these are just the people who would have
                been consciously attending to doing so.23 So this is yet further reason to
                work offline when you can. There are plenty of coffee shops without the Internet and
                apps that prevent you from accessing the Web.

            DISTRIBUTE MORE

            Many of us might be happier from doing
                more for other people. I am not suggesting that you immediately start giving more
                money to charity or rush out to volunteer but these are certainly the kinds of
                activities you could consider doing, even if you ultimately decide against it.

            All of us care about our own happiness,
                but we also care about the distribution of happiness among other people. This is
                distinct from the effects that others have on what you do and how you feel, as
                discussed under social norms in chapter 6. Rather, it
                refers to the effects that other people’s happiness in itself has on
                you.

            There are many good reasons for wanting
                to spread happiness around. First of all, you could be made happier by reducing
                inequalities in society that you consider to be unjust, without any direct concern
                for any specific groups or individuals. This is caring about others.
                Second, you might feel happier from directly helping others, without any explicit
                concern for the impact this has on inequalities in society. This is caring
                    for others. Let us first consider these motivations in turn, since the
                distinction affects what we might do in addressing them.

            Concerns for inequalities

            In the figure below, the cake on the
                left is bigger than the one on the right, and the light gray slice on the left is
                bigger, too. So if only size matters, you would prefer the slice on the left. But
                the light gray slice on the left is smaller than one of the other slices and this
                might upset you. So you might well be happier with the smaller slice on the right
                because it is the same size as the other
                slices. If the cake on the right were any smaller, though, you might prefer the
                slice on the left. Herein lays the trade-off between size on the one hand and
                distribution on the other.
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            With many wonderful colleagues over many
                years, I have conducted numerous studies that show that we care greatly about the
                health of other people.24 I got into this research because,
                along with other academics around that time, such as Alan Williams, I recognized
                that citizens and policy makers care about who gets which slices of health benefits,
                as well as how big the cake is overall. If I were doing these studies now, I would
                focus more directly on the distribution of happiness, but I was much more immersed
                in health issues a decade ago. Fortunately, though, health is an important input
                into the happiness production process, and what we know about people’s
                preferences regarding the distribution of health in society can inform what we infer
                about their preferences for distributing other key inputs, as well as happiness
                itself.

            At the time I started this research in
                the mid 1990s, there were no large-scale studies of the public’s preferences
                about the distribution of health benefits. So I basically began asking as many
                people as I could get research funding for lots of questions about how to distribute
                health benefits. In various studies using a range of methods, including discussion
                groups and surveys, I have found that the general public do care about how much
                health can be generated by health and other policy interventions; they care about the size of the health
                cake. But they also prefer a more equal distribution of health: a more equal cut of
                the slices.25 Similar findings have been found in studies that investigate
                preferences for the distribution of income in society.26

            More recently, and in one of the largest
                studies into what the public think about equity in health, Aki Tsuchiya and I, along
                with other colleagues at the University of Sheffield, conducted a study in which six
                hundred members of the UK general population were asked a series of binary choices.
                The basic setup was that one choice was preferred from a health-maximizing
                perspective and the other was preferred from another perspective, such as the
                reduction of inequalities. Encouragingly, the results suggest most members of the
                general public are sensitive to the trade-offs they are asked to make: they care
                about reducing inequalities in health when the sacrifice in overall health is not
                too great as they see it, but then they switch to maximizing health when they are
                asked to give up too much health.27

            There have been far fewer studies that
                have focused on the general public’s preferences about the distribution of
                happiness itself. In work supported by the Office for National Statistics, Rob
                Metcalfe and I asked nearly one thousand members of the UK general public in
                face-to-face interviews the following question:

            
                
                    Which do you think is better, a policy which achieves a reasonable level of
                        well-being for everyone, or a policy which leads to higher total well-being
                        overall, but results in high well-being for some people and low well-being
                        for others?
                

            

            Eighty-nine percent chose the first
                option, suggesting that people care about the distribution of happiness more than
                they do about the total amount of happiness overall.

            We then asked another one thousand
                people, this time in an online survey, two questions about efficiency-equality
                trade-offs in life satisfaction of the kinds that have been asked about health:

            
                
                    
                    Imagine that, from policy 1, one person has a life satisfaction rating of 5
                        and another has a rating of 9. From policy 2, one person has a rating of 6
                        and another has a rating of 7. Which of the two policies brings about the
                        best outcome?
                

                
                    Imagine that, from policy 1, one person has a life satisfaction rating of 2
                        and another has a rating of 6. From policy 2, one person has a rating of 3
                        and another has a rating of 4. Which of the two policies brings about the
                        best outcome?
                

            

            In both questions, there was a clear
                preference for narrowing the gap in happiness. Nearly two out of every three
                participants chose the second option, with only about one in seven people strongly
                preferring the first (the remaining participants were undecided about which option
                to pick).

            But—and it is a pretty big but—all of
                these studies are also subject to focusing effects because people are asked to think
                about how much the distribution of health and happiness in society matter in order
                to find out how much it matters, which (as you know by now) could make it seem like
                they matter more than they do. Along these lines, we have shown that people’s
                preferences about the ideal distribution of health depend on what the current
                distribution looks like.28 All of these issues are extremely
                important to consider when deciding whether and how to include public preferences in
                resource allocation decisions. The results of empirical studies need to be handled
                with a considerable degree of caution. As things stand, I am confident that we are
                affected by, and do care about, the distribution of happiness in society, even if I
                can’t be quite so confident about the precise trade-offs between the size of
                the cake and the distribution of its slices.

            Fortunately, there might be more
                “factual” information we can rely on to make decisions. While economic
                growth is associated with a reduction in the gap between the happiest and the least
                happy people within developed countries, rising income inequality acts as a barrier
                to achieving greater happiness equality.29 Americans and Brits seem to be
                happier during periods when inequalities in income are lower.30 Happiness is also higher in Japan, urban China, and Latin
                America when inequalities are lower.31 In contrast, in rural China greater
                inequality has been associated with greater life satisfaction.32 This suggests that
                income inequality may sometimes serve as a signal of opportunity, depending on how
                fair the opportunities to earn more are perceived to be.

            Overall, though, it makes sense from a
                happiness-maximizing perspective to care about helping those who are in the
                worst-off sections of society, especially when those with the smaller slice of the
                cake have little opportunity to get a bigger slice. And given that more equal
                societies are generally happier, we might not need preference data at all to show
                the benefits of caring about others.

            Helping others

            In addition to feeling better when
                unfair inequalities are reduced, we also feel better when we more directly care for
                others. We saw in chapter 2 that people who volunteer
                experience a fair dose of purpose from doing so. In other studies, people who
                volunteer, help others, and give to charity report greater life satisfaction and
                better moods than others.33 But, as elsewhere, we need to
                exercise some caution in making inferences about causality from studies that show
                correlations between happiness and other outcomes: those who do more for others
                might also be happier to begin with. Having said that, there does appear to be good
                evidence for the causal effects on happiness from caring for others. Imagine being
                given the luxury to spend $20 of someone else’s money today. If you were told
                to spend it on someone else, you would be happier than if you were told to spend it
                on yourself.34

            There is also evidence that giving your
                time away to help others, as in volunteering, will help you to feel less time
                    pressed.35 So devoting some of your time to purposeful activities can in fact
                make you feel as if you have more time overall. Caring for others by being with them
                can also help to reduce loneliness, both on your part and on the part of the people
                you spend time with. Loneliness, like happiness, is contagious: it spreads even more
                strongly than feelings of connectedness with others.36 Loneliness is also horrible for your health. Older
                adults who feel that they lack companionship, are left out, or are isolated from
                others are more likely to die in the next six years, largely because loneliness has
                a direct and detrimental impact upon their health.37 Simply giving others
                the opportunity to be with you is good for your health and happiness as well as for
                theirs.

            A major part of why we all care for
                others is because it makes us feel good about ourselves. When Les, Poppy, or Stanley
                is feeling down, I feel down, too. So I try to cheer them up, partly because I care
                about them and partly because it makes me happier. As I think Mark Twain said,
                “The best way to cheer yourself up is to try to cheer someone else up.”
                There is a suggestion in the literature on charitable giving that the
                “purchase” of warm glow—the positive feelings obtained from
                helping others—is the principal reason for giving.38 Warm glow strikes me
                as an excellent example of a good sentiment. And there is absolutely nothing wrong
                in saying that the reason you care for other people is because it makes you feel
                good. We feel good about helping others in much the same way that we feel good about
                having just finished a work project, with the added bonus that someone else
                benefits, too (which is not always the case with work projects).

            Many of us do a great deal that feels
                purposeful and that is good not just for ourselves but also for our families and our
                friends. You may even feel from time to time that you are sacrificing your own
                happiness for those you care about, and that other people are doing likewise for
                you—and that none of you resent doing so. In my own family, Les and I feel we are
                making various sacrifices of our own happiness for each other’s happiness and
                especially for the happiness of Poppy and Stanley. It could be argued that having
                children in the first place is a sacrifice of happiness for the sake of the
                evolution of our species but, as you now know, I think the addition of purpose to
                our experiences makes it less of a sacrifice. But beyond that, it feels as if I
                sometimes give up both pleasure and purpose for my kids’ happiness, and Les
                definitely does. We are not especially self-sacrificing people, but we do care for
                our kids by attending to their happiness, and sometimes more than to our own.

            I have no great desire to dig deeper
                into the underlying motivations for why people generally care for one another, since
                this has been done to death elsewhere.
                Suffice it to say here that it is generally to your evolutionary advantage to help
                other people on the assumption that, if roles were reversed, they would help you,
                too. Reciprocity—scratching someone else’s back if they would scratch yours—is
                good for your survival; being completely selfish or completely selfless much less
                    so.39

            In 1984, Gerald Wilkinson set out to
                demonstrate this phenomenon among vampire bats. Vampire bats die quite quickly if
                they don’t eat, reaching a dangerously low body weight in just twenty-four
                hours. Fortunately for them, they have the lovely habit of regurgitating blood into
                other vampire bats’ mouths. Usually they do so into their relatives’
                mouths, but sometimes they share with non–family members. To find out whether
                reciprocal forces were operating among vampire bats, Wilkinson took nine mostly
                unrelated bats from California and put them in a small cage. Each evening, eight of
                the bats were allowed to feed and one bat had to go hungry. When the hungry bat was
                reintroduced into the group, some of the other bats would regurgitate into the
                starved bat’s mouth, even though they weren’t genetically related. Those
                who regurgitated were subsequently more likely to be fed by the bat they had
                previously fed when it was their turn to be left out of the evening feed.40 Not all
                researchers agree that there is conclusive evidence to state that reciprocity
                operates among nonhuman animals, but you get the point. If vampire bats understand
                reciprocity, there is nothing stopping us.

            It is certainly possible to care too
                much, though. Children who care for people in their household who are elderly, sick,
                or disabled are consequently less happy with their lives, more likely to be bullied,
                and do worse at school than their peers.41 People who have dedicated their
                careers to caring for others in stressful situations, such as emergency care nurses
                and social workers, are at risk of overwhelming stress and burnout—an effect dubbed
                “compassion fatigue.”42 It is also possible that kindness
                could arouse suspicion in the recipients. For example, medical professionals are
                often suspicious that living organ donors who are not related to the organ recipient
                may be emotionally imbalanced. Even if they are related, there can still be
                lingering suspicions that their family is putting undue pressure on them to donate
                their organs.43

            I will make the
                same point about your sacrifices of happiness for other people as I made about those
                sacrifices for yourself in the future. You need to be as confident as you can be
                that the sacrifice will be worth it: that those other people you care for so much
                really will be made happier from your own sacrifice. Fortunately, given that caring
                for others feels purposeful, you don’t have to dwell too long on the
                “tough choices” of sacrifices and can focus instead on the “easier
                choices” of making yourself—and other people—happier.

            Departures from happiness

            Since we generally get a little more
                pleasure and a whole lot more purpose out of our experiences when they are to the
                benefit of others as well as to ourselves, it’s intriguing why we don’t
                do more for others, especially those outside of our families and close friends. My
                strong suspicion is that we allow mistakes about the sources of happiness to get in
                the way of us doing more for others, such as the idea that personal spending will
                bring us more pleasure and purpose than prosocial spending. As evidence of this,
                people who heard about the experiment where participants were made happier by
                spending $20 on someone else rather than spending it on themselves thought it would
                have been the other way around.

            We may also make mistaken projections
                when our attention is focused on a decision rather than its consequences. We focus
                on the financial difference between keeping $20 to spend on ourselves and giving it
                away by spending it an others rather than on the happiness we would experience from
                each of these actions. The label of the activity “helping others,” does
                not lend itself to thinking about our own happiness, either; rather, it mistakenly
                focuses attention on how happy other people will be from our actions.

            Perhaps you like to think of yourself as
                too busy to care more, when it really comes from not making the time rather than not
                having the time, as I argued earlier. Or perhaps you consider yourself to be a
                generous person when, in fact, you don’t behave as generously as you think you
                do. And consistent with the fundamental attribution error I discussed in chapter
                    4, we might blame others’ dispositions for how they are and therefore
                think that helping them will not make any difference.

            For all these reasons, it is not
                surprising that research has shown that we have a “blind spot” for
                    virtuousness.44 We need to consider how to turn the blind spot into a
                “sight spot” that will help us spread some happiness around.

            Decide

            Given our proclivities to mistaken
                desires, projections, and beliefs, and recalling the discussion in chapter 5, you could look for feedback to ensure
                that your expectations more accurately match reality. Try reminding yourself about
                how happy you were the last time you were caring about or for others, and then use
                this information when thinking about what caring will be like in the future. You can
                see how a DRM might be helpful here. Even simply remembering instances of when we
                have been kind to others has been shown to increase how happy we say we are.45

            You could also make salient the impact
                of your contribution to redistribution. A group of willing donors to UNICEF were
                randomly divided into two groups, one where they were told about the general
                priorities of the children’s charity and the type of work it did, and one
                where they were specifically told about the impact of their donation, including the
                statement “every $10 collected purchases a bed net for a child in
                Africa.” Larger donations were associated with greater life satisfaction among
                only those who received the specific information. Charitable giving seems to have
                the greatest impact on your happiness when it’s clear to you where your money
                is going and who and how it will help.46 So if you decide to give time or
                money, you’ll reap more happiness if you know some of the specifics of how
                it’ll help.

            With deciding generally, if you make a
                note of the contexts within which you care about and for others, you can look to
                reinstate those contexts in the future. For example, if you find that your
                workaholic self is too busy to do more for others during a typical working week, you
                might decide to plan visits to your stressed-out sister on weekends or holidays, when you’re more likely to
                experience happiness when giving her a hand. You might also consider not thinking
                too hard about it. In games where players can earn more money if everyone
                cooperates, the quicker people are asked to make decisions about their moves, the
                more likely they are to cooperate.47

            Design

            How can you design a better
                distributional landscape? Well, you could try to prime yourself with cues to
                encourage you to care more for others. Princeton students who were asked to write a
                list of the behavior, values, lifestyle, and appearance of their favorite superhero
                and were then introduced to a charitable campus organization volunteered twice as
                many hours to it than students who listed characteristics of their dorm rooms.48 And a
                group of students from the University of Arizona donated more than twice as much
                change to an American educational charity after writing down thoughts and feelings
                about their own death as opposed to writing about dental pain, a result dubbed the
                “Scrooge effect.”49 So the next time you select a movie,
                new screen saver, or banking password, choose something that might nudge you to care
                for others more. One of my friends uses the name of a wandering monk, a character
                from a book that embodies altruism, as her banking password. It’s up to you to
                experiment and choose what works for you.

            Also bear in mind that your happiness
                will affect your charitable giving. Rob Metcalfe, Dani Navarro-Martinez, and I
                conducted an online experiment with people living in and around London. Participants
                earned money by completing a boring but demanding task involving moving as many
                sliders as possible to their midpoint in forty minutes. A randomly selected sample
                of participants were then told that they had done well on the task (irrespective of
                how well they had actually performed). At the end of the experiment, all
                participants were offered the chance to give some of their winnings to charity. You
                can guess what’s coming, right? Those who were told they had done well gave
                considerably less to charity than those given no feedback (34 percent compared to 50 percent).50 This suggests that
                donation behaviors depend on motivations to regulate the way we feel. When we feel
                good, we have less incentive to do good. Recall that this is an example of a
                permitting spillover. One way to create some benefit from this spillover is to give
                to charity when you are feeling less happy, which will give your happiness a
                boost.

            You can set up defaults here, too. If
                you want to donate to charity to reduce inequalities you care about, select your
                favorites once and then set up a monthly direct debit that comes out on payday so
                you never miss the cash. Consider also the commitments you make. Deciding to end
                world hunger is a noble but lofty goal that may wind up making you more miserable
                than before because you can’t attain it right now. Instead, make smaller and
                more manageable commitments, such as pledging to spend an afternoon at a soup
                kitchen. By caring for others like this you can work toward acting on the fact that
                you care about reducing inequalities. And remember that making your commitments
                public makes it more likely you will keep them.

            Here as elsewhere, don’t
                underestimate the power of social norms. A study on the Hadza hunter-gatherer
                society in Tanzania showed that people who were willing to donate sticks of honey to
                other adults in their camp were more likely to have friends who were willing to make
                donations, too.51 Giving spreads. Another study in the UK showed that putting a
                smiley or frowny face on a postcard to reflect a street’s recycling
                performance improved recycling rates overall by activating a social norm for
                    recycling.52

            Social norms for status have a
                particularly strong effect on caring about and for others. Overall, we should all
                seek to actively encourage what I will call conspicuous caring—or what Jan
                Abel Olsen and I have previously labeled “conspicuous altruism.”53 We were
                somewhat less embracing of it in our work, but I think that was a mistake. The
                evolution of my work has taught me that our motivations are less important than if
                we behave in ways that have good consequences. I care only about outcomes, and most
                specifically about the outcome of happiness. If we nudge people into caring about
                and for others and into being happier themselves by tapping into their concerns for
                how others perceive them, then all well and good. Conspicuous caring is similar to
                the well-established idea of conspicuous
                consumption, which is when people buy luxury items that display their wealth to
                other people.54

            When the names of donors are displayed
                for donations with ranges of donation amounts, the majority of donors donate at
                exactly the lowest amount in a given range. Carnegie Mellon University publishes the
                names of donors who have given between $1,000 and $4,999 but does not specify what
                amount donors give. Almost 70 percent of these donations in 1988–89 were exactly
                $1,000. A similar policy operated for donations to the “Cameron Clan” at
                Carnegie Mellon, where the names of donors who had given between $500 and $999 were
                published. The average donation to this fund was $525. The Harvard Law School Fund
                had the same policy in 1993–94 and 93 percent of the donations were exactly
                    $500.55

            We are more likely to purchase
                environmentally friendly products when shopping in public as opposed to private, and
                we are more likely to give money to our community rather than keep it for ourselves
                when others know we’re giving it away.56 Princeton University students who
                can earn money for the Red Cross by clicking on a keyboard make many more clicks
                when they have to tell others how much they earned than if they do not.57
                We’re also more generous when we are competing with other people about who can
                be the most generous—and more so than when we are competing for personal gain.58

            All in all, I can get a sense of how
                rich you are from your job, where you live, the car you drive, and the clothes you
                wear. But I have no idea how generous you are unless you find some way of showing
                me. We should generally look to celebrate the ways in which we help other people a
                bit more, not in a “look at me, aren’t I great” kind of way but in
                ways that make us all feel better off from the contributions that we each make.
                Charity might begin at home but it is encouraged by being shown.

            Do

            In terms of doing happiness, pay
                attention to those around you who have a small slice of the cake and for whom you
                can do something, whether this is giving to charity, signing up to be a mentor for
                vulnerable teenagers, or simply
                listening to an unhappy friend. So that you pay attention to the happiness that
                comes from any charitable donations you make, look to get reminded of your donations
                through newsletters and e-mails from the charity.

            You know that being with others helps
                you to feel good, so being charitable alone (e.g., by making online donations) will
                not be as conducive to your experiences of pleasure and purpose as doing so with
                other people. As we know from the American Time Use Survey, volunteering is
                associated with greater pleasure and purpose when done with someone else than when
                done alone. When caring about others by redistributing to reduce inequalities,
                consider making joint contributions with other people.

            There is also some evidence that
                distraction can make it more likely for you to blame others for their misfortune.
                Imagine being asked to think about the level of compensation to award to a guy
                called Mike whose foot was broken when a light fixture fell on it at a baseball
                stadium—but when he was sitting in a seat that he had “stolen.” If you
                were asked to read and recall a list of words while thinking about this judgment as
                compared to cracking straight on with determining the compensation, you would be
                more likely to give Mike less and blame him more if you had to recall the words
                after making the judgment.59 Insofar as you think that being
                focused allows you to act the way you wish toward others, avoid being distracted
                when caring about and for them.

            EFFICIENT PRODUCTION

            Maybe you never procrastinate and
                perhaps you care about or for other people to just the right extent so far as your
                happiness is concerned. But whenever you think the allocation of your attention is
                out of kilter with being as happy as you can be, the three Ds can be used to help
                you find equilibrium. Decide will help you answer whatever question it is
                you have about your happiness, design will make it easier to implement the
                answer, and do will ensure your attentional resources are running smoothly.
                These are flexible principles that can be applied to all of your experiences in
                life.

        
    
        
            Conclusion

            It feels like we’ve taken quite a
                journey together. I hope it has been as pleasurable and purposeful for you as it has
                for me, and that you’ve learned something about how to attend to your
                happiness more effectively. I also hope that you have a little attentional energy
                left for some final reflections.

            Happiness is all that matters in the
                end. When asked enough times why something matters, you will eventually end up by
                saying, “So that I can be happy.”1 Audrey Hepburn was spot-on when she
                said, “The most important thing is to enjoy your life—to be happy—it’s
                all that matters.” Moreover, we know that happiness causes a range of other
                good outcomes and that it’s also contagious. The pursuit of happiness is
                therefore a noble and very serious objective for us all.

            If you are going to pursue or improve
                something, it makes sense to be clear about what you are shooting at. Happiness has
                most often been measured by global evaluations of life satisfaction, but it should,
                in contrast, be measured according to your feelings over time. The evaluative self
                is largely constructed, and I agree with Daniel Kahneman that we give it too much of
                a voice in determining our behavior—more than we give to our experiencing self. If
                nothing else, I hope this book has convinced you to listen more to your real
                feelings of happiness than to your
                reflections on how happy you think you are or ought to be.

            Recall that feelings are the sentiments
                of pleasure and purpose associated with an experience, rather than the more common
                but narrower definition of feelings as emotions only. We should all be seeking to
                maximize those sentiments from cradle to grave for ourselves and all those we care
                about. Policy makers should look to do likewise, properly accounting for the fact
                that we care about the suffering of the worst off in society. Love, life, and the
                universe are about the pleasure-purpose principle.

            The PPP can also explain a lot of
                behavior that might otherwise seem a bit odd. Please allow me one last foray into
                the world of amateur bodybuilding. (I apologize but it’s one of the three main
                aspects of my life, alongside my family and my work.) On the face of it, the
                competitions make no sense. These guys (and it is mostly guys) spend a long time
                training hard and eating lots of food to put as much size on as possible and then
                spend about three months dieting hard to keep as much muscle as possible while
                getting down to about 3 percent body fat. The final couple of weeks before
                competition are especially grueling: the endeavor to keep muscle and shed fat
                involves days of eating chicken and green beans over and over again. Then, in order
                to look pumped up onstage, the diet in the couple of days before competition
                consists of a jacket potato and an apple, alternated on the hour, every waking
                hour.

            All of this for a few seconds onstage
                flexing your muscles, so tanned that you make the tango man look pasty and—best of
                all—wearing a very small thong. And all safe in the knowledge that you are unlikely
                to win; and even if you do, your prize will be a tacky trophy worth less than the
                cost of getting to the competition itself. But bodybuilding does make sense if you
                think in terms of the PPP over time. The dieting is only ever painful but it is
                simultaneously purposeful. There is purpose in pushing your body to its limits.

            Sometimes, though, activities will be
                neither pleasurable nor purposeful. You may of course be willing to give up your own
                happiness now for happiness later or for the happiness of those whom you care about, but if you are not expecting to
                benefit from your current course of action, and don’t expect others to,
                either, then the answer is actually quite straightforward—change course. As the old
                joke goes: “I went to the doctor the other day. I said, ‘It hurts when I
                do that.’ He said, ‘Well, don’t do it.’” Too often, I
                think, we treat happiness as if it is fungible—as if, like money, it can be moved
                around relatively easily. But while saving money for a rainy day that never comes is
                sad, giving up happiness now for later happiness that never comes is truly
                tragic.

            The economist in me considers attention
                in terms of the allocation of a scarce resource. The psychologist in me recognizes
                that your attention will be unconsciously pulled around by specific contexts as well
                as being allocated consciously. There are many potential departures from being as
                happy as we can but the production process of happiness allows you to reallocate
                your attention to become happier by deciding, designing, and
                    doing.

            Take a look at this sentence and count
                the number of f’s in it: “Finished files are the result of
                years of scientific study combined with the experience of years.” Did you
                count three, or perhaps six? There are six, but if you counted three, you are like
                most of the rest of us: our brains do not notice the f in of.
                Figuratively speaking, if paying attention to those three f’s (inputs
                into your happiness production process) were to make you miserable, then you would
                be wise to ignore them. But, equally, they might make you happier if only you
                noticed them. So you first need to pay careful attention to every word in the
                sentence (to every input into the production of happiness) and then to decide,
                design, and do your way to greater happiness by making it easier for you to pay
                attention to what makes you happier.

            I have learned to deal with having a
                stammer in part by deciding to have realistic expectations about myself and my
                fluency, by designing my defaults and commitments in ways that force me to confront
                my speech problems, and by doing activities that stop my mind from wandering to
                exaggerated fears about my speech and other people’s reactions to it. The
                impact of some of your own concerns in life might not be a million miles away from
                the impact of a stammer, and so the solutions to reorienting your attention in ways that make you
                happier might also be quite similar.

            In general, you can see by now that it
                is a lot easier for you to nudge yourself happier in small but effective ways than
                it is to try to “shove” yourself into becoming a whole new person or
                into adopting a wildly different lifestyle. If you recognize that much of what you
                do is governed by contextology and not just your own internal psychology, you can
                approach situations that will make you happier and avoid those that will make you
                unhappy. We have some control over the situations we place ourselves in and much
                less control over our predisposition to act in particular ways once we are in those
                situations.

            I’ve learned that the word
                “attention” comes from the Latin for “reach toward.” I
                really hope you are now better placed to reach toward the ultimate prize of
                maximizing your happiness according to the PPP. You can reach toward it from this
                moment on. The more time you spend attending to the things that make you happy, the
                happier you will be. And stop doing things that make you miserable. Change what you
                do, not how you think. You are what you do, your happiness is what you attend to,
                and you should attend to what makes you and those whom you care about happy.

            A GENTLE WARM-DOWN

            Before you run off to get a coffee or
                something stronger, there is one more thing that I would like you to do. Remember
                the exercise at the beginning of the book? I’d like you to do it again. Well,
                sort of: now we can distinguish between pleasure and purpose.

            So from the same list of twenty items
                you saw before, repeated below, what are the two that would bring you the most
                pleasure? What are the two that would bring you the most purpose? Whatever answers
                you gave and however they’ve changed from last time, I hope this book has
                helped you understand more clearly what will bring you pleasure on the one hand and
                purpose on the other.
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            Now, for each of the two items you chose
                for pleasure, please rate how difficult it would be to achieve it on a scale from 0
                to 10, where 0 represents “not at all difficult” and 10 means
                “very difficult indeed.” For each of the two items you chose for
                purpose, please rate how difficult it would be to achieve it, using the same scale.
                I’m really hoping that you now think that it is easier to achieve those things
                that will bring you the most pleasure or purpose. Either that or you have been more
                ambitious in your choice of items.

            We really are
                done now. Writing this book has made me, Professor Happy, very happy, and finishing
                it even more so. I hope that reading it has made a sentimental hedonist out of you
                and brought you a good dose of pleasure and purpose, and that you have many, many
                more happy experiences in your life. I have thought long and hard about how to
                finish this book, especially because, as we know, it might end up being your abiding
                memory of all that I have written. So let me just restate that future happiness
                cannot compensate for current misery; lost happiness is lost forever. Powered by
                your own supercharged attention production process, there is no better time than now
                to crack on with finding pleasure and purpose in everyday life.
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