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preface

Engineers on Happiness

We are what our deep, driving desire is. As our deep, driving desire 

is, so is our will. As our will is, so is our deed. As our deed is, so is our 

destiny. —Upanishad

Socrates and Aristotle regarded the human desire to be happy as self-
evident. All subordinate goals—including health, wealth, and virtue—
are sought because they ultimately lead to happiness. In turn, data 
shows that happy people tend to be healthier, live longer, and have bet-
ter social relationships. The pursuit of happiness explains the billions of 
dollars spent each year on consumer goods, from cosmetics and fashion 
apparel to computers and new cars. Who among us does not want to be 
happy?

In recent years, lots of books on happiness have been written. This 
one is diff erent.

This is a book on happiness written by engineers. Engineers love 
to solve puzzles. Engineers at play have solved countless puzzles and 
given the world amazing things such as skyscrapers, bridges, cars, tele-
visions, planes, computers, and cell phones. Engineers have built useful 
and beautiful things to alleviate pain and suff ering and to increase the 
comfort, well-being, and even happiness of all. That got the two of us 
thinking about the nature of happiness, and we ventured the question: 
Can happiness itself be engineered?

ix



x / Preface

Simply put, engineers strive to understand, quantify, and manipu-
late the physical world from computer chips to steel. Engineers play 
with physical objects, discover their underlying properties, and create 
formulas to predict their behavior. Would the same mind-set work for 
something as elusive as happiness?

Perhaps you’re thinking: “What can two pointy-headed math geeks 
possibly teach me about happiness?” As any good, curious engineers 
would do, the two of us set out to defi ne, measure, and discover the 
properties of happiness in a systematic and analytical way. Our curiosity 
has led us to some fascinating fi ndings, the most important of which is 
our belief that happiness can, in fact, be engineered.

We begin with the crucial observation that

HAPPINESS equals REALITY minus EXPECTATIONS

We call this the fundamental equation of happiness. In order to engi-
neer happiness, we propose a set of six laws that govern our emotions. 
We call them the laws of happiness. Each of these laws modifi es the 
fundamental equation of happiness, making it more precise and appli-
cable to a wide range of life choices. Our claim is that through planning 
and acting on these six principles, happiness becomes a controllable and 
predictable possibility.

To some, happiness is like a pendulum. It may swing back and forth, 
but will always return to the center. According to this view, there is not 
much one can do to fundamentally change our base level of happiness. 
Our view is diff erent. We argue in this book that happiness is like a sail-
boat. Indeed the wind and ocean currents infl uence its movements, but 
you have the control of the rudder. Without your exerting control, the 
sailboat drifts. Our laws of happiness serve as the rudder that will help 
you guide your sailboat to a happier destination.

The very essence of attaining a joyful life is a choice. Once you under-
stand the nature of happiness and master its laws, as described in this 
book, we believe that you can lay the groundwork for building an amaz-
ing life brimming with happiness.
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introduction

The Science of Happiness

1

Shall we be merry? —Shakespeare

Who among us has not dreamed of winning the lottery or coming into 
great wealth, thus ensuring a life of carefree bliss and never-ending 
happiness for the rest of our days? After all, if we just had that bottom-
less bank account, all of our worries and insecurities would fade into the 
distance like the runway beneath our new Gulfstream G650 private jet. 
Does happiness really work that way? Can it be bought, despite what the 
old cliché says? Here’s the story of one man who lived the dream, and 
his answer is a resounding “No.”

Andrew Jackson Whittaker Jr. grew up very poor in Jumping Branch, 
West Virginia. He started working full-time at the age of fourteen. He 
never had a car or a TV until much later in life, but through hard work 
he started a successful plumbing company. “We have managed to bring 
water to almost 100,000 people,” he said, referring proudly to his suc-
cessful career. Jack’s was an American success story, and he considered 
himself a happy man. In 2002, good fortune really touched Jack’s life, or 
so one would think. On Christmas Day, Jack became America’s richest 
lottery winner ever, winning the $315 million Powerball jackpot.

Jack promised that his newly won fortune would be shared with the 
church and the poor. His beloved granddaughter Brandi said she just 
wished to have a new car and meet the hip-hop singer Nelly. The scenes 
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broadcast on national television that Christmas season seemed to be the 
beginning of a fairytale life.

Jack and his wife, Jewell, opted for the lump-sum payment of more 
than $170 million rather than annual payments. So after taxes, they 
received close to $112 million. Indeed, they donated 10 percent of the 
money to several churches in West Virginia. Jack also bought a house 
for the woman who had sold him the ticket and rehired twenty-fi ve 
employees he had had to lay off  the previous month.

Two years later, Jack was back in the news, but this time for a sad 
update on his life. He had been arrested twice on drunk-driving charges, 
was ordered into rehab, and was involved with gambling and prostitu-
tion schemes. Five years later, his wife had left him and his granddaugh-
ter, Brandi, had died as the result of drug addiction after falling into bad 
company and letting go of old friendships.1

How did Jack’s happy life—which he’d worked so hard to build 
from nothing—end up spiraling out of control? Even though he 
was a wealthy man before the jackpot, it seems that the huge wind-
fall was overwhelming. The unplanned spending and the inability to 
deal with his unexpected fortune turned him into a rich poor man.2 
Now, years down the road, he says that he regrets winning the lottery. 
Surely, whatever went wrong with Jack cannot possibly happen to us. 
Or can it?

Happiness, it turns out, is far too complex to be bought with mere 
lottery winnings. It takes a much deeper understanding of our own 
minds and motivations to fi nd greater happiness in our lives. Think of 
happiness as a jigsaw puzzle. We are all given many pieces and we must 
ourselves discover how they all fi t together for us.

So, how much can science help us in solving the puzzle of happi-
ness? The science of measuring, calculating, and predicting happiness 
is still in its infancy. A growing body of research demonstrates that the 
brain on its own is not prepared to fi gure out how to be happy and can 
easily be led down false paths. Marketers in our society recognize this 
and cleverly create the illusion that buying their products will make 
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us happy. The responsibility of knowing what really makes us happy is 
ours, not theirs.

Our goal with this book is to help you understand what drives your 
own happiness. We’ve developed a set of six major principles, which we 
call the laws of happiness, to explain how happiness works and why it is 
so often elusive. Understanding these laws will help you recognize the 
happiness triggers in your life, avoid the happiness traps all of us face 
every day, and lay the groundwork for a consistently happier life.

Just as the laws of motion govern the physical world, the laws of hap-
piness govern the mental world. These laws of happiness, though much 
less precise than the laws of physics, are universal and apply uniformly 
to all human beings.

Happiness, in our conception, includes all shadings of feelings, emo-
tions, and states of mind. The very word happiness conjures up diff erent 
meanings for diff erent people. In the social sciences and the humanities, 
there is a lively debate about whether the terms happiness, satisfaction, well-

being, and pleasure connote the same thing. We use them interchangeably, 
however. In our framework, happiness is the theoretical sum of pleasures 
and pains or positive and negative emotions and states of mind over an 
extended period of time. The origin of this defi nition of happiness can 
be attributed to Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832), who is regarded as one of 
the fathers of modern economics. More recently, the Nobel laureate 
Daniel Kahneman has argued that experienced utility that sums the 
momentary pleasures and pains over time is a more appropriate mea-
sure of happiness than the retrospective evaluation of happiness that is 
often used in surveys. In the next chapter we will discuss in some detail 
the progress that has been made in measuring happiness.

We acknowledge that cultures and individuals do not share a com-
mon set of values that contribute to their happiness. Furthermore, the 
pursuit of happiness may not be the chief goal of every individual. 
When Prince Siddhartha set out on his epic journey, he was not seek-
ing happiness. Instead, he sought and attained enlightenment. Mother 
Teresa defi ned her mission in life as caring for “the hungry, the naked, 
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and the homeless.” Henry David Thoreau and John Muir favored the 
simple freedom of living in nature over material entrapments. In diff er-
ent cultures, people value lifestyles and goals that may not be shared 
by Western culture. Although we believe the laws of happiness are uni-
versal, the goals and criteria for happiness may diff er across historical, 
political, and economic contexts.

In spite of many factors that make each of us diff erent, there are 
large similarities among individuals. The laws of happiness are drawn 
from this set of similarities. To prove that these similarities hold across 
cultures and times, this book complements the fi ndings from scientifi c 
experiments with examples from ancient literature and pearls of wis-
dom from the world’s religions that support our laws of happiness.

Think of the two of us, the authors of this book. We were born and 
raised in diff erent countries, India and Spain. We were reared in dif-
ferent religions, Hinduism and Catholicism. These large diff erences in 
culture and background make us perceive many things diff erently. We 
both, however, believe in the existence of a universal set of principles 
governing emotions. The laws of happiness apply equally to both of us.

Remember, happiness is not a capricious outcome of destiny or for-
tune, like winning the lottery, but is the result of how our mind oper-
ates in making decisions. Through planning and acting on the laws of 
happiness, happiness becomes a controllable possibility rather than an 
unattainable goal in a consumer-oriented society.

The key premise of this book is that the very essence of attaining 
a happier life is choice. You can choose to live wisely by following the 
six laws of happiness and engineering a happier life for yourself, but it 
requires skill and determination.

Our ancestors believed that happiness was controlled by luck, fate, or 
the gods and was beyond human control. The historian Darrin McMa-
hon writes, “it was only in the eighteenth century that human beings 
took upon themselves exclusive responsibility for happiness, casting 
aside both God and fortune, severing the ties that had long held happi-
ness to forces over which we have no control.”3
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Bentham, who may be regarded as a father of both economics and 
psychology, was perhaps the fi rst Western scholar who provided a cal-
culus of happiness. To Bentham, happiness was the positive balance of 
pleasure over pain. He wrote, “Nature has placed mankind under the 
governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure. It is for them 
alone to point out what we ought to do, as well as to determine what 
we shall do.” He further proposed a way to calculate total happiness by 
assigning values to the intensity, duration, and other attributes of plea-
sure and pain, and then summing up the totals of each to compute the 
net balance of utility.4 Though Bentham’s mathematical precision was 
impeccable, measurement of subjective states such as pleasure and pain 
was seriously lacking in his time.

Since Bentham, several writers have expressed their views on the 
important role of happiness in our lives. John Stuart Mill refi ned Ben-
tham’s ideas, arguing that some pleasures are of higher quality than 
others; this view has been disputed by Bertrand Russell and others, 
who consider it elitist.5 The prominent psychologists William James 
and Abraham Maslow both had views on happiness, but neither had an 
interest in the calculus of happiness.6

The infl ection point in happiness research came in the 1970s, when 
both economists and psychologists turned their attention to measur-
ing happiness. In the early 1970s, the economist Richard Easterlin col-
lected a large amount of data and questioned whether economic growth 
improves human well-being.7 About the same time, the psychologists 
Philip Brickman, Dan Coates, and Ronnie Bullman measured the hap-
piness of lottery winners and paraplegics. They concluded that lottery 
winners were not particularly happy and that paraplegics were much 
less unhappy than most people would anticipate.8 David Lykken, based 
on the largest comparative study of twins to date, concluded that well-
being and happiness are “at least 50 percent inherited.”9

Armed with millions of observations from almost all the countries 
of the world, researchers have begun to decipher the causes and cor-
relates of happiness. There is unanimity of fi ndings that for a person 
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to be happy some basic needs, such as for food, shelter, safety, and 
social relationships, must be satisfi ed. There are some stable fi ndings, 
as well, that marriage has a strong positive eff ect on happiness and that 
unemployment is a major cause of unhappiness. Psychologists have 
measured feelings as they fl uctuate over time and during diff erent 
activities. People seem to like sex most and commuting least. In spite 
of a large amount of data, however, a skeptic might still question the 
reliability of measuring pleasure and pain or positive and negative emo-
tional experiences and states of mind.

Pleasure and pain are the “go” and “stop” of our biological, emotional 
programming. The view that pleasure and pain are private events—and 
therefore cannot be measured—is widely held but incorrect. The mea-
surement of subjective experiences, such as the loudness of a sound or 
how hot or cold something is, are topics in the well-established fi eld 
of psychophysical research. Psychophysical functions that govern the 
pleasure of drinking sugar water and the pain from an electric shock are 
orderly and comparable across diff erent people.

Reports of well-being can be supplemented by physiological indica-
tors of emotional quality and intensity, ranging from objective mea-
surements of subtle facial expressions to measuring the activity in the 
prefrontal cortex of the brain. At some point in the near future, there 
might even be handheld devices that use biochemical and neurological 
measurements to indicate the quality of well-being at a given moment.

Our approach to studying happiness is rooted in the literature of 
decision analysis and management science. This literature seeks 
to solve well-formulated decision problems—problems for which 
the link between the possible actions and their consequences is per-
fectly understood. The two of us have been conducting research on 
happiness for the past ten years, with the goal of setting happiness as a 
well-formulated decision problem. Components of our work have been 
published in scientifi c journals in our fi eld. This book provides for the 
fi rst time a comprehensive and accessible discussion of our framework 
and its key results for the curious reader.
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 • • •

In a Native American legend,10 an old Cherokee is teaching his grand-
son about life. “A fi ght is going on inside me,” he says to the boy. “It is a 
terrible fi ght between two wolves. One is evil—he is anger, envy, greed, 
guilt, and false pride. The other is good—he is joy, peace, love, hope, 
and kindness.”

The grandson thinks about this for a minute and then asks, “Which 
wolf will win?” The old Cherokee replies, simply, “The one you feed.”





part i

Overview





   chapter 1

Measuring Happiness

11

When you can measure what you are speaking of and express 
it in numbers, you know that on which you are discoursing. 
But when you cannot measure it and express it in numbers, 
your knowledge is of a very meagre and unsatisfactory kind.

—Lord Kelvin, English physicist and mathematician

As with matter and energy, our understanding of happiness increases 
with the discovery of more and more precise measurement instru-
ments. The great milestones of science, such as deciphering the motion 
of heavenly bodies, all began with the measurement of the object being 
studied. Without measurement, it is not possible to advance our under-
standing of the complex dynamics of the happiness seismogram.

There are at least seven ways to measure happiness. Each one helps 
to create a picture of what makes people happy. Let’s see how these 
seven measurement devices work and the main fi ndings each provides.

recall-based self-reports

The primary strategy for measuring happiness is very simple but has 
proven to be very useful. It is as easy as asking people twice a year 
the simple question: All things considered, how satisfi ed are you with 
your life as a whole these days? Would you say that you are very happy, 
pretty happy, or not too happy?
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It may seem too simplistic an approach, and it is. It gives only an 
imprecise estimate of the average height of the happiness seismogram. 
The usual fi nding is that people are generally happy. We surveyed 103 
people from Spain. In one of our questions, we asked them to rate their 
happiness on a 1 (low) to 10 (high) scale, and found that two-thirds gave 
an answer of 7 or higher.

Many researchers have developed more sophisticated self-report 
studies, attempting to take a more valid measurement of happiness. Ed 
Diener of the University of Illinois has conducted many such studies.1 
He uses the following multiple-item questionnaire:

Indicate on a 1–7 scale [1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree] your agree-
ment with each statement:

 a. In most ways my life is close to my ideal.

 b. The conditions of my life are excellent.

 c. I am satisfi ed with my life.

 d. So far I have gotten the important thing I want in life.

 e. If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing.

The average of the fi ve scores is a measure of happiness. Such a measure 
is more precise than the measurement based on one question. Diener 
and colleagues have taken pains to show that these self-reported mea-
sures of well-being correlate reasonably well with other measurements 
of well-being, such as bodily measurements (levels of stress), evaluation 
of our happiness by friends and relatives, smiling, and experience sam-
pling.2 Of course, self-reports can be biased in many ways. For instance, 
the emotion of the moment can have a disproportionate infl uence on 
the answer. If your partner is away on a long business trip, the momen-
tary loneliness might lead you to answer that you are not that happy, 
even though you actually are. But, even taking the imprecision and 
potential for bias into account, the existing research suggests that, for 
many purposes, self-reported well-being is a useful indicator of indi-
vidual happiness.
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The usefulness of self-reports comes mostly from the vast quantity 
of data that have been collected using this method. Because collect-
ing self-reports is cheap and easy, there is an ever-growing record of 
measurements taken in diff erent countries, at diff erent times, and from 
subjects experiencing all sorts of circumstances. These results comprise 
the content of the World Database of Happiness and the World Values 
Survey.3

Studies based on these databases suggest that, across diff erent coun-
tries, happiness is high among people with lots of friends, the young 
and the old, married and cohabiting people, the healthy, and the self-
employed. Income has a moderate eff ect, although, as we will soon 
see, it is relative income that matters the most. Through this kind of 
approach, scientists have found that American millionaires living 
in huge, luxurious houses are barely happier than Masai warriors in 
Kenya who live in huts.4 Other research has attempted to put a price 
tag on overcoming adversity, suggesting that it takes millions of dollars 
to make up for the emotional turmoil of a relationship breakup or a 
job loss.

Another interesting fi nding is the relationship between happiness 
and age. When are we the happiest in our lives? The economists David 
Blanchfl ower and Andrew Oswald tried to answer this question, exam-
ining data on well over a half million people from about seventy-two 
countries, both developed and undeveloped.5 They found that hap-
piness follows a U-shaped curve over our lifetimes, or, for the more 
optimistic among us, a smile-shaped curve. In either case, happiness 
appears to dip to its lowest level in middle age.

They suggest that, on average, the low point of happiness occurs 
around age forty-four. The exact age varies from nation to nation and 
between genders, but it is always somewhere in middle age. After reach-
ing middle age, happiness begins increasing, and by the time you reach 
an average of fi fty years old, you can expect to be on the bright side of 
the curve again.
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Although this U-shaped trend in happiness is certainly fascinating, 
it doesn’t tell us anything about the causes of our happiness or why it 
should dip steadily until midlife before rising again.

One possibility is that individuals learn to adapt to their strengths 
and weaknesses, and are happier in the second half of their lives after 
accepting their limitations and giving up on early aspirations that can-
not be met. It could also be that cheerful people systematically live 
longer than unhappy people, although that wouldn’t account for the 
decline in happiness leading to middle age.

What about the eff ect of education? If we compare a person who has 
not completed high school with a college graduate, the more educated 
person will be on average 0.3 standard deviations higher in the happi-
ness bell curve. If happiness were measured as in the SAT test score, 
with the average at 600 points, then the less educated would have a 585 
and the more educated a 615. In our knowledge-based society, education 
has a moderate but positive eff ect on happiness.6

Happiness and Productivity

The December 2007 edition of Perspectives on Psychological Science 
features the work of researchers from the University of Virginia, 
the University of Illinois, and Michigan State University. Scholars 
analyzed the behaviors and attitudes of 193 undergraduate students at 
the University of Illinois and observed data from the World Values 
Survey.7

Among the conclusions drawn was that those who classify them-
selves as 8 or 9 on a 10-point scale were more successful in some aspects 
of their lives than those who consider themselves to be 10 on the hap-
piness scale. People who are just “too happy” may be less inclined to 
alter their behavior or to adjust to external changes even when such 
fl exibility off ers an advantage.

“The highest levels of income, education, and political participation 
were reported not by the most satisfi ed individuals (10 on the 10-point 
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scale),” the authors wrote, “but by moderately satisfi ed individuals (8 or 
9 on the 10-point scale).”

The 10s earned signifi cantly less money than the 8s and 9s. Their 
educational achievements and political engagement were also signifi -
cantly lower than those who considered themselves to be moderately 
happy or “happy-but-not-blissful.” In other words, being joyful all the 
time does not necessarily provide any drive to succeed.

Happy people tend to be optimistic, and even though this is a good 
characteristic, it could mislead people to view their symptoms too 
lightly, seek treatment too slowly, or simply not look into what could be 
a happier future just because the present is good enough now. The bot-
tom line is that if you are perfectly fi ne with the way things are going, 
then you most likely won’t want to do anything to change.

Income and Happiness

These large surveys on life satisfaction allow us to look at the rela-
tionship between money and happiness. Here are the two questions for 
which we have answers: Are richer countries happier than poorer coun-
tries? Are rich people happier than poor people?

The answer to the fi rst question is as follows. If a poor nation moves 
from $4,000 to $5,000 in income per capita, its life satisfaction increases 
signifi cantly. No surprises here. However, if a nation fi ve times richer 
moves from $20,000 to $21,000 in income per capita, the eff ect of the 
same $1,000 increase on happiness is tiny. To experience the same 
increase in happiness, the rich nation needs an increase of $5,000 in 
income per capita. In poor countries, additional income is mostly spent 
on basic goods. Hence, money does matter a lot for happiness. In rich 
countries, additional income is mostly spent on adaptive goods, whose 
eff ect on happiness is temporary. (On the distinction between basic and 
adaptive goods, see the end of chapter 4.)

If we look at the evolution of happiness as the income per capita 
increases, we see a similar pattern (see fi gure 1). Once the income per 
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capita reaches a minimum threshold of around $20,000, the eff ect of 
additional income on happiness becomes very small. Thus, there is a 
large increase in happiness up to the income level that is required to 
satisfy the basic needs and only a moderate increase beyond that level.8

Let’s move to the second question. Are rich people happier than 
poor people? We can compare the happiness of the rich and the poor 
in a given country at a given moment. This analysis shows that the rich 
are signifi cantly happier than the poor. This holds true for both rich 
and poor countries. Social comparison explains these data quite well. 
Thus, as a country becomes richer its total happiness increases until the 
income per capita exceeds $20,000. Past this point, the total happiness 

Figure 1. Country Comparison of Income and Happiness. Each circle is a 
country, with diameter proportional to population. GDP per capita measured 
in purchasing power parity–chained dollars at 2000 prices. Source: Pen World 
Tables 6.2
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of the country increases very little with increases in income. Nonethe-
less, regardless of the average income, within the country, the richer 
are happier than the poor because of the eff ect of social comparison. 
This implies that for a moderately affl  uent individual, an increase in 
money does increase happiness, but it does so mainly because of social 
comparison.

For lack of better measures, income and gross domestic product 
have been used as rods to measure the success of a society. The former 
president of Harvard Derek Bok argues that research on happiness can 
inform public policy and potentially aid in improving citizens’ qual-
ity of life.9 He examines the policy implications of happiness research 
for economic growth, equality, retirement, unemployment, health care, 
mental illness, family programs, and education. In the United Kingdom, 
Richard Layard advocates that the goal of public policy is to maximize 
happiness.10 Income is important to the extent that it contributes to hap-
piness. For instance, devoting public funds to improve mental health 
may be more happiness-effi  cient than using these same resources to 
improve infrastructure. Layard also claims that, when it comes to happi-
ness, policies that produce stability may be more important than those 
that produce growth.

On March 18, 1968, Robert F. Kennedy challenged conventional wis-
dom in saying that the gross national product (GNP) measures every-
thing except that which makes life worthwhile.11 Forty years later, the 
tiny kingdom of Bhutan (nestled between India and China) adopted 
gross national happiness (GNH) in place of GNP as the measure for 
tracking its progress. Economic indicators such as GNP focus largely 
on market transactions and thus are biased in favor of production 
and consumption. In contrast, GNH attempts to measure the quality 
of human experience and well-being in its totality. Along with living 
standards, GNH includes education, health, good governance, ecology, 
culture, time use, community vitality, and psychological well-being in 
order to measure the progress of a country. His Majesty King Khesar, 
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the fi fth Druk Gyalpo of Bhutan, ended his coronation address with a 
prayer “that the sun of peace and happiness may forever shine on 
our people.”12

Culture and Happiness

Surveys over several years have consistently revealed that Danes are 
happier than Americans. Though one can speculate about the reasons 
why Denmark and other Scandinavian countries score near the top in 
level of satisfaction, one must be cautious about cross-cultural compari-
sons. Researchers have examined, for example, whether the word satis-

fi ed in English and tilfreds in Danish could convey diff erent meanings.
An intriguing fi nding from the survey data is that, in spite of an 

endowment of more favorable objective factors that are usually asso-
ciated with well-being, such as vacation days, health care availability, 
and income per capita, French people show a lower level of life satis-
faction than Danes. We do not resolve the question of whether Danes 
are truly happier than French, which someday may be settled through 
neurobiological methods; instead, we focus on how an individual living 
in Denmark or in France could improve his or her level of happiness 
through choices that are informed by our laws of happiness.13

day reconstruction method

Surveys are the easiest and most widely used method to measure total 
happiness, but we would like to have a closer view of how happiness 
changes during the day. In other words, we would like to observe how 
the happiness seismogram goes up and down over time.

The Nobel Prize–winning psychologist Daniel Kahneman pioneered 
a new kind of happiness measurement approach, based on measuring, 
analyzing, and comparing how people spend their time and what kinds 
of aff ective experiences they have during distinct activities.14 Partici-
pants keep a diary of everything they do during the day, from reading 
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the paper when they wake up to commuting, and even arguing with 
their bosses. Then they list their activities from the previous day, noting 
whom they were with, and rate the episodes on a range of feelings on a 
seven-point scale. The method aims to learn about people’s daily lives 
and to rate how satisfi ed or annoyed, sad or joyful they felt.

A study using the day reconstruction method given to more than 
nine hundred women in Texas produced some surprising results.15 The 
women ranked the fi ve most positive activities as being (in descend-
ing order) sex, socializing, relaxing, praying or meditating, and eat-
ing. Exercising and watching TV were not far behind (ahead of shop-
ping and talking on the phone), but at the other end, curiously, taking 
care of their children ranked below cooking and only slightly above 
housework. Commuting was the lowest ranked activity.

This order may seem surprising, considering that parents tend to say 
their children are their biggest source of joy. Does that mean that par-
ents are systematically lying about how much they enjoy raising their 
children? It is more likely the case that the joy of raising children is 
derived more from looking back and considering a lifetime of achieve-
ments rather than performing the day-to-day tasks of parenting. In 
other words, the daily grind of taking care of children—cleaning up 
after them, making sure they brush their teeth, and so on—is not neces-
sarily a primary source of happiness, but the overall experience of being 
a parent may ultimately create a great deal of happiness.

Your happiness depends on not only what you are doing but 
also with whom. The same study that ranked the happiness derived 
from certain activities found that, on average, people enjoy their 
friends’ company the most and, not surprisingly, their boss’s the least. 
As we have all experienced, good company enhances the quality of any 
good experience. You enjoy the view from the beach, the concert, or 
even the cup of coff ee more if you share those experiences with the 
right people.

The day reconstruction method takes all of these activities and social 
factors into account—as well as other factors, such as how well rested 
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you are, which greatly infl uences day-to-day happiness—and deter-
mines an average rating of happiness throughout a given day. Looking 
at the evolution of happiness during the day, we conclude that the sub-
jects of this study are not morning people, they really enjoy their lunch 
hours, and their happiest time is at the end of the day. Sound familiar?

Keep in mind that this study surveyed only women, so we have 
to be careful about generalizing based on the results, but it is a use-
ful reminder of how much our happiness can change from moment to 
moment within a day.

As we have seen, recall-based self-reports and the day reconstruc-
tion method can produce very insightful results. But these methods can 
be unreliable, introducing bias into the results. Let’s take a look at a 
method of measuring happiness that does not rely on memory.

experience sampling method

Grace is an architect. She is deep in concentration, designing the stair-
case for a conference center. Suddenly, she is distracted by a beeper on 
her belt, which reminds her that she is supposed to complete a short 
questionnaire describing what she is doing at this moment and her cur-
rent emotional state.

In the 1980s, hundreds of volunteers just like Grace agreed to carry 
beepers and “be bothered” at random times during the day. When the 
beeper sounded, these volunteers might have been commuting, in a 
meeting, writing on the computer, answering e-mails, or taking care of 
their children.

This “experience sampling” method is more complex to arrange and 
administer than the day reconstruction method, but it has the advantage 
of measuring the happiness experience in the moment (what we will 
call moment-happiness) directly, rather than relying on potentially faulty 
memory.

Using the experience sampling method, the psychology professor 
Mihály Csíkszentmihályi (pronounced “chick-sent-me-high-ee”) made 
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a major discovery in the area of happiness. By measuring the moment-
happiness of his subjects directly, he noticed that their minds, when left 
unoccupied, wandered in chaotic ways from one state to another, often 
drifting toward negative feelings of boredom, anxiety, and depression. 
Analyzing the data, he identifi ed the conditions that produced and sus-
tained a particular positive state of mind, in which subjects reported 
being most happy. He called this state fl ow. According to Csíkszent-
mihályi, the mind naturally enters into a state of fl ow when (1) one is 
engaged in a task that is directed toward a goal, (2) the task poses a chal-
lenge (neither too easy nor too diffi  cult), and (3) one receives feedback 
on progress toward the goal. During this state of mental engagement, 
time stops and all negative emotions are blocked. Given that the state 
of fl ow is both predictable and sustainable, Csíkszentmihályi essentially 
discovered a predictable method to eliminate negative feelings and 
increase happiness.16

One study using the experience sampling method found the fl ow 
phenomenon to be remarkably common, regardless of culture, race, 
gender, or age. Elderly Korean women, Japanese teenage motorcycle 
gang members, Navajo shepherds, assembly-line workers, artists, ath-
letes, and surgeons—all describe the experience in essentially the same 
words. To experience fl ow we must fi nd the challenge in what we are 
doing and then focus on doing it as well as we can.

Obviously, creating fl ow is easier said than done, but understand-
ing how it works allows us to increase the likelihood that the necessary 
conditions for fl ow (and happiness) will at least be present in our 
daily lives.

Using smart phones, Matthew A. Killingsworth and Daniel T. Gil-
bert of Harvard University collected a large sample of experiences and 
associated happiness. They also measured “mind wandering.”17 Their 
database currently contains nearly a quarter million samples from about 
fi ve thousand people from eighty-three diff erent countries who range in 
age from eighteen to eighty-eight and who collectively represent every 
one of eighty-six major occupational categories. Their fi ndings confi rm 
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what had been found previously: happiness is high during sex, exercise, 
or socializing, or while the mind is focused on the here and now, and low 
during commuting or while the mind is wandering.

suicide rates

Believe it or not, suicide rates can be a reliable measure of happiness. 
According to a study by Mary Daly and Daniel Wilson of the Federal 
Reserve Bank of San Francisco, suicide rates correlate with many of 
the fi ndings on the self-report measurement of happiness.18 Essentially, 
those experiences that make people happy lead to a decline in suicides, 
whereas experiences that make people unhappy cause an increase. For 
example, an increase of 1 percent in the unemployment rate increases 
the male suicide rate from 20 per 100,000 to about 46 per 100,000. Inter-
estingly, there is a huge diff erence between male and female suicide 
rates—men are fi ve times more likely to take their own lives—suggest-
ing that, overall, women are happier than men.

Of course, to say that suicide is caused by unhappiness is in one sense 
obviously true but in another sense is an oversimplifi cation. Certainly, 
happy people would not take their own lives, but people who are so 
unhappy that they would consider suicide are probably dealing with 
some form of mental illness. The English novelist Virginia Woolf, who 
committed suicide in 1941, left a suicide note expressing just how happy 
her life had once been, and her awareness that her mental illness stole 
that happiness. She wrote to her husband, Leonard, “I don’t think two 
people could have been happier till this terrible disease came.” Obvi-
ously, suicide rates represent a very blunt instrument with which to 
measure happiness, but they can provide some insight into the nature 
of happiness. Not surprisingly, suicide rates decrease with education 
and increase with the availability of fi rearms. When it comes to money 
buying happiness (or in this case, lack of money creating unhappiness), 
the authors found that relative income is more important than simply 
how much money someone makes. If the wealthiest 10 percent of the 
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population gets richer, the suicide rate increases, confi rming the impact 
of envy. On the other hand, if the poorest 10 percent of the population 
gets richer, suicide rates decrease. Indeed, the study is titled “Keeping 
Up with the Joneses and Staying Ahead of the Smiths: Evidence from 
Suicide Data.”

studies of diaries

Another method of measuring happiness, albeit one that requires a cer-
tain degree of luck, is to analyze personal diaries. The epidemiologist 
David Snowdon is famous for the so-called Nun Study, a longitudinal 
study primarily of aging and Alzheimer’s disease. He studied the diaries 
of 678 Roman Catholic nuns.19

Although the diaries were first studied as part of Snowdon’s 
research on Alzheimer’s, the fi ndings also turned out to be a rich source 
of information for psychologists trying to understand the eff ects of 
positive thinking and aging. They searched the writings for words 
that connote positive emotions (such as happiness, love, hope, gratitude, 
and contentment) and negative ones (sadness, hatred, fear, confusion, and 
shame). The   results were impressive: This analysis showed that only one 
in seven of the melancholic nuns made it to their eighty-fi fth birthdays, 
but nine out of ten of the happy nuns made it to that age. They con-
cluded that the happy nuns lived an average of nine years longer than 
the unhappy ones (by comparison, nonsmokers live only three years 
longer than smokers).

Many other fascinating studies lend credence to these fi ndings and 
support a link between happiness and physical well-being. Happy peo-
ple tend to have higher levels of cortisone and other immunological 
defenses. Critically ill patients who are more optimistic tend to have (on 
average) better outcomes. One study even found that people who rated 
themselves as happy were able to keep their hands soaked in a bucket of 
ice-cold water for a much longer time than those who rated themselves 
as unhappy.
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body measurements

Can you guess which physical activity uses forty-two diff erent muscles 
moving at the same time? The high jump? The backstroke? Performing 
Bach’s Prelude and Fugue in A minor? The answer is: smiling. The seem-
ingly simple act of smiling is actually a complex, coordinated physical 
maneuver. And, more amazing, it is practically universal among human 
beings. In the 1960s, the psychology researcher Paul Ekman sought to 
explore the universal nature of emotions.20 While visiting isolated com-
munities in Papua New Guinea, he confi rmed that these indigenous 
people express emotions just as we do in Western cultures: shedding 
tears in sad moments or smiling when happy. Ekman found that there 
are nineteen distinctive ways of smiling, but only one of them is genu-
ine, the so-called Duchenne smile.21 Even though it looks very similar 
to fake smiles, it is in fact slightly diff erent because the muscles that 
generate it and the orders coming from the brain to make them move 
are distinct. Only when the ocular muscles at the corners of your eyes 
move does it mean that you are truly smiling out of happiness. All the 
other expressions are forced smiles of politeness, fear, sympathy, or 
some other emotion. Real smiles are involuntary and automatic, mean-
ing that when we feel pleasure they naturally appear. In other words, the 
frequency and duration of Duchenne smiles could be a possible “objec-
tive” way to measure happiness.

Ekman conducted extensive cross-cultural studies of facial expres-
sions in places as diverse as Papua New Guinea, the United States, 
Japan, Brazil, Argentina, Indonesia, and the former Soviet Union. He 
showed photographs of facial expressions to people in diff erent cultures 
and countries and asked them to judge the emotion underlying each 
facial expression. Across cultures there was agreement on the facial 
expressions associated with happiness, anger, disgust, and sadness. Even 
in isolated cultures such as those of the Dani of Indonesia and the Fore 
of New Guinea, who do not even have words for emotions, people cor-
rectly identifi ed the emotion shown by a facial expression. The tool 



Measuring Happiness / 25

Ekman developed for measuring facial movement in anatomical terms 
has been used by numerous scientists.

Ekman’s studies have revealed that, although we all may share 
expressions for certain emotions, we may diff er greatly on what triggers 
them. Ekman posits that culture infl uences emotions in three ways. The 
fi rst is display rules: what emotions can be shown to whom and in which 
contexts. Coping mechanisms to deal with emotions such as anger may 
also vary by culture. Finally, the triggers of emotions are also culturally 
variable.

neuroimaging

While observing genuine smiles is a decidedly low-tech method 
of measuring happiness via bodily measurement, these days we may 
also avail ourselves of remarkably high-tech methods, such as directly 
observing brain activity using functional magnetic resonance imaging, 
or fMRI.

Using this technology, researchers at University College of London 
found that people describing themselves as “truly, deeply, madly” in 
love not only rate their happiness higher but also have the brain waves 
to prove it.22 Volunteers had their brains imaged while they looked at 
photos of their romantic partners. As the subjects stared at the pictures, 
their brains lit up in areas that also activate during euphoria. Appar-
ently, these intense romantic feelings make people very happy—head 
over heels or, more accurately, brain over heels!

The neuroscientist Richard Davidson sought to fi nd which parts of 
the brain are associated with positive and negative emotions.23 He placed 
volunteers into an fMRI machine, induced positive and negative emo-
tions with pictures and video clips, and observed their brain activity. He 
found that positive feelings correlate with brain activity on the left side 
of the prefrontal cortex, whereas negative feelings correlate with brain 
activity on the right side of the prefrontal cortex. The prefrontal cortex 
is somewhere in the front of our brains and above the ears.
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In our quest to measure happiness objectively and precisely, these 
measures of brain activity seem to present the most promising advance 
to date. Future technological advances will no doubt provide more pre-
cise measurement of happiness, but for now the most satisfactory and 
seemingly valid measurement of moment-happiness is the diff erence in 
prefrontal cortex activity between the left and right sides of the brain, 
or “left–right brain asymmetry.”24 Thus, we observe:

Our moment-happiness can be approximated by the diff erence in the levels of electrical 

activity on the left and right sides of the prefrontal cortex.

After examining the brain activity of monks who had extensive medi-
tation experience, Davidson found that the monks had actually altered 
the structure and function of their brains and were happier than the 
average person. He also found that senior monks had greater left–right 
brain asymmetry than their junior counterparts. This suggests that it’s 
not just that happy people are drawn to the monastery but that medi-
tation and the monastic life may have made them happier. Of course, 
other passionately pursued endeavors may have the same eff ect, but for 
these men meditation did the trick.

Of all the people he measured, Davidson found that the French Bud-
dhist monk Matthieu Ricard rated the highest in the diff erence between 
left and right prefrontal cortex activities, thus putting himself in the 
running for happiest man on Earth. And all without lottery winnings, 
fl at-screen TV, or designer clothes.
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chapter 2

Defi ning Happiness

Happiness is intended pleasure and the absence of pain; 
unhappiness is pain and privation of pleasure.

—John Stuart Mill

We believe it is possible to defi ne happiness in mathematical terms. In 
the same way that energy is measured in calories, happiness can in prin-
ciple be measured in what we call happydons. The building blocks we 
use to defi ne happiness are emotions, feelings, and states of mind.

Happiness is composed of the momentary feeling we all have when 
things are going our way, when the weather is beautiful, or when our 
favorite team just won the big game. And unhappiness is composed of 
the unpleasant feeling we all have when we get a bad grade or catch fl u.

Rather than thinking of happiness as a momentary emotion, which 
can change from moment to moment, think of total happiness as the 
net balance of your emotions over time. As we will soon argue, hap-
piness will be defi ned as the total sum, over time, of momentary emo-
tions. Positive emotions increase happiness; negative emotions decrease 
happiness. So, the extent to which positive emotions outweigh negative 
ones would describe your level of overall happiness. The increase and 
decrease in happiness is proportional to the time and intensity with 
which these emotions are experienced.

Emotions, feelings, and states of mind are the basis for the study 
of happiness because they are universal, common to all people. Most 



28 / Overview

biologists would agree with Darwin’s point that men and animals share 
many basic emotions such as fear of an enemy or pleasure of a food. 
Of course, while the capacity to experience and express emotions and 
feelings is a universal capacity of human beings, the display of these 
emotions may vary across cultures.

To get a better sense of how this would work, from an engineering 
viewpoint, it would be helpful to visualize the nature of emotions rela-
tive to one another. Luckily, the psychology professor James Russell has 
developed a method by which inner states or emotions can be drawn 
on a map.1 In Russell’s model, each emotion can be placed as a point on 
a map, with a horizontal axis measuring how positive or negative the 
emotion is and the vertical axis showing how calm or excited that emo-
tion makes us (see fi gure 2).2 We will use the horizontal axis, negative 
versus positive, as the basis to defi ne happiness.

As you move from left to right on the map, the emotions go from 
negative (such as depression) to neutral to positive (hope). From bottom 
to top, emotions go from low arousal (boredom and peace of mind) to 
high arousal (anger and passion).

On the map of emotions, we have tried to include the most basic 
emotions we feel, such as anger, fear, pain, envy, hope, pride, and love.3 
If you were able to zoom in on the map, then more detail on each state 
would be visible. For example, if you zoomed in on pain, then you would 
be able to see many forms of pain, such as headache, fever, back pain, 
and indigestion. If you zoomed in on enlightenment, then you could 
observe diff erent states such as the introspective contemplation of art, 
of natural wonder, or of mathematical beauty; or mental clarity such as 
the feelings of understanding and discovery of basic truths.

Just as heat can be felt with varying intensities, the same can be said 
for emotions such as joy, anxiety, pleasure, fear, and comfort. As the 
intensity of an emotion changes, so does its position on the map. Relief, 
for example, can take diff erent positions in the map—the relief of know-
ing that you actually do have exact change at the market has a diff erent 
intensity than the relief of fi nding out that a biopsy came back negative.
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Using the map, we can get a quantitative sense of just how happy we 
are at one particular moment, reading the intensity of the emotion of 
the moment in the positive vs. negative dimension. We refer to this vari-
able as moment-happiness.

Moment-happiness or unhappiness is given by the intensity of  positive or negative 

emotion experienced at the moment.

But moment-happiness fl uctuates all the time depending on what’s 
going on in our lives. We may be perfectly content during a family din-
ner, scared after seeing a spider, or sad after reading a story in the news-
paper. It is also possible to be in a neutral state. Then we have a zero 
value of moment-happiness. But soon, a phone call, a thought of what 
is to come, a memory, an experience, will take us out of this neutral 
state and change the moment-happiness. Total happiness must take into 
account this ongoing roller-coaster of emotions. In Hindu and Buddhist 
tradition, feelings are generally described as one of three types: pleas-
ant (sukha), unpleasant (dukkha), and neither pleasant nor unpleasant 
(asukha-adukkha). Elimination of unpleasant feelings (dukkha) or suff er-
ing is the main aim of Buddhism.

an operational definition of happiness

The pleasure or pain at a particular moment cannot be taken as a mea-
sure of happiness. Moment-happiness is very volatile and prone to out-
side infl uences. To truly get a sense of overall happiness, we would need 
to measure the intensity and duration of moment-happiness over an 
extended period of time, similar to the way a seismograph measures 
motion in the ground.

This way of measuring happiness may seem a bit contrived, but 
there already exists a measuring device that illustrates the principle: 
the tocometer.

A tocometer is a pressure gauge strapped to a birthing mother’s 
abdomen. It records the physical strength of labor contractions and 
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draws them on a graph. The peaks on the graph represent the strongest 
contractions and thus the moments of greatest pain. The tocometer is 
a reliable device to record the pain experienced, as self-reports of pain 
felt during contractions correlate well with the height of the graph.

What is the total pain experienced during labor? A simple answer, 
one that takes into account the entire recording, is that the total pain 
experienced during the labor would be the area under the graph. Equiv-
alently, it is equal to the average height of the graph multiplied by its 
duration.

The tocometer measures the moment intensity of the mother’s pain 
during childbirth. Consider a hypothetical instrument that resembles 
a tocometer, except it records all the diff erent emotions that we may 
experience. This ideal device can be called the happiness seismograph, a 
device that could record on a time line the intensity of the feeling at 
each moment and produce a happiness seismogram.4 The scale will take 
positive values for positive emotions and negative values for negative 
emotions. The assumptions here are that we can experience only one 
emotion at a time and that the intensity of all emotions can be plotted 
on a common scale.

As engineers, we want to defi ne happiness operationally. For our pur-
poses, the operational defi nition of happiness is just the area on the seis-
mogram between the graphed line and the zero line.5 Actually, since the 
seismogram can be either positive or negative, total happiness is the area 
above the zero line minus the area below the line of the graph. Simply 
stated, total happiness is the sum total of pleasures minus pains.6 This 
is equivalent to the average intensity of moment-happiness multiplied 
by its duration.

Total happiness is the net area between the graph of the happiness seismogram and the 

zero line, that is, the average level of moment-happiness multiplied by the duration of 

the experience.

To further quantify happiness, we need to defi ne the diff erent levels 
of intensity on the seismogram. To make it simple, our scale goes from 
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−10 (extremely unhappy) to +10 (extremely happy). For example, +10 
happydons could be the happiness experienced by the soccer players of 
the Spanish team after winning the World Cup. The average intensity 
over a specifi ed period of time measures total happiness, in units we 
are calling happydons. Thus, a player on the Spanish team who stayed at 
intensity +10 in moment-happiness for two hours experienced a total of 
20 happydons during those two hours.

the happiness seismogram

The idea of using seismographlike technology to measure emotions has 
been around for a long time. In 1881, the economist Francis Edgeworth 
wrote:

To precise the ideas, let there be granted to the science of pleasure what is granted 
to the science of energy; to imagine an ideally perfect instrument, a psy-
chophysical machine, continually registering the height of pleasure experi-
enced by an individual. . . . From moment to moment, the height of pleasure 
registered by this machine varies, the delicate index now fl ickering with the 
fl utter of the passions, now steadied by intellectual activity, low sunk whole 
hours in the neighborhood of zero, or momentarily springing up towards 
infi nity. The continually indicated height is registered by photographic or 
other frictionless apparatus upon a uniformly moving vertical plane. The 
quantity of happiness between two epochs is represented by the area con-
tained between the zero-line.7

To see how this hypothetical happiness seismograph would work, 
let’s take the example of a particularly exhilarating life experience: 
skydiving.

A group of students had just spent long hours studying for an 
intense week of examinations. When the term was over, they were 
fi nally able to enjoy some free time. They decided to have fun and 
try something a little crazy: skydiving! Over the next few days, they 
arranged the details of the trip. During this time, anxiety and excite-
ment mounted as they started exchanging pictures and videos of skydiv-
ers they found on the Internet. The friends gathered for dinner the night 
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before the jump, with everyone eagerly looked forward to the event. 
But the next morning, on the actual day of the jump, their enthusiasm 
had given way to fear; they felt their stomachs fl ip at the idea of jump-
ing out of a plane. Some were even contemplating backing out of the 
adventure.

As soon as they parked the car at the local airport, this group of stu-
dents was impressed by what they saw. The sky was dotted with sky-
divers coming from all directions toward the fi eld in which they stood. 
Suddenly, a parachute landed extremely fast in front of them, frighten-
ing this already shaken group of friends. As they signed waivers and got 
instructions from the professionals, their eagerness to jump increased, 
as did their anxiety, which now even made their hands and foreheads 
sweat as they boarded the small plane. Once airborne, they heeded 
the instruction that they were not to look out the window toward the 
ground but instead to look only at the clouds, in order to avoid getting 
dizzy. As they sat for the next fi fteen minutes in the crowded airplane 
fi lled with backpacks, gear, and a lot of nervous people, their minds 
seemed to be an open stage for all kinds of thoughts—from early child-
hood memories, to what they ate for breakfast (which was making their 
stomachs upset), to the thought of what would happen if the parachute 
didn’t work properly. Then the door opened and a rush of cold wind 
blew into the plane, giving everybody the feeling that it was now or 
never—they just had to do it!

One after another, together with their instructors, the students 
jumped out of the plane. Within seconds, they were fl ying with their 
arms spread open in midair, screaming and enjoying the energy of a free 
fall. The parachutes deployed properly. Everyone wafted downward 
and landed safely on the green fi eld. As they rejoined, each person was 
awash in a sea of emotions: excitement, shock, a sense of accomplish-
ment, and relief that left them smiling nonstop for the next hour. On the 
way home and for the next few days, they revisited and recounted the 
sensation and the excitement of jumping, and discussed about how soon 
they would all jump a second time!
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This overall experience is crowded with emotions of varying types 
and degrees. Using a happiness seismograph, we could measure and cal-
culate the happiness of this experience (see fi gure 3). Imagine a sketch 
of how all these diff erent emotions would be recorded by a happiness 
seismograph.

A positive emotion, such as the enthusiasm of the skydiving experi-
ence, with an intensity of +3 sustained for 5 hours, would add 15 hap-
pydons to one’s overall happiness. And a negative emotion of average 
intensity −7, such as the student’s fear, sustained for 2 hours, would sub-
tract 14 happydons. Keep in mind that we’re not as concerned about the 
absolute value of the measurement, but rather the relative value that 
allow us to compare experiences.

Let’s look back at the skydiving example and calculate how much 
happiness the students obtained from their experience.

Emotion Average Intensity Duration (hours) Happiness

Stress −2.5 6 −15

Excitement 2 3 6

Assurance 3 4 12

Agitation −2 6 −12

Enthusiasm 3 5 15

Anxiety −2 7 −14

Fear-Panic −7 2 −14

Relief 4 9 36

Joy 4 5 20

Pride 2 13 26

TOTAL HAPPINESS +60

It is clear from the skydiving example that maximizing total happi-
ness does not imply that we must avoid pain and anxiety at all costs. 
Often, one needs to “invest” in activities that may temporarily cause 
unhappiness to “harvest” happiness in the long run. For example, going 
to school and taking exams may be stressful but in the long run the hard 
work may pay off  in terms of better job opportunities. Or dieting to later 
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stay fi t and avoid health complications. In each of these cases, total hap-
piness can be calculated by the sum of the positives minus the negatives.

We must acknowledge that defi ning total happiness as the sum-area 
of moment-happiness poses some philosophical issues. For instance, it 
assumes that emotions of diff erent nature can be compensated. Thus, 
one hour of headache at level −3 can be compensated for with one hour 
of pleasurable relaxation at level +3.

It must also be acknowledged that the maximization of total happi-
ness is not the only goal in life. Indeed, a virtuous life may not be easily 
reduced to a seismogram of happiness. But a meaningful and virtuous 
life also doesn’t have to be an unhappy one. As we come to understand 
the laws of happiness, we will be able to improve our enjoyment of life 
without sacrifi cing our ethical and virtuous conduct.

the complete seismogram 
of an experience

Looking at the map of the seismogram, observe that the actual moment 
of the jump was powerfully negative. But because the duration of panic 
was very short, it did not signifi cantly detract from the total happiness 
derived from jumping. In fact, it turns out that the experiences before 
jumping (excitement, anxiety) and after jumping (relief, pride, bragging 
rights) actually contribute more to the skydiver’s overall happiness than 
the jump itself does.

To further explore how events may result in counterintuitive happi-
ness seismograms; let’s look at two experiences that would seem to be 
easily categorized as positive and negative: going on vacation and going 
in for surgery. We generally think of vacation as a pleasant experience 
and surgery as an unpleasant one. In reality, both experiences generate 
periods of positive and negative moment-happiness before and after the 
event.

After booking a holiday, we often enter a period of positive anticipa-
tion as we look forward to going away to a new place. As the departure 
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date approaches, we realize that we still have to take care of unfi nished 
business at work, pack the suitcase, water the plants, and take the cat 
to the neighbors’ house. Therefore, the anxiety builds until fi nally we 
depart and begin the holiday. Our happiness declines further when the 
fl ight is full of noisy children, reaching an all-time low when we arrive 
at the hotel and fi nd that the room does not have the view we hoped for, 
there is no swimming pool, and the hot water in the shower is lukewarm. 
The following day, after a good night’s sleep, things begin to look up and 
we fi nd that we very much enjoy the rest of the holiday. Once we return 
home, the holiday is just a memory. We spend a few days feeling mis-
erable because we do not like being back at work very much and have a 
mountain of emails to attend to, and then we readapt to our old routine 
and look back on the holiday with fondness.

When you are booking a vacation you can look at it as buying an 
emotional roller-coaster. In contrast to a vacation, the anticipation of a 
surgery is likely to be fi lled with dread. As the time approaches we may 
feel less unhappy as we are more distracted with preparations. The sur-
gery itself is probably less traumatic than we expect; still, it is bound to 
have unpleasant periods. As for postsurgery, our mood tends to improve 
as the pain wears off . We appreciate the good care received. If the out-
come of the surgery is good then we enjoy improved health and allevia-
tion of pain. We fi nd ourselves grateful for these blessings and this adds 
to our happiness.

All three of the previous examples—the skydiving, the vacation, and 
the surgery—illustrate the power of anticipation and recall in deter-
mining how much happiness an experience can produce.

anticipation

Which day of the week are people most happy? One would expect that 
people are happier during the weekend than on any of the working 
days of the week. This is generally true, but there is one exception. In 
an article conveniently titled “Utility from Anticipation and Memory,” 
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the economists Jon Elster and George Loewenstein report the following 
experiment.8 When asked to rank the days of the week in order of their 
liking, most students put Friday ahead of Sunday, even though there 
are classes on Friday and none on Sunday. Friday benefi ts from their 
anticipation of the weekend to come, while Sunday suff ers because of 
the workweek ahead.

Anticipation of  good experiences increases the moment-happiness before the experi-

ence, and anticipation of bad experiences decreases the moment-happiness before the 

experience.

According to this principle, it makes sense to delay good events and 
speed up bad ones. In another experiment with thirty American under-
graduate students, Loewenstein found that the students preferred to 
delay a hypothetical kiss from their favorite movie star, presumably to 
harness some pleasure from the anticipation. The same students pre-
ferred to hasten a mild electric shock and get it over with quickly.9 If 
you must swallow a bitter pill, then do it right away. Therefore, the opti-
mal way for delivering news is to make sure the bad news comes fi rst 
and is not given too much emphasis, and then it should be followed by 
emphatic good news.

People hate waiting for bad news. This should be taken into account, 
for example, when announcing layoff s. When a company needs to fi re 
some of its employees, the process should be carried out as quickly as 
possible and the cuts should be made all at once. For the remaining 
employees, it is important not to give the impression that there is more 
bad news to come. The same applies to the release of other bad news. If 
possible, it is better to release the information only when it is possible 
to say “all this is now behind us.”

The anticipation of a good event creates happiness but also increases 
expectations. This means that if the event is cancelled or it is not as 
good as anticipated, we may be disappointed. For example, when going 
on a date, more often than not, people end up disappointed because 
their minds may have created an unrealistic picture of how the date 
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would go. People often protect themselves from too much anticipation 
by holding down their expectations. As the saying goes, “Don’t count 
your chickens before they are hatched.”

recall

William Stanley Jevons, one of the followers of Bentham, suggested that 
feelings of pleasure and pain are prompted by three distinct experi-
ences, namely:

 1. The anticipation of future events.

 2. The sensation of present events.

 3. The memory of past events.

We’ve just discussed how anticipation can contribute to happiness or 
unhappiness. Let us now consider recall and the happiness derived from 
the memory of past events.

The memory of the pleasure derived from a great distinctive meal, 
a visit to one of the Seven Wonders of the World, or a romantic 
interlude may last for a lifetime. The happiness seismogram for such 
events is dominated by anticipated and recalled pleasures, much like 
our skydiving example. Adventure travelers often report that the hard-
ships endured during their trips eventually result in their fondest 
memories. In contrast, memories of a childhood trauma could be debili-
tating for many years and may even require professional help to soothe 
the pain.

Happiness or unhappiness from recall is only important while we 
can still remember the experience; once it has been forgotten we can 
no longer derive happiness from it. Hence, the question is: what makes 
certain episodes stick in our memory?

In an exciting study, scientists for the fi rst time recorded the indi-
vidual brain cells that are active in recalling a memory. They found that 
a spontaneous memory resides in the same neurons that had fi red most 
furiously back when the event was experienced. As you recall seeing a 



40 / Overview

Tasmanian devil in a zoo, certain neurons in your brain become active. 
These are the same neurons that were ignited when you fi rst encoun-
tered the Tasmanian devil in a cage in that zoo.10

When asking people what makes them happy, they often describe 
some moment in which they were especially happy. Those peak 
moments may be short, but they produce a stream of pleasant recollec-
tions. Daniel Kahneman and his collaborators have found that people 
rarely remember the duration of a good or bad experience, but rather 
they recall the emotions they felt during the peak and the end of the 
experience. The negative recall from your last visit to the dentist may 
depend, not on whether the procedure lasted ten minutes or one hour, 
but rather on the moment of maximum discomfort or pain.11 Peak 
moments are recalled because our brain cells are most active when we 
experience these events.

Happiness and unhappiness from recall depends on memory. We tend to remember peak 

moments, or moments of intense positive or negative emotion, regardless of the duration 

of these experiences.

Since recalling happy moments produces happiness, and high-inten-
sity emotions tend to stick more in our transient memory, we would be 
wise to pursue these moments of intense happiness from time to time; 
and avoid experiences of intense unhappiness. Pursuing short-lived 
high emotions is benefi cial to our happiness because those moments 
provide us with durable memories. Of course, we need to strike the 
right balance between these occasional, highly charged experiences and 
our day-to-day happiness.

Reminiscing about past pleasurable experiences such as skydiving, 
the birth of a child, or a stroll with your lover adds to present happi-
ness. In some cultures, such as in India, customs require sharing of good 
news with neighbors and the community. Then, there will be multiple 
opportunities to recall over time as the same event, such as a wedding, 
is discussed again and again in conversations with those with whom the 
news was overtly shared.
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One specifi c family we know seems to understand anticipation and 
recall very well. This family takes vacations every two years. They 
spend one year searching for a destination and planning activities. After 
they return from their vacation, they take the following year to edit and 
share their vacation pictures and videos with friends and relatives. This 
family knows that planning and reminiscing contribute at least as much 
to total happiness as the trip itself. In essence, they are able to squeeze 
as much happiness from their vacation as possible.

Happiness from anticipation and happiness from recall are somewhat 
in confl ict. If one increases, the other decreases. Why is that? Anticipa-
tion of an event such as a fabulous birthday party in Las Vegas, elevates 
the seismogram before the event and increases the expectation. There-
fore, it decreases the impact of the actual experience, which is now less 
of a surprise. Hence, as the intensity of emotion is lower, it is less likely 
to be remembered and enjoyed afterward. This explains why surprise 
parties are so memorable. Thus, we may want occasionally to fi nd in our 
lives surprising positive events that will become memorable.

This same logic applies to bad news. It is not always clear which 
is better: to give bad news all of a sudden, or let it trickle out little by 
little. A balance between anticipation, adaptation, and recall needs to be 
determined in deciding the approach. When we give the bad news all of 
a sudden, the recipient can avoid the anxiety of anticipation. Of course, 
the bad news can trigger such intense negative emotions that it lasts in 
memory for a long time. For instance, the sudden death of President 
Kennedy was a much more memorable event than the anticipated death 
of President Reagan.

Therefore, if we prepare the person for some bad news they will 
experience negative anticipation, in the form of anxiety or worry. But 
when they actually get the bad news, it is less of a surprise; they can bet-
ter deal with the situation and avoid the negative recall.

Hence, there is no clear-cut recipe for how to deliver good and 
bad news. We can, though, create possible seismograms of these neg-
ative events and suggest which approach would produce a higher 
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average level happiness (or, more likely in this case, a lower level of 
unhappiness).

summary

Recall your fi rst kiss—hopefully, your experience was pleasurable. Now, 
recall a time when you stumbled and fell, scraping your knees—that 
burning sensation was surely a painful experience. Most of the time, 
we can easily decide whether a particular experience, and its associated 
emotion, is on the positive or the negative side. We can also compare 
experiences. We can say with some confi dence that getting a wisdom 
tooth extracted is more painful than overclipping your nail. The pain of 
a breakup cannot be compared to that of fracturing a bone. The nature, 
intensity, and duration of pain experienced during a breakup and dur-
ing a fracture are quite diff erent. Is it conceivable to use a common unit 
to compare this variety of experiences?

If you ask a person, “How are you feeling right now?” you can 
estimate the sign and the intensity of the aff ective experience at that 
moment. Most people will be able to state whether they are experienc-
ing a positive emotion (joy, love, hope) or a negative emotion (sadness, 
hatred, despair) at any given moment. They may also be able to report 
the intensity of their emotion, although only approximately.

Happiness is a consequence of those momentary positive and neg-
ative emotions. The scale we have introduced ranges from intensely 
positive to neutral and from neutral to intensely negative. A positive 
moment-happiness when you just wake up may arise because you had a 
good night’s sleep, or because you glanced at the face of a sleeping child. 
It may also occur because you recalled a funny dream or anticipate the 
vacation that you will be taking later that week. For our purposes, the 
exact nature or cause of the emotion is not important. We’re concerned 
with its intensity and duration.

We defi ne total happiness as the average intensity of emotions mul-
tiplied by their duration. Looking at a seismogram for a life event, total 
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happiness is the net area under the graph (the total area produced by 
positive emotion minus the total area produced by negative emotion).

Having shown how to measure and defi ne happiness, we now intro-
duce the six laws of happiness. The six laws will help us understand the 
direction and intensity of our emotions, and thus allow us to control 
our happiness seismogram. These laws are universal, meaning that they 
apply to a wide range of life situations. We will provide fi ndings from 
scientifi c experiments, examples from ancient literature, and pearls of 
wisdom from the world’s religions to support our laws of happiness.





part i i

Laws of Happiness
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chapter 3

The First Law of Happiness
Relative Comparison

Annual income twenty pounds, annual expenditure nineteen 
six, result happiness. Annual income twenty pounds, annual 
expenditure twenty pounds and six, result misery.

—Charles Dickens

Happiness and unhappiness are colorful experiences: think of each 
emotion on the map of feelings and emotions as a particular type of 
fl ower, which, together with many other fl owers, forms a diverse garden. 
Because a particular feeling can have several levels of intensity, we can 
think that any given type of fl ower having diff erent shades of color. All 
of our diff erent emotions, each with multiple levels of intensity, will fi ll 
in the map of emotions.

Our inner life is like a butterfl y that moves from fl ower to fl ower in 
this garden of inner states. Where it goes or where it chooses to stop 
is diffi  cult for us to predict. At times, it will remain for long hours at a 
single position, and at others it may pay a quick visit to a random fl ower. 
The butterfl y may favor diff erent fl ight patterns during the day or night, 
or exhibit certain tendencies over the years. This butterfl y is not alone. 
The inner lives of the people around us are butterfl ies as well, which 
also move around this garden, and the movement of each one aff ects the 
others in complex ways.
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Feelings and emotions make up the very matter that forms happi-
ness. The intensity of the emotion at a point in time is the moment-
happiness. Total happiness is the sum of the moment-happiness over a 
specifi ed time period. But can we really think of emotions as tangible 
and predictable? One day you are happy; the next day you get the blues. 
An activity you used to enjoy a lot may no longer be fun, but a person 
you once found boring may become a trusted friend with whom you 
enjoy spending time. The feelings and emotions we will experience are 
precisely the pieces of a yet-to-be-solved puzzle.

People in Ancient Greece thought that being happy was a matter of 
luck or fate up to the whims of the gods; therefore, they felt they had 
no control over it. They used the word eudaimonia, which roughly means 
“good spirits,” to describe emotions.

When our predecessors fi rst contemplated the movement of the 
planets, they saw a complexity that was diffi  cult to understand. Some 
of them, astronomers such as Tycho Brahe and Johannes Kepler, were 
not intimidated and started to record data and track the movements of 
the moon, the planets, and the stars. The big jump in our knowledge 
of motion occurred in 1687, when Isaac Newton published Principia.1 
In this monumental work, Newton presented the laws of motion of 
bodies: a short set of rules that, taken at face value, explained a wide 
range of accumulated data and could be used to predict the motion of 
all matter.

In the area of happiness, we are now in a situation similar to the state 
of aff airs at the time of Brahe and Kepler. Psychologists have done a lot 
to gather measurements and data on happiness. But accumulating data 
is not suffi  cient if we lack a set of rules that organizes most of this infor-
mation. Much like Newton’s laws of motion, we need laws of happiness 
that illuminate what makes us happy.

True, emotions and states of mind are complex, but in Newton’s day 
that’s how people felt about the planets and the stars. Science is about 
peeling the artichoke of complexity, and getting to the core of the phe-
nomenon by reducing that complexity.
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Our quest for the fi rst law of happiness begins with a simple question. 
What triggers happiness? Let’s carefully consider the map of human 
emotions and ask: what is the basic mechanism that triggers many of 
our emotions?

Here is a true story from one of our students in a decision-making 
class: His seventeen-year-old daughter came home one day with her 
fi nal grade for the year. She had scored an eight out of ten, which is very 
good, but still she wouldn’t stop crying. When he asked her why, she 
answered: “My friends all got nine and nine and a half.”

Without further ado, here is what we think is the fi rst and most fun-
damental law of happiness.

The First Law —Comparison: Happiness (and unhappiness) is triggered by 

comparison.

A comparison necessarily involves two objects. When it comes to hap-
piness, the fi rst of the two objects is the external reality and the second 
object is an expectation, a reference for comparison, that we judge against 
this reality. In the story of the student’s daughter, the expectation is based 
on the scores of the friends. If her friends had scored seven instead of 
nine, then she would have been really happy with the very same score.

Putting it in simple and familiar terms,

HAPPINESS equals REALITY minus EXPECTATIONS

What we have just written is what we call the fundamental equation 
of happiness. Throughout this book, as new laws of happiness are intro-
duced we will modify and enrich this fundamental law to make it more 
accurate and applicable to a wide range of life situations. The process 
of constructing the fundamental equation of happiness, together with 
exploring its implications, is the spinal cord of the book.

Comparison is the mechanism our mind uses to deal with the world. 
We judge performance of sports teams, companies, and students by 
means of relative judgments. By having references and creating expec-
tations, our mind saves a lot of processing cost. By and large, most 
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of the reality we process every day is in line with our expectations: 
the car is parked where we expected, the kitchen utensils are where 
they are supposed to be, the traffic lights work as expected, and 
so on. Thus, we live in a reality that is mostly familiar, allowing our 
minds to hum along comfortably in a world with few surprises. When 
references are unavailable or are too distant, reality becomes unfa-
miliar and we get confused, until the mind manages to set new frames 
of reference.

When our reality is not as we expect it to be, our emotions are acti-
vated. If the diff erences go into a positive direction, the mind enjoys the 
route and has a good time processing them, producing positive feelings 
of joy, pride, comfort, and pleasure. For example, if your fl ight arrives 
earlier than expected, you will be happy. On the other hand, if the fl ight 
is late, your reality is less desirable than your expectation and the mind 
produces negative feelings of annoyance.

For each thing that we possess and use, for each activity we do, our 
mind triggers positive and negative emotions based on how it compares 
to some expectation. If the expectation is relatively close to the pieces 
of reality that we observe, the mind needs to process only a few, minor 
diff erences. For example, if you live in suburban New York and move 
to suburban Connecticut, you need to adapt to only a few things since 
your new reality in general is somewhat similar to your old one. If the 
diff erences are too large, then the mind can no longer quickly process 
the comparisons and enters into confusion, until the new references are 
set. For example, moving from New York to India might cause much 
more stress than moving to Connecticut, since most of the realities you 
encounter will be quite diff erent from your expectations (now you must 
adapt to diff erent weather and a diff erent language, for example). Like-
wise, if you are used to driving a car in which the steering wheel is on 
the left side, moving to England and having to drive on the right side of 
the car will be a challenge.

We need reference points to make sense of all that we observe. We 
require some preconceived image, called an expectation or reference, to 
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help fi ll in the disparate pieces of information we encounter. This need 
is so strong that, in fact, what we perceive as the “objective” reality is 
itself a mixture of what is really out there and what we expect to see. 
Magicians take full advantage of our bias toward believing that what we 
see is what we expect to be there, not what is actually there.

What determines expectations? There are three key determinants of 
expectations. Let’s explore the fi rst of them in this chapter, the second 
one in the next chapter, and leave the third one for later.

expectations based on social comparison

One factor that determines our expectations is what others in our peer 
group have, known as the “social comparison level.” When we think 
about expectations this way, we get a possible equation for determining 
our happiness:

HAPPINESS equals WHAT I GET minus WHAT OTHERS GET

It is our human tendency to try to feel superior to others. Consider 
the following experiment, in which students at the Harvard School of 
Public Health were asked to choose in which of two worlds they would 
prefer to live.2 In World A, your current yearly income is $50,000, and 
others earn $25,000. In World B, your current yearly income is $100,000, 
and others earn $200,000.

Which one would you choose?
A majority of the students preferred World A in spite of it providing 

half the income available in World B, presumably because their relative 
income position was higher. This same answer pattern was given for sev-
eral other domains of life, such as intelligence and attractiveness. Again, 
people prefer lower absolute levels as long as they have an advantageous 
relative standing.

We compare ourselves with others perhaps more than what we would 
like to admit. Do we compare ourselves with the rich and famous? Or 
do we compare ourselves with our colleagues and relatives? In a classic 
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study in The American Soldier: Adjustment during Army Life, satisfaction 
with promotion was higher in the military police unit where promo-
tion chances were low. In the Air Force unit, where promotion chances 
were high, satisfaction was lower. This was due to the prevalence of Air 
Force personnel who felt entitled to a promotion; those in the military 
police, in contrast, saw promotion as an achievement and an accolade 
for good work.

This research shows that social comparison, like any comparison, is 
driven by the principle of similarity. People are likely to compare them-
selves to those who are similar in income and status. Even though our 
society is always looking up to the very rich and famous, and media com-
munication sources are fl ooded with news of the latest popular singer, 
model, or social fi gure, when it comes to comparing ourselves to others 
we naturally carefully observe who is right next to us. Therefore, as much 
as we idolize Julia Roberts or Brad Pitt, when it comes to comparing, we 
will look at the Mary or Paul next door. A university professor is unlikely 
to compare herself to a movie star or a homeless person. She will most 
likely compare her lifestyle to those of other professors at her university 
and similarly situated colleagues at other comparable universities.

Even gods are not exempt from social comparison. Do you know how 
spiders came into existence? According to ancient Greek mythology, the 
goddess Minerva was a weaver. Her work was fi ne and beautiful. A peasant 
girl named Arachne was also an acclaimed weaver. Minerva challenged 
her to a contest, and both produced magnifi cent threads and the result 
was a tie. Minerva in a fury beat up and disgraced Arachne. Arachne 
was so despondent that she killed herself. Goddess Minerva then felt 
sorry and sprinkled Arachne’s body with a magic liquid. Arachne was 
transformed into a spider with a gift for weaving like no other.

Our relative social position not only results in comparisons with oth-
ers, but also can have real biological consequences. One study found 
that dominant vervet monkeys had higher levels of the neurotransmit-
ter serotonin, which is associated with enhanced feelings of well-being, 
than did subordinate monkeys. Curiously, when the dominant monkey 
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was removed from the group, its serotonin levels decreased, and when 
a new monkey became dominant, its levels increased.3 These fi ndings 
suggest that our happiness, even at a biological level, is closely depen-
dent on our status relative to others. Apparently, it really is diffi  cult, but 
by no means impossible, to simply be happy with what we have.

the purpose of social comparison

Hyperion is the world’s tallest tree, at about 380 feet, and there are more 
than one hundred other redwood trees in forests throughout North-
ern California that are about as tall as a football fi eld is long. Why do 
redwood trees grow so tall? It is because if these trees have the right 
climate and soil, then the only limiting factor is sunlight. Many young 
trees wither and die in the shade produced by larger trees. When an 
old tree dies and falls down, a ring of new trees springs to life and each 
grows rapidly vying for the light. Trees do not compete consciously and 
cannot willfully choose to be half as tall in order to conserve energy; 
however, the same design of nature that kills uncountable seedlings has 
produced every single surviving tree in the ancient forest in California, 
all of which are more than four thousand years old.

In the early stages of human development, the physically strongest 
men succeeded best as hunter-gatherers and, subsequently, in securing 
mates and thus transferring their brute physical characteristics to suc-
cessive generations. When humans discovered agriculture, food sources 
became more stable and the population increased, which inevitably led 
to competition for resources. Gradually, the evolutionary advantage 
shifted to those who were more inventive in developing and using the 
best weapons or traps and who were more cunning in warfare. There-
fore, competition for resources explains very well why social compari-
son is so ingrained.

Once the basic needs of food, shelter, and good health are met, there 
are no signifi cant survival advantages to having greater material posses-
sions. Why, then, are we not content and happy? The social psychologist 



54 / Laws of Happiness

Leon Festinger observed that we use social comparisons as a means by 
which we determine how well we are doing.4 Could it be that our dis-
content is rooted in the fact that we constantly make social comparisons 
between ourselves and our peers in terms of wealth and status, as a 
yardstick of success and self-worth?

taming comparisons

Don’t worry about being better than somebody else, but 
never cease trying to be the best you can be. You have 
control over that, not the other.

—John Wooden, legendary basketball coach

Coach Wooden’s advice is clearly based on an understanding of the 
powerful need we all have to compare ourselves with others, and of 
how important it is to turn our focus inward. He emphasizes that our 
success is not relative to that of others. He believed that if you make the 
eff ort to become the best you are capable of becoming, then you will 
have self-satisfaction and achieve peace of mind. On the other hand, if 
you continue to engage in social comparison, not only are you likely to 
neglect your self-improvement, but you risk succumbing to the crip-
pling emotions of envy and hatred.

Envy and hatred are universal emotions, and are persistent obstacles 
to happiness. There’s a reason why literary work has always embraced 
their dramatic tension. For example, the Mahabharata—the longest epic 
poem ever written—shows how envy caused the downfall of a great 
kingdom.

Set in ancient India, the Mahabharata tells the story of the Kauravas, 
the sons of a king, and the Pandavas, the sons of his brother. These two 
branches of the same family were bitter rivals. Despite the Kauravas’ 
mischief and attempts to destroy the Pandavas, a peace was reached 
when the kingdom was divided, with the Kauravas ruling one part and 
the Pandavas ruling the other. The Kauravas, nevertheless, still envied 
the Pandavas and devised a scheme to destroy them. They invited the 
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Pandavas to a rigged game of dice in which they cheated to win all of 
the Pandavas’ property. The Pandavas lost and were exiled from the 
kingdom for twelve years, with the further condition that they spend 
a thirteenth year incognito, during which the exile would begin again 
if they were spotted or recognized. The Pandavas fulfi lled these condi-
tions, but the Kauravas still refused to share the kingdom with them. A 
bloody war ensued. The Pandavas won the war at the cost of a massive 
slaughter of family and friends on both sides. This was a pyrrhic victory 
for the Pandavas, who went on to rule a devastated kingdom.

As with the warring factions in the Mahabharata, envy and social 
comparison can lead any of us to overlook the good things we have in a 
futile attempt to gain something more. In your career, you may believe 
that the nature of business and the competitive success it requires makes 
social comparisons unavoidable. You may also think that stepping out 
of the business world would allow you to avoid making money-related 
comparisons and to experience less envy. It is inevitable to make com-
parisons in all facets of life. Not even monks, poets, or priests can be free 
from such comparisons.

We believe that no amount of success can increase happiness if social 
comparisons remain unchecked. This is because expectations keep ris-
ing. When you increase your wealth or status, you’ll then compare your-
self to more prosperous peers, and your sense of relative wealth and 
status will remain the same. Bertrand Russell put it well in The Conquest 

of Happiness: “If you desire glory, you may envy Napoleon. But Napo-
leon envied Cesar, Cesar envied Alexander, and Alexander, I dare say, 
envied Hercules, who never existed.”5

You might ask yourself, can’t we just compare ourselves to those 
less fortunate than we are and thus improve our happiness by this self-
serving social comparison? Of course you can, with the expected results. 
For example, in a study titled “When Less Is More: Counterfactual 
Thinking and Satisfaction among Olympic Medalists,” Tom Gilovich 
and his colleagues found that Olympic bronze medalists are actually 
happier than silver medalists. The silver medalists regret coming so 
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close but not winning, whereas the bronze medalists compare them-
selves with the entire fi eld and are thrilled to have won a medal at all.6

a smart approach to social comparisons

Social comparisons infl uence our expectations at a mostly unconscious 
level, which explains why the “peer pressure” eff ect is so pervasive and 
lasting. It’s something we never completely outgrow. And the more sim-
ilar our peers are to us in terms of age, education, and income, the more 
their behavior will infl uence our own.

Since most of this social comparison is unconscious, simply recog-
nizing that we do it at all can help limit its impact. You could also recog-
nize that, just as others infl uence you, you infl uence them as well. Here 
are four strategies to help deal with our natural tendency to compare 
ourselves with others:

 1. Choose the Right Pond. That is, be aware of your capacities and 
limitations, and choose social groups that are a good fi t for you. 
A talented journalist will be happy if her peers respect her, but if 
she gives up her career as a journalist and becomes a stockbroker 
with a much higher salary, her happiness may actually decline. 
This is because her new peer group is now other stockbrokers, 
who may be earning even more. Simply put, pay attention to 
how your choices will aff ect to whom you compare yourself.

 2. Selective Comparison. That is, compare yourself to others only 
on dimensions that favor you. If a neighbor’s new BMW or 
swimming pool is making you envious, you can take delight 
in your better health or availability of more free time to spend 
with family and friends. If we feel secure in our devotion to 
a hobby, social service, or religion, then the advantages of the 
neighbor on some material dimension may seem less important. 
It is easy to compare what we have to others in a peer group 
on conspicuous and easily observed dimensions. So, we must 



Relative Comparison / 57

develop mental discipline in taking a broader perspective on life 
and in consciously looking for reasons to be grateful about our 
own situation.

 3. Acts of Kindness. Helping others who are less fortunate is satisfying 
on its own. Through these acts of kindness we can develop 
relationships with others who are in greater need and thus feel 
more secure in our own endowment. Each of us is unique and 
has the capacity to appreciate our own good fortune. It has been 
found that through mood induction, children can be made more 
generous to poor kids.7 With such training of mind, envy becomes 
a fl eeting thought rather than a persistent mental condition.

 4. Cultivate an Attitude of Admiration. Admiration is an antidote for 
envy. Don’t you know people who feel genuinely happy when 
you tell them about some good fortune that has come your way 
(a promotion, your child’s success in school)? Such people have 
learned to appreciate others’ good fortune and rejoice in their 
success. Everyone has the capacity to enjoy their neighbor’s 
garden without diminishing the joy their own garden brings 
them; in fact, your joy is doubled if you are able to learn this way 
of looking at situations.

 • • •

mudita—an endless 
wellspring of happiness

Although we may not want to admit it, we often take delight in the 
misfortunes of others. The Germans call this Schadenfreude, a word now 
made popular through a song in the musical Avenue Q. For example, we 
may laugh at the pratfalls of a circus clown or enjoy that the former high 
school cheerleader whom everyone envied hasn’t aged well. Schaden-
freude is basically a particular type of social comparison that we use to 
make us feel better about ourselves. But do these thoughts really make 
us happy?
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At its core, schadenfreude is really just a form of envy and resentment 
that works out in our favor this time. Taken to its extreme, an obsessive 
desire to fi nd joy in the misfortune of others is toxic to happiness.

But, just as we all harbor a tendency to engage in schadenfreude, 
we are also all capable of the opposite tendency: mudita, the Buddhist 
concept of taking pleasure in the successes of others. As with schaden-
freude, we are all familiar with mudita, as when we celebrate the suc-
cesses of close friends and family. What most of us fail to realize is that 
the more we can cultivate mudita toward a larger universe of people, 
the greater our own happiness can be.

It is not easy to genuinely experience mudita, but if you take a 
moment to think about the people whose success you do celebrate—not 
just family and friends, but also celebrities, athletes, and many others 
you’ve never met—you realize that the list is longer than you thought.

Now that you realize mudita is a bigger part of your life than you 
realized, you could work to experience it even more often. There is vir-
tually an endless list of people whose accomplishments could bring you 
joy. As many Buddhist teachings espouse, mudita represents an infi nite 
wellspring of joy that is available to any of us at any point in our lives. 
All we need to do to bring that joy into our lives is to diminish the nega-
tive eff ects of social comparison (envy, jealousy, shame, and sadness) and 
to cultivate the positive eff ects (admiration, love, and joy).

HAPPINESS IN ACTION

Each day take joy in someone else’s success or good fortune. This per-

son could be a colleague at work, a family member, or even a person 

in the news. To make this process easier, imagine that this person is 

just like someone you know and love. As you continue this practice, 

you’ll fi nd it easier and easier to fi nd joy and happiness in other people’s 

successes.
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chapter 4

The Second Law of Happiness
Motion of Expectation

It is not the strongest of species that survive, or the most 
intelligent, but the one most responsive to change.

—Charles Darwin

Expectations play a key role in the laws of happiness. But what deter-
mines our expectations? We have argued that what others have infl u-
ences our expectations. But social comparison is just one of three main 
factors that infl uence expectations. What is the second main factor?

Here is one simple but powerful experiment. Take three glasses. Fill 
one glass with hot water (not hot enough to hurt your hand), one with 
ice water (take the ice out before you begin), and one with water that is 
room temperature. Next, put one fi nger of your right hand in the hot 
water and one fi nger of your left hand in the cold water. Keep them in 
the water for about one minute. Then, put both fi ngers in the room 
temperature water. What do you experience?

Well, the fi nger that used to be in hot water got adapted to hot and 
now feels the room temperature water as cold. And the fi nger that used 
to be in ice cold water got adapted to cold and now feels the room tem-
perature water as hot. Here is the magic: the same reality produces dif-
ferent experiences because of adaptation. The environment, in this case 
the temperature, has changed the reference of comparison and what 
before used to be lukewarm water is now experienced as hot or cold, 
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depending on the new reference. What you perceive is not the stimu-
lus per se, but the diff erence between the current stimulation and the 
past stimulation.1 In other words, what you have experienced in the past 
infl uences your expectations.

reality and expectations

Few people are like Miss Havisham in Charles Dickens’s Great Expecta-

tions, who lives a life stopped in time after her wedding is canceled. Most 
people adjust to a new reality both in good times (upward adjustment) 
and in bad times (downward adjustment), such that whatever the real-
ity becomes it eventually begins to feel normal. One important quality 
of references and expectations is that they move in the direction of the 
current reality. Because expectations are fundamental to understanding 
happiness, the fact that they move deserves to be a law:

The Second Law —Motion of  Expectations: Expectations change, always moving 

toward the new reality.

As students, most of us live in a small apartment (or a dormitory 
room) with roommates, drive an old car, and eat in inexpensive restau-
rants. But we are happy, as our expectations are low. Upon getting a job, 
we may live in a condominium, drive a new car, and eat in relatively 
more expensive restaurants. Are we happier? As our income gradually 
increases, expectations also increase. So the reality is higher, but expec-
tations are also higher, and we are now settled into a lifestyle that may 
require independent living, a better car, and dining in fancier restaurants.

As students, our expectations were also infl uenced by the lifestyles of 
the people in our peer group, who were also students. After graduation, 
the peer group shifted to higher earning coworkers. If everyone else in 
the offi  ce is driving a late-model German sedan, then your old junker is 
suddenly much less satisfying than it was on campus.

Based on the previous examples, we can see that there are two 
basic ways in which expectations change: either we adapt, so that our 
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expectations are simply what we’re used to, or we compare ourselves 
with others, so that we expect to get what our peers have.

expectations change by adaptation

Simply put, what you got in the past can determine your expectations 
for the future. You experienced this by placing your fi ngers in hot and 
cold water. Each fi nger “expected” to remain either hot or cold, but 
when they were placed in room temperature water, the expectation was 
no longer met and the hot fi nger felt cold while the cold fi nger felt hot.

To frame it as an equation, this change of expectations by adaptation 
suggests that:

HAPPINESS equals

WHAT I GET TODAY minus WHAT I GOT IN THE PAST

Who among us hasn’t dreamed of improving some part of our 
lives in the hopes of achieving lasting happiness? Whether it’s more 
money or a better love life, it’s natural to believe that if we just had 
a little bit more we’d be so much happier from now on. But when we 
try to make our reality better than our expectation in order to obtain 
happiness, a curious side eff ect occurs: our expectations rise as well! As 
expectations get closer and closer to reality, our happiness levels revert 
to a neutral level, and we fi nd we’re just as happy (or unhappy) as we 
were before.

The neuroscientist Wolfram Schultz found that even monkeys exhibit 
this kind of adaptation. He found that when monkeys were given a treat 
of raisins rather than their customary apples, they showed a big jump 
in activity in the reward centers of their brains. Over time, though, that 
activity diminished as the monkeys adapted to their new food. When 
the monkeys were once again given apples, they showed disappointment 
at fi rst, but eventually they adjusted and their brain activity returned to 
where it was before they were ever given the raisins.2
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In the 1970s, the researchers Philip Brickman and Donald Campbell 
coined a term for this phenomenon, the hedonic treadmill, suggesting 
that good things make us only temporarily happy and bad things make 
us only temporarily unhappy. This term defi nes our ability to quickly 
adapt to good things by taking them for granted. If adaptation to things 
(cars, watches, electronics) is so quick, why do we desire new mod-
els so intensely that we cannot wait to return to the car dealership or 
the shopping mall? Our prediction of how much we will enjoy the new 
car is heavily biased by the thought of happiness we will experience 
when we fi rst drive the car home from the dealership. We may not nec-
essarily get the same happiness boost for the next few years when the 
car will be parked in our garage while we drool over pictures of the 
newest model.

That is because our mind does not anticipate adaptation, and we 
cannot see that our future basis for comparison will be diff erent from 
the current one. As you accumulate goods, experiences, and victories, 
your expectations also rise. Therefore, having more today is perceived 
as always preferable, but when we get used to having more, we need to 
have even more still, and we’re then stuck on the treadmill.

Stop for a minute and think about the movements of your arms and 
legs, and how crucial it is to your life that you can move around without 
the need of a wheelchair. What if suddenly you couldn’t walk? Think 
about your vision as you read this book; how much diff erent would your 
life be if you suddenly went blind? It would be a monumental under-
taking to adjust to your new life. Now suppose you sought advice from 
someone who was born blind or unable to walk. While they could cer-
tainly relate to the challenges you face, they would likely not share your 
profound despair, having never known a life of sight or mobility. Simply 
put, they’re not likely to miss what they never had.

The same pattern tends to aff ect lifestyle and income. One tragic 
example that illustrated this point is the case of German billionaire 
Adolf Merckle, who committed suicide in 2009 in the wake of fi nancial 
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problems. Even after a decline in his fortune, Merckle remained one 
of the richest men on Earth. It was not his absolute wealth but its pre-
cipitous decline, as well as the resulting loss of pride and prestige, that 
caused him to take his life.

To illustrate the impact of adaptation under more mundane condi-
tions, let’s look at the following group of people. Anne is originally from 
a low-income family, but through hard work she managed to attend a 
university and earn a degree, which has enabled her to get a good job. 
Her work performance improves over time as she learns how to better 
manage her tasks. Anne’s monthly salary started at $1,000 and increased 
to $2,000.

Bill was brought up in a middle-class community and has been able 
to aff ord the same living standard his entire life. He is on a stable career 
path and his income is unlikely to change very much. Bill’s monthly sal-
ary will probably stay at a constant level of $2,000.

Carol was a very wealthy individual who experienced a steady 
decline in her income due to a sequence of misfortunes in her family 
business. She is still able to aff ord a decent house in an upper middle-
class neighborhood, but she had to sell her spectacular beach house. 
Carol’s monthly income started at $3,000 and has steadily declined to 
$2,000.

Let’s assume that these three characters don’t know one another, so 
there is no social comparison taking place among them. They all have 
suffi  cient budget to cover their basic needs, which we’ll assume total 
about $1,000 per month. Who would you say is the happiest person? 
Who would you rather be: Anne, Bill, or Carol?

If we ask an economist from the old school, he would argue, quite 
convincingly, that these income profi les follow a “dominance relation-
ship.” Carol’s income, which moves between $3,000 and $2,000, is higher, 
period after period, than Bill’s income, which is $2,000. Hence, Carol 
must be happier than Bill. By the same logic, Bill’s income is higher than 
Anne’s, which moves between $1,000 and $2,000. If money can indeed 
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buy happiness, then the prediction is simple: Carol is the happiest, fol-
lowed by Bill, and then Anne.

What is your prediction? Perhaps you said that Anne is the happi-
est. If so, then your prediction agrees with what our laws of happiness 
say as well. Anne, who experienced an increase in monthly income of 
$1,000, should be happiest, followed by Bill, whose income has remained 
constant over time. In turn, Bill is probably happier than Carol, whose 
monthly income has declined by $1,000.

Of course, this does not imply that people with less money are hap-
pier, but that people with more money than they had before should be hap-
pier. This crescendo eff ect (less to more) as a determinant of happiness 
is a key implication of our laws of happiness.

 • • •

We surveyed 103 people from Spain. In one of our questions, we asked 
them to rank the happiness of Anne, Bill, and Carol. Not surpris-
ingly, most people predicted that Anne, whose income started low and 
increased over time, would be the happiest. Carol, whose income was 
substantially higher than that of Anne, but declined over time, was 
predicted to be the least happy. People intuitively recognize that an 
increasing sequence of income, less to more, is more important than the 
absolute level of income.

 • • •

adaptation to life circumstances

The summary of the fi rst two laws of happiness is condensed in the fol-
lowing equation:

HAPPINESS equals 

REALITY minus SHIFTING EXPECTATIONS

and expectations shift based on adaptation to our past living standards 
and social comparison, that is



Motion of Expectation / 65

EXPECTATIONS SHIFT depending on

WHAT I GOT IN THE PAST and WHAT OTHERS GET

To show how expectations shift depending on what I got in the past 
(adaptation) and what the others get (social comparison), let’s take the 
example of a golf player. Jim is a novice player who, together with a 
group of friends, started playing golf recently. What determines the 
quality of his golf experience? If his score today is better than both his 
past performance and that of his friends, then he will surely feel happy. 
Of course, if Jim scores worse than usual and worse than his friends, 
then he will feel miserable. What if he scores better than his usual, but 
worse than his friends? Then, he will have mixed feelings. Perhaps he 
will be able to focus on positive comparisons with his past, but the fact 
that he has done worse than his friends will take some of the happiness 
out of his day. The same mixed feelings, alternation between positive 
and negative emotions, will happen if Jim does better than his friends 
but worse than his usual performance.

Since farming was invented ten thousand years ago, humans have 
gone from living in huts to living in houses, from walking miles to driv-
ing cars, and from taking the entire day to hunt for food to microwaving 
it in a matter of seconds. Over time, humans have also adapted to dis-
eases and genetic resistance has even appeared in some populations. It 
is amazing how highly adaptive we are, and this adaptability has helped 
us survive climate changes, diseases, and wars. But as we will show, this 
is also the reason why we are never satisfi ed for long when good fortune 
does come our way.

The modern version of this process can be illustrated by the follow-
ing hypothetical situation. You are quite content living in your neigh-
borhood, but unexpectedly you receive a job off er with much higher 
pay. You now decide to move to a more prosperous neighborhood. Are 
you happier? You are delighted in the beginning, but soon you get used 
to the comforts of your new life and your nicer surroundings and you 
start to eye neighbors who have fancier cars or houses. The very same 
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cycle preys on our happiness as our living standard and peer group 
comparison keeps changing.

Adaptation is easy to grasp intuitively. We all have experienced the 
uplift of some new possession, only to have that elation diminish over 
time. Similarly, we may have experienced that the pain of some negative 
event has faded over time.

   partial adaptation

Adaptation tempers our happiness both in good times and in bad 
times. Is adaptation total and complete, or just partial? As an example, 
meet Abe, Beth, and Chris. They live in a small town where the aver-
age annual income is $50,000. For a long time, Abe, Beth, and Chris all 
had this average income of $50,000, which would cover their annual 
expenses. Suddenly, Abe gets a promotion, with a salary increase of 
$10,000. Beth maintains her salary, while Chris has to switch jobs and 
accept a salary reduction of $10,000. After this change, Abe, Beth, and 
Chris’s salaries remain constant at this new level of $60,000, $50,000, 
and $40,000, respectively.

What would you predict to be the happiness seismogram of 
these three individuals over the next months? After suffi  cient time 
has passed, will their happiness revert to the same level as it was 
before the shift? Suppose that they do not know each other, but they 
may compare their own circumstances with the town’s average salary 
of $50,000.

Before the change in salary, Abe, Beth, and Chris were equally happy. 
At the moment of the increase, Abe will experience a sudden increase 
in happiness, due to his larger salary. In the case of full adaptation, the 
increase will fade away little by little as he adapts to the new income 
level. Beth’s happiness seismogram will remain fl at, as her situation 
doesn’t change. Chris, by comparison, will experience severe unhappi-
ness due to his loss in income. Over time, however, he will also revert to 
his old level of happiness as he adapts to a more frugal life.
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Bernard Van Praag and Ada Ferrer-i-Carbonell are two economists 
from Erasmus University and the Institute for Economic Analysis. 
They have carefully studied how factors such as absolute income, rela-
tive income, health, marriage, job, and even noise aff ect life satisfaction. 
In particular, they have studied the eff ect that a permanent change in 
income has on happiness. Their conclusion is that an increase in sal-
ary does translate into an increase in life satisfaction. As predicted by 
adaptation, most of this increase in happiness is transitory. However, a 
small part of the increase is permanent. In other words, rather than full 
adaptation we have partial adaptation.

Indeed, using large data samples, these two economists estimate that, 
of the happiness increase initially experienced, 80 percent of it is transi-
tory, and 20 percent is permanent. The permanent eff ect is due to the 
nonadaptive aspects of some of the goods we purchase and some per-
manent eff ects of the improvement in social comparison. So, at least 
according to these data, money can buy happiness, but it usually doesn’t 
buy as much as we expect.

Partial adaptation has also been found on losses, with about 80 per-
cent of the initial unhappiness fading over time. Van Praag and Ferrer-
i-Carbonell fi nd that losses are felt more intensely than gains, refl ecting 
that “the income gap causes the individual more pain if he or she is on 
the wrong side, whilst a positive gap is a cause for less celebration if one 
is on the right side.”3 We will explore this asymmetry between gains and 
losses in the next chapter, through the third law of happiness.

 • • •

getting the “goods” on happiness

It is important to recognize that we don’t adapt to every possession or 
experience to the same degree. Some things lose their luster immedi-
ately after we get them, whereas others maintain their appeal forever. 
One practical implication of our laws of happiness, which will unfold in 
subsequent chapters, is the classifi cation of goods and activities into fi ve 
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diff erent types. Throughout the book, we will use the terms goods and 
activities interchangeably. Goods emphasizes consumption and the use of 
money, whereas activities emphasizes the use of time.

Goods and activities are the “reality” part of our fundamental equa-
tion. Understanding the distinctions among diff erent types of goods, as 
we’ll call them, can help us to be more realistic in forecasting happi-
ness and protect us against future disappointments. Let’s introduce a 
key distinction between two types of goods, the basic and the adaptive. 
The three additional types of goods will be discussed in later chapters.

Basic Goods

In the Harvard study on social comparison that we saw in the previous 
chapter, most respondents cared about their relative income rather than 
their absolute income. In this same study, the same question was asked, 
but using health and vacation, rather than income, in the question. Stu-
dents preferred the option with a greater absolute number of vacation 
days for themselves even though others had even more vacation days. 
This world was preferred to a world where they had fewer vacation 
days in absolute terms but more days relative to the peers. Similarly, 
people prefer to be happily married for a longer period of time even if 
their peers have been happily married longer than themselves. In these 
domains, people do not exhibit a bias for relative advantage; thus, their 
happiness depends on the absolute levels of outcome received and is 
less contingent on the outcomes of others.

Thus, there are some goods and experiences we hardly adapt to at 
all. The pleasure we derive from them remains more or less constant. 
We call these basic goods, and they include food, rest, sex, health, exer-
cise, or socializing with friends and family. The existence of these basic 
goods explains the 20 percent permanent increase of happiness after a 
permanent income increase.

We always appreciate a hearty meal when we’re hungry or a good 
night’s sleep when we’re tired. Basic goods, by defi nition, are those for 
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which our adaptation level changes little, if at all. We could also call 
them nonadaptive goods, or absolute goods.

Adaptive Goods

The happiness derived from adaptive goods wears off  quickly. After your 
fi rst experience with an adaptive good, such as the comfort of new fur-
niture, the wizardry of electronic gadgets, or the feel of better clothes 
or jewelry, you have to keep on consuming at the same level if you want 
to sustain the same degree of happiness you had when you started. We 
often fail to anticipate what our expectations will be in the future, and 
miscalculate how happy we will be.

We often confuse adaptive goods with basic goods and believe that 
the pleasure we derive from them will remain constant. But, as we all 
know, the thrill of driving that new car fades and we fi nd ourselves back 
where we started. The same thing happens with comfort, electronic gad-
gets, and higher-quality clothes and jewelry. Of course, all these goods 
have some basic features, and that is why adaptation is only partial, and 
some permanent happiness remains after purchasing these goods.

Understanding the diff erence between basic and adaptive goods is 
one key to maximizing happiness. To the extent that we can appreci-
ate and enjoy our basic goods while recognizing and anticipating the 
diminishing returns we’ll receive from our adaptive goods, we’ll be bet-
ter positioned to achieve greater happiness.

So, you should try to appreciate that small ice cream cone on a hot 
day, and recognize the satisfaction you derive from a pleasant lunch 
with a friend or vacationing in a new place. You can count on these 
experiences and always enjoy them. As for the adaptive goods, it’s 
important that you consume them in a smart way, knowing that their 
positive impact will diminish over time.

Later in the book we will explain exactly how to deal with these dif-
ferent types of goods—as well as “cumulative goods,” which are adap-
tive goods that can behave like basic goods—to increase happiness. For 
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now, though, just understanding the diff erences between them is a big 
step in the right direction.

We hope that we have convinced you that expectations change by 
adaptation to our past and the behavior of our peer group. These two 
principles of the Law of Motion of Expectations—adaptation and social 
comparison—are fundamental to understanding how to maximize hap-
piness in your life. A third way in which expectations can change is by 
purposefully fi nding new ways to see reality. Later, we devote a whole 
chapter to reframing activities, to explore this third way to infl uence 
expectations.

 • • •

HAPPINESS IN ACTION

Take a moment to think about just how satisfi ed you are with your life 

as a whole. Rate your level of happiness on a scale from 1 to 10, with 1 

meaning “extremely unhappy” and 10 meaning “extremely happy.”

Then, think about one way that you could increase your happiness 

without buying or experiencing something you think you want. So, for 

example, rather than thinking that owning a new fl at-screen HDTV 

would make you happier, think about how you could become more satis-

fi ed with your current TV. Or, rather than wishing you had more money, 

think about how much you enjoy the things you have or think about the 

priceless goods or experiences that enrich your life.
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chapter 5

The Third Law of Happiness
Aversion to Loss

The dread of evil is a much more forcible principle of human 
actions than the prospect of good.

—John Locke

Let’s imagine a game. Toss a coin in the air. If the coin lands on tails, you 
lose ten dollars; but, if the coin lands on heads, you win some amount 
of money. What is the minimum amount that you would have to win 
for you to play the game? The odds of the coin landing on heads or tails 
are equal, so it would be fair to suggest that you should stand to win the 
same amount that you could lose, ten dollars. But in this case, most of us 
don’t want to play fair. In fact, most people feel that to compensate for 
the potential loss of ten dollars, the potential winnings should be about 
twenty-fi ve dollars.

The unhappiness experienced from a loss of ten dollars is signifi -
cantly more intense than the happiness experienced from a gain of ten 
dollars. Recall that happydons is our unit of measurement of happi-
ness, which accounts for the intensity and duration of positive and nega-
tive emotions. Using our units of measurement, if a loss of ten dollars 
produces −5 happydons, then a gain of ten dollars produces much less 
(say, +2 happydons). In this example, it is a gain of twenty-fi ve dol-
lars that produces 5 happydons, and hence compensates for the loss. 
The ratio of intensity between losses and gains is called the coeffi  cient 
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of loss aversion, and the average is approximately 2.5. Of course, some 
of us are aggressive gamblers and some of us are quite conservative, 
so the coeffi  cient of loss aversion can vary greatly depending on the 
person and circumstance. Nonetheless, this tendency to weigh losses 
greater than gains is widespread, and leads us to the third law of 
happiness:

The Third Law —Aversion to Loss: Losses are felt more keenly than equivalent gains.

This law is called the Law of Hedonic Asymmetry by the Dutch psy-
chologist Nico Frijda,1 or Loss Aversion by Kahneman and Tversky. 
According to the Law of Aversion to Loss, a ten dollar gain yields +2 
happydons, but a ten dollar loss robs us of 5 happydons.

In the absence of loss aversion, the equation “Happiness is reality 
minus expectations” can be plotted on a graph, where the horizontal 
axis measures reality and the vertical axis indicates the happiness asso-
ciated with that reality, measured in happydons. On the horizontal axis, 
fi rst mark the point where the expectations are. Now draw a straight 
and increasing line with the only condition that the line has to cross the 
horizontal axis at the point were you marked the level of expectations. 
On the vertical axis, that crossing point corresponds to zero happiness. 
Hence, reality below expectations yields unhappiness, and reality above 
expectations yields happiness. The slope of the line can be chosen arbi-
trarily, as we can scale the happiness the way we want.

To account for loss aversion, simply break the straight line as if it 
were a bread stick. Keep the positive portion the same, and increase the 
slope of the negative portion, making it at least twice as steep as the 
positive portion (see fi gure 4). Plainly, the line measuring unhappiness 
is steeper than the line measuring happiness. Thus, we tend to become 
unhappy more easily, more quickly, and more severely than we become 
happy.

Loss aversion is universal. Football coaches, poker players, and deal 
makers all know that the pain from a loss tends to be felt more strongly 
than the joy from a win.
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what is a loss?

Suppose everyone in your department gets a 5 percent pay cut, which 
is necessary to avoid layoff s. But you receive only a 3 percent pay cut. 
Surely, your take-home pay is now lower than what it was before the pay 
cut, but don’t you feel a bit of satisfaction that you were spared the full 
5 percent pay cut? Whether an outcome is perceived as a gain or a loss 
depends on the reference level.

REALITY better than EXPECTATIONS equals GAIN

REALITY worse than EXPECTATIONS equals LOSS

Suppose you bought a plane ticket from Los Angeles to San Fran-
cisco for $89. You feel good about your purchase, as the regular price 
for the same ticket is $154. But as you strike up a conversation with a 
fellow passenger, you fi nd out that he bought his ticket for only $49. 
Suddenly, your $89 ticket doesn’t seem like such a good deal. What hap-
pened is that the zero of your happiness curve shifted from the original 
price of $154 to the new reference price of $49 that the guy sitting next 
to you paid. Originally, you were on the happiness side of the curve, 
since you paid less than your reference price of $154. But with the new 
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information, your reference level shifted to $49; and with respect to the 
new curve, your purchase price of $89 is in the unhappiness region. So, 
the same purchase price of $89 yields moderate happiness when com-
pared to the regular price of $154, but more severe unhappiness when 
compared to the $49 price paid by your new buddy.

The Yale psychology professor Laurie Santos ran a study where 
capuchin monkeys were off ered pieces of apple in exchange for tokens.2 
One person would off er a single piece of apple, but when the monkey 
paid with the token, it actually received two pieces of apple. Another 
person off ered three pieces of apple, but gave only two in exchange for 
the token. Santos found that the monkeys preferred to deal with the fi rst 
person rather than the second, even though they received two pieces of 
apple either way. So, even nonhuman primates perform comparisons 
and are averse to losses.

If we could just pick reference points that put us on the happiness 
side of the curve, we would be more likely to feel happy. But, as sug-
gested by the behavior of our capuchin cousins, we may just be hard-
wired to do the exact opposite.

In industrialized societies, we seem much more inclined to try to 
shift our reality by striving to make more money, moving to a new loca-
tion, buying a new electronic gadget, and so forth. But a change in real-
ity often causes expectations to change as well, leaving us no happier 
than we were before.

the power of loss aversion

Do you know how to use loss aversion to infl uence choices and behav-
ior for the best? The Yale professors Ian Ayres and Dean Karlan have 
devised a system to facilitate achievement of personal goals such as 
weight loss or quit smoking. The system is based on the idea that people 
will try a lot harder to avoid losing fi ve hundred dollars than they will to 
gain fi ve hundred dollars. So, at the start of your diet you would deposit 
fi ve hundred dollars in an escrow account. If you meet your weight-loss 
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goal, then the money is returned to you; however, if you fail to meet 
your goal, the money is given to charity.3

In the Philippines, a savings account arrangement was used to help 
people quit smoking. The smokers put their cigarette money into a bank 
account. At the end of six months, if tests revealed nicotine in their sys-
tems, the money was given to charity. The program was a huge success, 
as people did not want to lose their savings. As these examples clearly 
illustrate, framing something as a loss is a powerful motivator to help us 
change our behavior.

Let us take another example where the same reality could produce a 
feeling of either a gain or a loss. Suppose you are about to pump gas into 
your vehicle. At one pump, there is a sign that says:

The price is $3.15 per gallon. There is a 15 cent extra charge for those paying 
with credit card.

At another pump, the sign says:

The price is $3.30 per gallon. There is a 15 cent discount for those paying 
with cash.

Obviously, both signs are equivalent, boiling down to a cost of $3.30 per 
gallon if paid with credit card, and of $3.15 per gallon if paid with cash. 
However, the emotional reaction they trigger is very diff erent. Which 
sign will aff ect your payment method the most? Which sign will make 
you happier, the one that charges 15 cents for credit cards, or the one 
that saves 15 cents for cash? When it comes to happiness, it is better to 
avoid losses. Therefore, most people pay in cash when they are told that 
the credit card has a surcharge. In response to the second sign, saving 15 
cents if using cash, people are happy both paying with credit card (more 
convenient) or by cash (discounted price). Therefore, it has less infl u-
ence on the decision, and produces more happiness.

Richard H. Thaler of the University of Chicago Booth School of 
Business has explored many ways in which loss aversion aff ects our lives, 
and how it can be used for good. He and Shlomo Benartzi of the UCLA 
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Anderson School of Management have successfully gotten employees 
to save more for retirement. Their program, Save More Tomorrow, is 
based on a simple idea: employees resist putting money in their pension 
plans because it reduces their monthly income and creates a feeling of 
loss. Instead, they propose that employees commit to a plan that adds 
a fraction of their future salary increases to the pension plan.4 The plan 
has been very successful in increasing the savings of employees at many 
companies.

Loss aversion has implications for buying and selling decisions. Our 
valuation of objects depends, among many other circumstantial factors, 
on whether we possess the object or not. When the sunglasses are not 
ours, possessing them is seen as a gain, for which the most we are will-
ing to pay is, say, fi fty dollars. When the glasses are ours, then not hav-
ing them is seen as a loss, and the least we are willing to accept to sell 
them would be around twice as much, 100 dollars. This is known as the 
endowment eff ect.

the rat race

In our decision analysis courses, we play a little game with the students. 
In this game, which economists like to call a “war of attrition,” we auc-
tion off  a fi ve-dollar bill. Sounds like a rather mundane exercise, right? 
Well, there’s a twist. In the auction, the highest bidder wins the fi ve 
dollars. But both the highest and second-highest bidders have to pay up. 
Therefore, the winner’s net profi t is fi ve dollars minus his bid, but the 
runner up loses his bid entirely.

We have been playing this game with our MBA students for years, 
and here’s what almost always happens:

At fi rst, the bidding very quickly approaches $5. For example, there 
will be a high bid of $4.50 and second highest bid of $4.00. Suddenly, 
the second highest bid is increased to $5.00 (to avoid losing his previous 
bid of $4.00). But then, the other contestant bids $5.50. It might at fi rst 
glance seem ridiculous to bid more than the bill is actually worth, but 
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the bidder would rather win the auction and lose just $.50, than come in 
second and lose $4.50. The game usually escalates to bids around $7.00 
or $8.00, because nobody wants to lose. When it’s all over, the “winner” 
of the auction is usually quite unhappy. After all, he paid $8.00 to own 
a fi ve-dollar bill. The loser is even less happy, with a net loss of $7.00. 
What’s there to celebrate?

The same happens when we get trapped in social comparison games 
in real life: Most of us will admit to deriving some pleasure from being 
the fi rst among our friends to own the latest new gadget. But the hap-
piness we derive from being fi rst fades, while the premium we paid for 
the privilege is gone for good. In the end, we often fi nd that fl eeting 
happiness was just not worth the cost, but it’s so enticing that it’s dif-
fi cult to resist.

HAPPINESS IN ACTION

When you go for an overseas trip, budget a fi xed amount—say, one hun-

dred dollars—to cover possible losses that you may experience during 

the trip. You will not feel so bad when you realize that a taxi driver over-

charged you, or that the sunglasses are nowhere to be found. We all 

hate losing, but if we take a broader view, we can avoid the feeling of 

loss because expectations have been adjusted beforehand.

Similarly, at the beginning of the year, create a budget for unex-

pected fi nancial losses such as a car repair, a broken glass, a parking 

ticket. Should any such losses occur, you will not feel so bad as long as 

you are within budget.
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chapter 6

The Fourth Law of Happiness
Diminishing Sensitivity

The quantity of happiness will not go on increasing in 
anything near the same proportion as the quantity of wealth.

—Jeremy Bentham

Compare the emotion of winning ten thousand dollars from a call-in 
radio show with the emotion of winning one hundred thousand dollars 
from the lottery. If what we have said before is true—that happiness 
associated with gains is a straight line of reality minus expectations—
then the lottery ticket is supposed to give you ten times more happy-
dons than the call-in radio prize does. Is this correct? Intuitively, we see 
that we will be happier with the lottery windfall, but not ten times as 
much. In other words, there is diminishing sensitivity to gains.

Happiness or unhappiness cannot be taken to blissful or tragic 
extremes in a straightforward way. Basically, the linear relationship 
between happiness and consumption over a reference level is an over-
simplifi cation. To make the relationship between reality and happiness 
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more accurate, we need to account for diminishing sensitivity. Dimin-
ishing sensitivity is the fourth law of happiness.

The Fourth Law —Diminishing Sensitivity: Happiness is not proportional to the 

diff erence between reality and expectation; rather, the increase in happiness slows as 

reality moves further from expectation.

The law of diminishing sensitivity simply says that doubling the stimu-
lus does not double the intensity of the emotional response. For exam-
ple, the fi rst bite of ice cream on a hot day tastes delicious; the second 
bite tastes good, but a bit less so, and the third bite even less than the 
second. In fact, the ice cream remains tasty until you are fi nished, but 
the deliciousness perceived by us gradually diminishes.

the happiness s-curve

Just as the third law of happiness showed us that the unhappiness side 
of the graph is steeper, the fourth law will take it one step further by 
adding curvature to these lines (see fi gure 5). In combination, our laws 
start with the basic equation:

HAPPINESS equals REALITY minus EXPECTATIONS

and transform it into the more accurate version:1

HAPPINESS is an S-curve of
REALITY minus SHIFTING EXPECTATIONS

We can still see that happiness increases less steeply than unhap-
piness, but now those increases lessen as reality moves further from 
expectations, and the graph levels off  in both directions. So greater posi-
tive experiences create proportionately less happiness, and more severe 
negative experiences create proportionately less misery.

In every event we experience, our mind compares the reality we 
face with our expectations of the world. That is our fi rst law. As we 
experience this event repeatedly, our lazy mind tries to minimize the 
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diff erence between reality and expectations. Because expectations 
chase reality, we expect that on a typical day we will fi nd few diff er-
ences between reality and expectations. That is our second law. Nega-
tive comparisons reduce happiness at least twice as much as equivalent 
positive comparisons would increase happiness. This is our third law. 
In addition, happiness does not grow in proportion to the diff erence 
between reality and expectations. Instead, there is diminishing sensitiv-
ity to both large gains and large losses. This is our fourth law.

The four laws help us understand why we feel better or 
worse even though the reality remains the same. The S-curve is 
a way to describe these four laws together in a simple formula. In 
a given moment, the S-curve tells us how happy we will be when we 
experience some level of a reality and hold certain expectations. To pre-
dict happiness for a future time, we need to draw the S-curve taking into 
account possible shifts in the level of expectations. The curve shifts to 
the right if expectations increase and to the left if expectations decrease.

optimizing happiness

It is now the moment to play with our simple model of human psychol-
ogy. The two basic ingredients of our potion are reality and expectations. 
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Figure 5. The Happiness S-Curve
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Reality is the car you own, the activities you do, or the neighborhood 
you live in.

In order to create an operational model of happiness, we will need to 
make some specifi c assumptions about how expectations move. Remem-
ber that expectations are a function of the past and of the others. To 
make things simple, we will focus on the role of the past on setting 
expectations. For example, we propose a simple law of motion of expec-
tations. We will say that expectations change on a daily basis. Expecta-
tions for the next day, New Expectation, are equal to today’s expectations, 
but nudged up or down a bit depending on today’s diff erence between 
reality and expectations. If today’s reality is better than expectations, 
then the new expectation will be higher than today’s expectation. We 
use the following adaptation equation, proposed by the marketing pro-
fessor Luc Wathieu, in which the shift in expectations is proportional to 
the gains and losses:2

SHIFT IN EXPECTATIONS equals

Speed of Adaptation × (REALITY minus EXPECTATION)

The speed of adaptation is a number between zero and one that regu-
lates how fast the expectations change. The speed of adaptation can 
change depending on the category of good, or type of activity. A speed 
of adaptation equal to one implies that expectations immediately adapt 
to the current reality. A speed of adaptation equal to zero means that 
expectations or references never change. A lower speed of adaptation, 
say of 10 percent, means that it takes at least ten days to adapt to a new 
reality.

We now have a simple model of human psychology that may seem 
basic, but at least it is fundamental and complete. That is, the model 
contains suffi  cient elements to produce predictions on how much hap-
piness will be experienced under diff erent scenarios of reality, which 
means that we now have a formula for happiness!

It may not be the perfect formula, but it operates on a set of laws and 
it off ers a concrete starting point—which is what we like to work with. 
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For example, the formula for calculating new expectations we gave ear-
lier does not take into account social comparison. But for now the sim-
pler formula is good enough. Let’s put our laws of happiness to the test.

a group of friends meets a genie

Three very close friends decided it was time to pack their bags and hit 
the road for a vacation! The destination picked was the ancient Mayan 
ruins in Chichen Itza, Mexico, where they would spend their time in 
contact with nature, hiking the mountains, and studying the ruins of this 
ancient civilization. On one sunny afternoon during the trip, one of them 
tripped on something half buried in the ground. “Ouch!”—You could 
hear Frank shouting so loudly that his voice echoed far beyond the moun-
tains. “What is this in the middle of the trail?” Mariah, who was right 
behind him, kneeled quickly and rose back up with a strange-looking 
object in her hands: “A golden shiny bottle,” she said as Jack approached.

As they watched her examine it, a curious smoke started blowing 
out of the bottle and, with a loud pop, a genie in the form of a Mayan 
woman appeared out of midair. With their mouths agape, they watched 
the fi gure perform rituals as she told them they would have the amaz-
ing opportunity to spend one hundred rare coins in exactly fi fty days, 
stipulating that “You can spend the coins only within this dream life and 
in one, and only one, category of consumption, whether it is cars, boats, 
traveling, parties, or anything else.”

Since our friends had to commute to work using slow public trans-
portation, they decided to have a contest to see who gets the most hap-
piness in spending their windfall of one hundred coins on a better mode 
of commuting for the next fi fty days. The cars they had available for 
rentals were an economy car, a midsize car, a full-size car, and a luxury 
sports car. For a day of rental, an economy car costs one coin, a midsize 
costs two coins, a full-size costs three coins, and a luxury car costs four 
coins. They could also take the bus, which was free. Since our friends 
have a total of one hundred coins each, they must use these coins wisely 
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to rent the right type of car for the right duration. Before you read fur-
ther, think for a moment what you would do in this situation. Would you 
spend the hundred coins to rent a luxury sports car for twenty-fi ve days, 
and then take the bus for the remaining twenty-fi ve days? Or would you 
rather spend the hundred coins to rent a midsize car for the entire fi fty 
days? Let us see what each of our characters has planned.

Our focus in this example is to understand the mechanism of adapta-
tion. Hence, we ignore the eff ects of social comparison.

Nouveau Riche Jack

Jack feels as if he has just won the lottery: He is impatient and decides 
to make reality very exciting for the fi rst twenty-fi ve days by leasing 
a fancy Porsche. Of course, the Porsche costs four coins per day, and 
in day twenty-fi ve Jack runs out of coins, returns his Porsche to the 
dealer, and takes the bus for the remaining twenty-fi ve days. What is the 
recording that this decision will produce in his happiness seismogram? 
How many happydons in total does he get?3

At the beginning, Jack is extremely happy, enjoying the performance 
of the car and the status accorded to him while driving it. Since his 
expectation has not yet adapted, he fi nds a great deal of excitement and 
novelty speeding on the highways while listening to loud music. The 
very fi rst day he gets 8 happydons. This excitement and enjoyment fades 
away little by little as he becomes used to it, and as the expectations 
adapt, the gap between reality and expectations closes. The happydons 
derived from the Porsche decrease to 7, 5, 4, 3, and 2 as days pass. As 
day twenty-fi ve approaches, his enjoyment has greatly diminished—
what used to be exciting and joyful is no longer the same way now. Still, 
he managed to enjoy a total of 110 happydons during the fi rst 25 days 
from driving the Porsche.

When the car gets returned to the dealer, Jack experiences a great deal 
of unhappiness, a sort of negative blow that exceeds greatly in intensity 
the positive moments of the past. He gets negative 16 happydons the 
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very fi rst day that he travels on a bus. At this moment Jack predicts 
that he will stay this unhappy for the remaining twenty-fi ve days, but 
fortunately this is not correct. Expectations will also adapt downward, 
closing the gap between reality and expectations. Unhappiness will be 
lasting, but the intensity will diminish and, approaching day fi fty Jack 
will be doing okay, losing only 4 happydons per day.

How much happiness has Jack bought with this budget? The hap-
piness seismogram, or happiness in each day, is calculated using the 
reality minus the expectation in each day.4 The total happiness is then 
the area between the curve and the zero line. In Jack’s case, the area 
between the happiness recording and the zero line is positive during 
the fi rst twenty-fi ve days by 110 happydons, but in the next twenty-fi ve 
days he loses 215 happydons, and the total is negative 105. Negative! How 
is that possible if he won one hundred coins to be spent on anything? 
How come his happiness is not positive or at least zero? Well, loss aver-
sion explains it. Jack’s unhappiness after losing the car far outweighs the 
pleasure he had while owning it. He’s like one of those teenagers who 
spend their entire monthly budget in the fi rst week and then sit at home 
frustrated for the other three weeks of the month.

Stable Frank

Our next character is Frank, the one who tripped on the bottle. Frank 
fi nds Jack’s plan to be a naïve and immature and he thinks he can do 
better. Although Frank adores cars as much as Jack, he tries to control 
his initial excitement and think in terms of the long run. He chooses 
to lease a less fancy car at a lower cost so that he is able to enjoy it for 
a longer period of time. That is, he simply divides the budget of one 
hundred coins by fi fty, the number of periods, and sets his expense at 
this level. So Frank leases a midsize car that costs two coins per day. It is 
indeed half as fancy as Jack’s.

Frank’s solution is quite clever in a world with zero speed of adapta-
tion. If the only law that matters is that of diminishing sensitivity, and 



Diminishing Sensitivity / 85

the fi rst sip tastes better than the second, which in turn tastes better 
than the third, the optimal solution is to spread out consumption evenly 
across time. That is, take one sip every day.

Because the speed of adaptation is 10 percent, not 0 percent, Frank 
experiences less happiness as time passes. He is quite excited at the 
beginning, getting six happydons per day. Of course, this is less than the 
eight happydons that Jack got from the Porsche. Because of adaptation, 
expectations increase over time, and Frank’s happiness gets smaller as 
days pass. At the end of the fi fty days he is almost fully adapted, getting 
less than one happydon per day. There is one major diff erence between 
Jack and Frank: Frank will never experience negative emotions. Frank 
may not have driven a Porsche, but at least he avoids the embarrassment 
of having to catch the bus after driving a Porsche!

In fact, Frank does much better than Jack, as he derives a total hap-
piness of positive 110 happydons. Compared to the negative 105 of Jack, 
the calculation shows how powerful loss aversion is.

Most of us hate to sacrifi ce any standard of living to which we’ve 
become accustomed. As creatures of habit, we will actually fi gure out 
ways to maintain living standards and habits. For instance, wealthy peo-
ple who start losing their money sometimes choose to remain in their 
big mansions with a much lower daily budget rather than move to a 
smaller house and have more money on hand. In contrast, an average 
person who never had lived in a mansion can enjoy living in a small 
home with a modest income.

That Frank does much better than Jack shows that if people strive to 
be happy, they will resist losing. And this means that people will either 
maintain or increase those activities and consumption goods that they 
have been consuming for a long time. Habit persistence is a logical con-
sequence of the laws of happiness! Indeed, for goods consumed over a 
long period, a reduction from their habitual levels will produce a loss. 
For example, if you are used to having a cleaner for your apartment once 
a week and you need to cut this cost and start cleaning the place your-
self, the loss will be great and will make you unhappy. If you had always 
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done the service yourself, it is not that big a burden because, well, it’s a 
habit. In fact, the best predictor of future behavior is past behavior, and 
the best predictor of future consumption is past consumption.

Lottery winners, Hollywood stars, and sports heroes that have made 
large amounts of money and spent them on luxury goods often ask 
themselves this question: How come having so much has not bought me 
happiness? Simply put, adaptation washed it away. And while this adap-
tation takes place in our subconscious, we can outsmart it by anticipat-
ing adaptation and not letting it sneak up on us. Let us see how.

Prudent Mariah

Our job as engineers is to set the happiness problem as a well-formulated 
optimization problem. And what is a well-formulated optimization 
problem? Well, a well-formulated optimization problem consists of 
three elements. The fi rst element is decision variables—in this case, we 
have fi fty decision variables, which is what we need to specify how much 
to spend in each of the fi fty days. The second element is the constraints 
on these decision variables. The main constraint is that the total expense 
needs to meet the budget. Thus, the sum of the fi fty decision variables 
is supposed to be equal to one hundred. The second constraint is that 
the decision variables need to be positive integers (0, 1, 2, and so on . . . ).

The third element is the objective function—the function we wish 
to maximize. The objective function is based on calculating reality and 
expectations period after periods. Reality is given by our decision on 
how much to spend. The second law dictates that expectations adapt. 
One possible way in which this adjustment may happen is to calcu-
late expectations in the next period as a weighted average of the cur-
rent expectations and the current consumption. Once we have reality 
minus expectations period by period, we then use the S-curve to cal-
culate the happiness in the period. Doing this for all fi fty periods pro-
duces the happiness seismogram. The sum of the happiness obtained in 
all the periods gives the total happiness, which is our objective function. 
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Observe how the objective function depends on the decision variables. 
The question is: what arrangement of the decision variables is feasible 
and also yields the highest value for the objective function?

Computers are great at dealing with well-formulated optimization 
problems. If the problem is not too complex, then the computer will 
try many combinations and return the best arrangement of the decision 
variables that yield the highest possible value of the objective function. 
The computer will take care that such an arrangement is feasible, that is, 
it satisfi es all the constraints. If the problem is too large or too complex, 
then the computer will produce something close to the optimal solution.

So, the group of friends is still out there trying to fi gure out who will 
get the most out of the genie-in-the-bottle experience. Mariah, who 
dug the bottle out of the ground, knows computers. When faced with 
this situation of the hundred coins and how to best spend them, she 
quickly got her PDA out of her pocket, entered the happiness problem 
in a spreadsheet, and used the solver tool to fi nd the optimal way to 
spend the coins. Her PDA computer returned the seismogram repre-
senting the maximum happiness possible using these hundred coins.

Mariah’s solution involves a lot of restraint and patience, and she 
doesn’t know yet whether she will have suffi  cient courage, willpower, 
and conviction to implement the solution. According to her own results, 
she is supposed to take the bus for the fi rst two days, and then lease 
an aff ordable car for one coin per day. The optimal program requires 
that she hold on to this car for many days. A bit before the twenty-
fi fth day, she can then trade up for a better model. Why wait so long? 
Because otherwise, she would increase expectations too soon and early 
increases are expensive! Early increases in expectations subtract happi-
ness from the remaining days. It is cheaper to delay the increases, so that 
expectations increase later. Indeed, Mariah can then enjoy two further 
increases, which includes using the Porsche during the last eight days. 
Mariah attains the maximum happiness possible within the boundar-
ies of our model, which is +145 happydons. Mariah was not richer, nor 
was she genetically more inclined to experience happiness. The laws of 
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happiness apply to her the same way they do to Jack and Frank. Mariah 
was simply smarter, as she understood how happiness worked. She was 
able to engineer a happier experience!

Mariah’s optimal solution strikes the right balance between spread-
ing out consumption and creating an increasing sequence. Spreading 
out consumption counteracts diminishing sensitivity, and an increasing 
pattern counteracts adaptation.

Mariah, smarter than the guys, concluded: “Jack was impatient. He 
had the greatest enjoyment initially, but could not sustain consumption 
above his reference levels, and could not avoid feeling the loss of cut-
ting back. Frank understood this, and did the simplest thing to avoid 
losses: He settled for consumption that never decreases. But, his initial 
purchase was costly and the adaptation he experienced from the very 
beginning limited his overall happiness. After this analysis, Mariah fi g-
ured out her solution to this challenge, and also the secret of happiness 
is to use a crescendo strategy, always going from less to more. To make 
this feasible, it is important to keep low levels of consumption at the 
beginning and, even better, fi nd the right time in life to initiate new 
habits. Mariah understood the logic of crescendo.

Suppose you want to maintain constant happiness. To do so, you 
need to follow the advice of Confucius: “The one who would be in con-
stant happiness must frequently change.” Do as Mariah: maintain an 
increasing consumption plan, making sure that there is always a gap 
between reality and expectations.

One way to put these ideas into practice is to stagger the acquisition 
of better and better possessions, rather than jumping right to the best. 
We have a friend at the Central Bank of Guatemala who did exactly that 
when deciding on which new motorcycle to buy:

I currently own a Honda Twister 250. I’m happy with my current bike, but 
I would like to buy a new one with a more powerful engine. There are two 
candidates: the Triumph Bonneville and the BMW R1150R.

Technologically, the BMW motorcycle is superior, because it’s got a 
transmission axle, instead of a chain (which requires less maintenance); it’s 
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also got ABS brakes and a better suspension system. In general it is a bigger 
bike, both in physical size and engine, and also a more expensive one. If I 
had to buy only one motorcycle for the rest of my life, I would purchase 
the BMW.

On the other hand, the Triumph has a “retro” kind of style which is very 
charming, and I like the fact that it is lower; therefore, I believe that I am still 
in a phase of my life in which I need a motorcycle that is less intimidating, 
besides being cheaper.

Then the reasoning goes like this: buy the Triumph now and enjoy all its 
advantages and properties. Eventually, in an indeterminate future, buy the 
BMW R1150R (or a similar model). Though this implies not having the best 
possible motorcycle since the beginning, it allows me to follow an increasing 
path on the quality of the motorcycles. According to this theory of shifting 
expectations, it would also have the additional advantage of being compat-
ible with a sustainable path of happiness, since happiness, as I understand, is 
more a function of attaining successive improvements in consumption than 
of attaining certain absolute levels of consumption.

Yes! This strategy is exactly the right way to go! Maybe you can also 
think about an example like this in your life, when you consciously ana-
lyzed your consumption decisions to maximize your happiness.

Saving the Best for Last

Remember, Jack leased a Porsche at four coins per day for the fi rst 

twenty-fi ve days. When he got the car right away, his end result was a 
happiness loss of 105. If he had leased the Porsche for the last twenty-fi ve 
days, he would have achieved a happiness gain of +115. Hence, saving 
the best for last is a simple way to get assured happiness, because it uses 
the crescendo strategy.

A group of friends went for vacation to Croatia. Croatia has two important 
national parks, Krka and Plitvice. For many, Plitvice is more spectacular 
than Krka. This group visited Krka fi rst, and had a very enjoyable day—it 
has some nice waterfalls and a unique monastery located in a small river 
island. Three days later, they visited Plitvice and were startled by the beauty 
of the cascades and lakes. All in all, they left with nice memories of the 
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two days spent visiting parks. Later in their trip they met a couple that had 
visited Plitvice fi rst and had just returned from visiting Krka. This couple 
felt that, compared to Plitvice, Krka was not nearly as beautiful. In fact, 
they even seemed to be disappointed with the day spent at Krka. They were 
right, Krka might not be worth visiting only a few days after Plitvice, but it 
is defi nitely worth visiting before Plitvice.

Therefore, it’s not the inherent value of something that matters most, 
but how that value compares with what immediately preceded it.

The same resources, but with diff erent sequencing and ordering, produce diff erent levels 

of happiness.

Most executives will acknowledge that one key to successful man-
agement is managing expectations to motivate maximum productivity. 
Basically, there are two possible ways to do this. The fi rst is to over-
promise and later underdeliver, and the second is to underpromise and 
later overdeliver. If we have convinced you that happiness is associated 
with creating increasing sequences, you’ll probably agree that under-
promising and overdelivering is the right way to go.

Promises of promotions, bonuses, vacation days, and reductions in 
workload are easy to make. And they may temporarily get workers to 
go the extra mile. But if these promises are not fulfi lled, then employees 
will quickly become demoralized. To build credibility, it is better to 
underpromise and later overdeliver.

In one company, there were three division executives contending for the 
general director’s position. One of them presented an ambitious expansion 
plan for the company. The proposal was so impressive and ambitious that 
the board decided to appoint this division executive to the position. How-
ever, his proposed plan quickly turned out to be infeasible and a year later 
this executive was fi red from the company.

coping with losses

Suppose you are Jack in day twelve. By now, you have spent half of your 
budget, and you have fi fty-some coins, your budget for the remaining 
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thirty-eight days. Suddenly, you realize that cannot sustain the current 
expense of four coins a day you are used to. Should you continue with 
the initial plan of spending four coins per day until day twenty-fi ve, 
return the car, and end up with unhappiness of –105? Clearly there must 
be a better strategy!

Let’s enter into the computer the following problem. Maximize the 
total happiness during the time that remains, thirty-eight days, given 
the budget that remains, fi fty-two coins, and considering that our cur-
rent expectations, rather than equal to zero, are closer to our current 
consumption level of four.

The solution that the computer gives to this problem is as follows. The 
best would be for him to return the Porsche immediately and then use 
the bus for some days. In this way, Jack will experience a large loss, but 
his expectations will adjust day after day to the new situation. Moreover, 
based on the law of diminishing sensitivity, this initial unhappiness will 
be somehow cushioned. Once his expectation falls suffi  ciently, he could 
imitate Mariah and go gradually from an economy car back to a Porsche.5

If the times call for tightening the belt, the optimal strategy is to 
begin with a painful initial phase, in which the goal is to lower expecta-
tions as fast as possible. In due time, we will adapt to the new circum-
stances. One thing is for sure: it will take time.

Hardships lower expectations and create new comparisons, enabling 
us to see the world in more absolute terms and with a much wider per-
spective. In his book Happiness, Pleasure, and Judgment, Allen Parducci, a 
psychology professor at UCLA, argues that past peaks of unhappiness 
increase future happiness.6

inside the black box

Suppose that instead of one hundred coins and fi fty days, we have just 
three coins and three days. In the fi rst day, you can spend zero, one, 
two, or three coins. If we spend zero on day one, then there are many 
possibilities open for days two and three. If we spend three coins on the 
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fi rst day, then there is nothing left for the second and third days. If we 
spend two coins on the fi rst day, then we have two remaining possibili-
ties: spend the last coin in the second period or in the third. This logic 
gives us a total of ten possibilities.

Take one of these ten possible sequences. Knowing the consumption 
on each day and how the adaptation rate moves, we can compare reality 
minus expectations in each day. This allows us to calculate the happi-
ness each day and the total happiness associated with each possibility.

What do we learn? Not surprisingly, the three plans that score the 
highest in terms of happiness are those having the less-to-more prop-
erty: consumption never decreases. In this case, the optimal sequence is 
(0, 1, 2), the second best is (0, 0, 3), and the third best is (1, 1, 1). In contrast, 
consuming all resources at the beginning, (3, 0, 0), produces the most 
unhappy sequence.

For suffi  ciently small problems, computers can enumerate all possi-
bilities. For larger problems, computers use “implicit enumeration tech-
niques” to fi nd the optimum combination among millions. This is what 
Mariah, the wisest of the three friends used to fi nd the optimal way of 
spending her hundred coins over fi fty days.

For even larger problems, computers can fi nd near-optimal solutions 
that, although not optimal for sure, defi nitely beat our intuition by tak-
ing personal subjectivity out of the equation. Of course, all this assumes 
a well-defi ned problem: decision variables, constraints, and objective 
function.

the “reverse” brave new world

Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World describes a reality where human 
beings live in a technology-addicted reality with no violence, where 
everything is carefully programmed For example, babies are born in 
laboratories, people take daily drugs to avoid depression, and movies 
with sensory stimulation are the most popular entertainment.7 Within 
this controlled society, a man senses that his relationship with a young 
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woman won’t be able to develop beyond what is allowed within the 
society and, therefore, starts questioning the entire system. The author 
questions many of the things that we take for granted nowadays. The 
message is that social happiness cannot be engineered through technol-
ogy and control.

What we propose is a “reverse brave new world.” In this world, the 
idea is not to inherit the peak level of technology. Rather, the idea is to 
experiment on numerous incremental technological improvements. To 
do so, the key is to start with an extremely low level. In this imaginary 
world, to maximize people’s happiness children are born in medieval-
type societies: no democracy, no electricity, no PlayStation, no televi-
sion, no Internet, no MP3 player.

We would provide the children with basic goods such as food, shelter, 
and medical care from the beginning. When they are age fi ve, electric-
ity would be introduced, providing them with great joy and excitement. 
Little by little, appliances that can be used with electricity such as toys 
that run with batteries or escalators would appear in their lives. Each 
one of them will give them great joy. When the children are age ten, the 
television would appear—black and white, of course. Three year later, 
the color TV will be discovered. This pattern would continue until they 
are middle-aged, when computers, mobile phones, and the Internet 
would be introduced.

Of course, this is an imaginary and unreal possibility. Still, the mes-
sage is clear: To maximize happiness, not everything has to be made 
available right away. Little children will be just fi ne if they do not get 
used to having the best of everything. The optimal approach is that of 
beginning low, setting a low reference, and then moving up incremen-
tally. If you have never seen or had some good, then you don’t miss it. As 
one of our colleagues said: it is better to postpone as much as possible 
bringing your kids to an expensive amusement park. Once you go, your 
kids will want to return every year!

You can easily apply this approach whenever you take up a new 
sport or hobby. Rather than going out and buying the best equipment 
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available, we would recommend that you start out with modest, used 
equipment and then upgrade gradually. Of course, this approach also 
helps you limit your expenses if you quit the sport or hobby after the 
fi rst few lessons.

There is no doubt that technology has off ered our generation a 
sequence of improvements. According to our model, computers and 
mobile phones have increased the happiness of many, by providing an 
increasing set of advantages. No matter how incredible a technology is, 
its contribution to happiness depends as much on the improvement per 
se as on the incremental rate at which the technology is administered. 
Let’s take petroleum-powered technologies such as cars and planes, 
for example. These technologies are mature, in the sense that we are 
quite used to them, and we do not expect major breakthroughs in their 
effi  ciency. Thus, the happiness potential of these technologies is rather 
limited. Of course, as a society we are trapped, and we really cannot live 
without them.

Still, if we were able to take an absolute perspective, oil is one of the 
most incredible blessings, giving us a cheap and malleable source of 
energy that has transformed our society and has liberated the human 
condition in many ways. But now, as we experience the drawbacks of 
contamination and crowded roads, we are growing increasingly unhappy 
about this blessing. Commuting is, in fact, a big source of unhappiness. 
But to take the absolute perspective is not diffi  cult: just try walking to 
work one day (it might take eight hours!), and you will start to appreci-
ate commuting.

It would have been much better for us if the petroleum-powered 
technologies had become available in smaller increments, giving us 
hope for a better future. In contrast, electronic technology still has many 
improvements in store, and hence it has the ability to keep our faith in 
progress. Of course, once this technology levels off , the excitement will 
also wane. Hopefully, through our research eff orts and inventiveness, 
new technologies may emerge in the future. Or, better yet, someday we 
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will learn to be happier with what we have by training our brains to take 
an absolute, rather than relative, perspective.

Here is another application of the crescendo idea. When couples 
move to a new house, they often wonder what’s best: to decorate the 
house all at once, perhaps by getting a larger mortgage loan, or to live 
with modest furniture and then make improvements in the house little 
by little, as the couple’s economic condition improves. Our model has 
a clear recommendation: always go from less to more. Yes, by having 
the apartment totally ready, one would defi nitely have a big jump in 
happiness, as Jack did, but Mariah got more happiness from planning 
an increasing sequence. Leaving room for future improvement not only 
saves interest payments, it also creates opportunities for us to reach 
small milestones, and this in turn increases total happiness, which is our 
ultimate goal!

In summary, our model supports commonsense advice of frugality. It 
is better to postpone expensive consumption if there is a limited bud-
get. Make sure you choose the right ordering of events, always trying to 
ensure an increasing path! The crescendo (less to more) philosophy also 
generates happiness from anticipation. Looking into the future, Mariah 
can only be optimistic.

 HAPPINESS IN ACTION

The next time you plan a trip, think strategically about how you order 

your itinerary. Rather than visiting the most spectacular museum, 

beach, or temple fi rst, save those experiences for the end of your trip. 

Try to order your schedule from least to most spectacular or exciting. 

Do the same with the choice of hotels. That way, you’ll enjoy the lesser 

sites in the earlier part of your trip, and build up to the really memorable 

experiences.
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chapter 7

The Fifth Law of Happiness
Satiation

I went to see high mountains, I went to see oceans. Only I had 
not seen at my very doorstep, the dew drop glistening on the 
ear of the corn. —Rabindranath Tagore

The four laws that we have introduced are very useful to understand 
the formation of habits and the incremental strategies required to maxi-
mize happiness. But we are still missing one essential element to under-
stand that there is more to life than just habits. This element, the spice 
of life, is variety. Variety, as we will argue, will be a consequence of the 
fi fth law of happiness.

Suppose you just got back from a weeklong holiday in the Bahamas, 
where you spent the days relaxing on a beautiful beach sipping color-
ful cocktails. When the vacation ends, you return home and dive back 
into your daily routine. The following Friday afternoon a friend calls 
saying she just found a great deal online for a last-minute weekend 
package in St. Bart’s: “You won’t believe it,” she shouts excitedly. “We 
can have nice drinks by the pool every day!” It sounds like a great trip, 
but you’re hardly motivated to go since you just got back from the Baha-
mas the previous weekend. You’ll probably be very interested after a 
few months of miserable winter weather or after a rough period at work, 
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but not now. Why is that? It is because you are satiated with a beach 
vacation.

The Fifth Law —Satiation: Recent consumption reduces the happiness intensity of 

subsequent consumption; and recent abstinence increases the happiness of subsequent 

consumption.

It doesn’t take a marine biologist to know that a sea lion that has just 
eaten twenty pounds of herring is a happy sea lion. After the meal, she 
lounges in the sunshine as the waves crash on the rocks, her happiness 
seismogram reaching a daily peak of +10 happydons. Recall that the hap-
piness seismogram is the hypothetical recording of moment happiness 
over time. Total happiness, measured in happydons, is the area between 
the seismogram and the zero line. But let’s ask a simple question: Would 
twenty pounds of herring always give the sea lion 10 happydons? If she 
had just eaten a few hours earlier, she probably wouldn’t enjoy the addi-
tional twenty pounds of fi sh all that much (after all, even sea lions, with 
all that blubber, can still feel stuff ed). But if she has not eaten for two days, 
then she will be very hungry, and the twenty pounds of herrings today 
will be warmly welcome and may even give her more than 10 happydons.

Along with food and vacations, there are many other experiences the 
enjoyment of which depends on the time elapsed since you last had that 
experience. This happens because the consumption of goods or experi-
ences creates a memory that diminishes over time, which acts in the 
same way as the satiation level for food.

Unless you are a huge fan of some actor or actress, would you want to 
watch a movie that you saw just last week? After some time has passed, 
the images from the movie or the vacation memories will fade, and once 
again you will be able to fully enjoy that same experience almost as if it 
were the fi rst time.

When we think about how much pleasure we derive from a particu-
lar food, it is necessary to take into account how full we are, or our “sati-
ation level.” The satiation level can be positive when we are full, zero 
when we are neutral, even negative if we are hungry. Satiation levels 
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depend, of course, on the quantity we recently consumed. The passage 
of time lowers these satiation levels. Satiation levels also depend on the 
adaptation levels. A person who is not accustomed to spicy food will 
reach his limit quickly. Others who have adapted to it can eat lots of 
spicy foods at every meal.

It is an unavoidable neurological fact that any kind of pleasure has 
a limit that makes lasting happiness impossible. The more frequently a 
signal is sent to the brain, the less able the brain is to process it as new 
information, which lowers our potential for satisfaction. This is due to 
the so-called refractory period, during which a single cell is not able to 
fi re the same signal again for a while. It is the same when you scratch 
an itch. Scratching overloads the nerves near the itch and causes them 
to react less to the itch, but after a few seconds the itch returns worse 
than ever and you will need to scratch even more to receive the same 
relief as before.

Even if you were the richest man on Earth, your happiness would 
diminish because of satiation with having too much. To understand 
that unlimited money cannot give unlimited amounts of pleasure, and 
that variety and novelty can indeed increase happiness, it is essential to 
account for satiation.

Satiation is closely related to the Law of Diminishing Sensitivity. Basi-
cally, if we’ve enjoyed something recently we become satiated and having 
more doesn’t bring as much enjoyment. But, if it has been a while we will 
develop a craving and enjoy great pleasure when that craving is satisfi ed. 
Thus, if satiation is low (for example, you have not eaten at all during 
the day), then the same consumption (dinner) will provide greater enjoy-
ment as compared to when satiation is high (you just had a big, late lunch).

How does satiation fi ts into our framework? Recall our fundamental 
equation of happiness.

HAPPINESS is an S-curve of
REALITY minus SHIFTING EXPECTATIONS
adjusted for SATIATION
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Let us see exactly how to adjust the happiness S-curve to account for 
satiation. We will see that the happiness obtained in a given period of 
time depends on both the expectation level and the satiation level. Let’s 
use a simple example.

How much would you enjoy one slice of pizza? “It depends,” 
you say. On what? “Well, the enjoyment is greater if I am hungry,” 
you reply.

After eating your fi rst slice of your favorite pizza—which, let’s say, 
gives you +5 happydons—you’re still hungry, so you have a second slice. 
How much enjoyment do you expect to obtain from this second slice? 
Most likely, the total satisfaction from the second slice will be less, say 
+2 happydons, because of the Law of Diminishing Sensitivity.

So, one slice of pizza can give you +5 happydons if you are hungry 
and can give you +2 happydons if you have just eaten a slice. The reason 
is that the satiation level, which we call S, starts out at S = 0 before you 
eat any pizza, but jumps up to S = 1 as soon as you have eaten the fi rst 
piece. Satiation level increases with consumption and reverts to zero 
over time without consumption.

How much enjoyment you would obtain from one slice of pizza at 6 
p.m., if you had already had one slice of pizza at noon?

Let’s suppose that the satiation level at 6 p.m. is equal to S = 0.5. The 
way to calculate happiness from the S-curve is to start from the satia-
tion level. The incremental happiness from S to S plus one slice of pizza 
gives the satisfaction of this particular slice of pizza. In this case, the 
incremental happiness form 0.5 to 1.5 gives +3 happydons. When S = 0, 
the incremental happiness from 0 to 1 gives +5 happydons; and when 
S = 1, the incremental happiness from 1 to 2 slices gives +2 happydons. 
Therefore, we can now calculate the happydons that one slice of pizza 
produces for any satiation level.

Hence, each instance of consumption yields happiness, but reduces 
hunger. Later consumption provides enjoyment starting from this baseline satia-

tion level. The speed at which satiation levels decay during periods of no 
consumption is called the speed of satiation.1
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Our laws predict that basic goods will produce more satiation 
than adaptive goods. For adaptive goods, expectations increase 
with consumption. As expectations increase, there is less buildup 
of satiation with future consumption. The reason is that the buildup 
of satiation is a function of consumption in excess of expectations. If 
consumption is high but expectations are equally high, then there is 
little satiation. In contrast, for nonadaptive or basic goods, expecta-
tions move slowly. Hence, satiation builds up based on absolute level 
of consumption.

Hence, we could say that adaptation mitigates satiation—once a habit is 
formed, a consumer is able to sustain large intakes without experienc-
ing satiation. Everyone enjoys music, but the taste for a style of music 
develops over time. For instance, somebody used to classical music may 
listen to it for the entire day without experiencing satiation. However, 
if a person not used to classical music buys an MP3 player and listens to 
these symphonies, he may be easily satiated after fi ve minutes of listen-
ing. Later on, once this person has made a habit of listening to classical 
music, he might be able to enjoy symphonies for much of the day.

It is very much as Adam Smith observed in The Wealth of  Nations: 
“The desire of food is limited in every man by the narrow capacity of 
the human stomach, but the desire of the conveniences and ornaments 
of buildings, dress, equipage, and household furniture, seems to have no 
limit or certain boundary.”2

the curse of overconsumption

The story “The Midas Plague” depicts a world where robots overpro-
duce far beyond what is needed for the society.3 In such a society, poor 
people are forced to consume frantically. Poor folks live in sprawling 
mansions with quarter-acre ballrooms. And yet, the poor are unhappy 
because there is almost too much consumption to keep up with. In con-
trast, the rich live austerely in small houses, with smaller cars and sim-
pler gadgets. Upper-class people are allowed to work, and actually are 
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happier because they get a relief from the constant consumption that 
plagues the poor.

In our own research, we have shown mathematically that indeed the 
counterintuitive outcome of lower happiness could occur when con-
sumption increases.4 Too much consumption saturates our senses, and 
pleasure declines.

In one study, lottery winners actually reported that they experienced 
signifi cantly less pleasure from mundane daily activities than they pre-
viously had.5

Suppose you are off ered a prize of six bottles of wine or six museum 
passes, which you can use over time. Common sense would suggest that 
you should spread out the consumption over time. Again, mathemati-
cally we can determine the optimal duration over which to spread out 
the consumption. For a product or experience that is highly satiating 
you should spread out the consumption over a longer period than for 
a good that has low satiation. You may enjoy six bottles of wine over 
the next six weeks, but you may visit a museum only once every four 
months, and thus take almost two years to experience it six times. When 
it comes to partying, eating out, and taking trips, it is wise to slow down 
a bit and not let satiation dull your joy.

exploration and exploitation

In Samuel Johnson’s novel Rasselas,6 the prince of Abyssinia lives in a 
“happy valley” with all worldly comforts provided. Yet he fi nds himself 
bored and plots his escape to experience life in the outside world. His 
philosopher companion asks, “Look round and tell me which of your 
wants is without supply: if you want nothing, how are you unhappy?” 
The Prince replies, “When I see the kids and the lambs chasing one 
another, I fancy that I should be happy if I had something to pursue. 
But, possessing all that I can want, I fi nd one day and one hour exactly 
like another, except that the latter is still more tedious than the for-
mer. . . . I have already enjoyed too much; give me something to desire.”
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Is satiation a blessing or a curse? If you have recently consumed 
beyond your adaptation level—too much popcorn at the movies—you 
experience satiation. Satiation naturally promotes an interest in novelty 
and variety, and you may think, “I’ll enjoy some Coca Cola while my 
satiation level for the popcorn decreases.”

Adaptation and satiation present a confl ict. Adaptation produces the 
eff ect of the more you get, the more you want. This logic induces either 
complete abstinence (“going cold turkey”) or increasing consumption 
rates (continued indulgence). By contrast, satiation produces the oppo-
site marginal eff ect: the more you get, the less you want, which leads to 
a desire to seek variety. If our laws of happiness are correct, we should 
feel the tension between these two forces in determining the optimal 
allocation of consumption.

What happens over time when we can choose between competing 
activities? What is the optimal approach? To make things simple, let’s 
consider two activities: tennis and golf. Every week, we need to decide 
which of the two is best. If the speed of satiation and the speed of adap-
tation are the same for both activities, then the optimal plan is to alter-
nate between the two activities.

What if one of the two activities, say golf, has a higher speed of 
adaptation? The optimal plan is as follows. During the fi rst weeks, 
one is better off  rotating between tennis and golf: T, G, T, G, . . . . As 
weeks pass, and one adapts to golf faster than to tennis, it is best to start 
leaning toward golf: G, G, T, G, G, T, G, . . . Eventually, the optimal 
thing to do is to abandon tennis and permanently switch to golf: T, G, 
G, G, G. . . .

The optimal pattern follows the scheme of exploration and exploi-
tation. Due to the variety-seeking behavior induced by satiation, you 
should start off  switching back and forth between tennis and golf. That 
is, we begin with a phase of exploration with lots of variety. As the 
adaptation level for golf increases beyond that for tennis, you will likely 
choose tennis less frequently as time passes, to avoid the withdrawal 
from golf. At some point, you may decide to permanently switch to golf. 



Satiation / 103

This is the phase of exploitation, where we stay with the things that we 
like the most. In fact, casual observation indicates that young people 
seek variety in their activities, whereas older people tend to settle on a 
few, very established habits. Don’t you remember your grandpa always 
reading the paper, playing chess, or bowling?

Low adaptation levels make variety and novelty optimal. High adaptation levels make 

variety and novelty suboptimal, as we do better by sticking to our habits.

As a child, Rafael was one of those kids who had a schedule almost as 
busy as a grownup businessman’s. He went from school to judo classes 
twice a week, swimming lessons three times a week, and computer les-
sons every day—not to mention the clubs he participated in at school, 
such as cycling and soccer. During his teenage years, he tried hiking, 
climbing, and horseracing. Then, at the age of twenty-eight, he discov-
ered his real passion: diving. Fifteen years later, diving remained Rafa-
el’s passion, taking him to oceans all over the world exploring marine 
life and shipwrecks.

Thus, the highly criticized explosion of extracurricular activities for 
young kids may turn out to be a great idea after all. Trying diff erent 
activities in one’s younger years not only expands one’s horizons; it also 
provides the contrast in happiness derived from adaptation and satiation 
from each activity. Then later in life we can stay with the few activities 
that consistently give us the most pleasure.

variety and crescendo

In the previous chapter, we concentrated on a single adaptive good and 
gave the recipe that the optimal allocation of budget was to ensure an 
increasing sequence. But what is the optimal budget allocation when 
facing multiple goods?

Often, we have the possibility of choosing both the activity (for exam-
ple, cycling, golf, or tennis; or type of restaurant) as well as the qual-
ity or budget for the activity (for example, buy more expensive sports 
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gear, play on better golf courses, or go to more expensive restaurants). 
With all of these factors in play, how is one supposed to optimize 
happiness?

When we enter this complex problem into a computer and run our 
optimization, the solution we obtain is the following.7 Consumption 
alternates between diff erent goods and activities, and the budget allo-
cated to these increases over time. An example of such a pattern would 
be an individual who alternates among forms of entertainment (restau-
rants, plays, and concerts) and, over time, as he gets used to its aesthetic 
pleasures, increases his budget for entertainment (more expensive res-
taurants, plays, and concerts).

life simplicity

We have seen two smart ways to handle adaptation and satiation. The 
fi rst is the strategy of exploration and exploitation, where we fi rst try 
multiple activities and then settle on a few of them. The second is to 
combine variety with crescendo. On the activities that we choose to 
engage, make sure you plan for an increasing budget over time. There 
is a third question that we would like to address: how many habits to 
initiate?

To answer this question, we run our fundamental equation using the 
following example. You can choose among three evening activities: go 
to the gym, go to the cinema, and take dancing lessons. Should you go 
to the gym every time, or rotate among the three activities?

Assume that the three activities are similar, in the sense that 
they have the same speed of satiation and the same speed of adapta-
tion. We will fi x the common speed of satiation, and vary the common 
speed of adaptation. Our laws produce three patterns for the optimal 
sequence:

• If the common speed of adaptation is low, then the optimal plan 
is to alternate among the three activities, and hence counteract 
the eff ect of satiation.
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• If the common speed of adaptation is moderate, then the 
optimal plan is to alternate between two of the three activities 
and to disregard the third activity entirely.

• If the common speed of adaptation is high, then the optimal 
plan is to choose just one of the activities and stay with it.

For goods and activities with a low speed of adaptation, variety miti-
gates the eff ects of satiation. As the speed of adaptation increases, then 
we still want to alternate between activities, but it is better to reduce 
the total number of these activities. In the extreme for suffi  ciently high 
speed of adaptation, one may not want to alternate and would prefer 
to stay just with one type of activity. For this reason, given a choice 
between goods with multiple speeds of adaptation, it is better to avoid 
the consumption of those that are highly adaptive as they will drag us 
into obsessive behaviors.

Our point is the following. There are a myriad of activities and hab-
its we can engage in. Even if you were to have all the time, money, 
and motivation you could ask for, what maximizes happiness is neither 
to engage in all of them nor to have too restrictive a set of activities. 
Rather, the optimal pattern is to alternate among a few selected habits 
and happily abstain from all the others. This holds true for evening 
activities and sports as well as for other choices such as which type of 
food we try, or which friends to spend time with.

Do you know the story of Sona and the vina (a kind of violin), taught 
in Buddhist philosophy? The Buddha asked Sona, an accomplished 
musician who was seeking spiritual guidance, to make music with a vina 
whose strings he had loosened. Sona laughed and told the Buddha that 
he could not produce music, as the strings were too loose. Buddha then 
proceeded to wind the strings very tight. Of course, what came out were 
high-pitched squeaks. Sona then took the vina from the Buddha’s hands 
and tuned it just right to make beautiful music. By this example Buddha 
taught Sona that the middle path lying between too much and too little 
is the way to enlightenment. In Western culture, Aristotle elaborated 
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the concept of the golden mean under the maxim in medio virtus: there 
is virtue in moderation.

Total happiness may, therefore, be maximized by deliberately choos-
ing only a few habituating goods. May be that is why some parents try 
to keep children from acquiring time-consuming or expensive habits. 
The anthropologist Rentato Rosaldo argues that repetition brings about 
the ordinary and the normal, which in turn makes people comfortable 
and happy.8

Our law of satiation gives an extra twist to the commonsense idea 
that, yes, variety and novelty help. But in combination with the rule of 
adaptation, we show that moderation in the total number of habits is 
optimal. Believe it or not, we have proven this assertion mathematically, 
in what we call the life simplicity theorem. Our laws also recommend 
that over time, one is happier if one focuses on a few well-established 
habits. To put it in a humorous way, at a certain age it is OK to react as 
Henny Youngman did: “When I read about the dangers of drinking, I 
gave up reading.”

craving

What we call happiness comes from the satisfaction of needs 
which have been dammed up to a high degree.

—Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents

The San Diego Union-Tribune carried the following piece on May 12, 
2008: “To Help Nonprofi t Group, Woman Eats on a Dollar a Day.” The 
article reads: “As she concluded her quest to eat for 30 days on a mere 
$30, Maria Gajewski can think of nothing but . . . ‘a big fruit salad,’ she 
said, smiling at the thought. ‘Anything with color, fl avor and vitamins 
looks really good to me right now.’”9

Gajewski ate a lot of brown and beige foods during that month: 
oatmeal, brown rice, lentils, pinto beans, peanut butter, macaroni, and 
wheat bread. So, while consuming an average of nearly 1,400 calories 
a day, she lost about eight pounds, but gained an understanding that 
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having variety in your diet is a luxury we take for granted. “We get used 
to Chinese for dinner one night and pizza the next, but that’s not how 
the rest of the world is,” said Gajewski.

Let’s ask Maria Gajewski: How much would you enjoy a slice of your 
favorite pizza? She answers: +10 happydons.

How can this be? We saw before that one slice of pizza gave 5 hap-
pydons. How is it possible to get 10 happydons if the happiness S-curve 
reads 5 on the positive side for one slice of pizza? But if we are consistent 
with our theory, we can see what has happened during Maria’s ordeal. 
During periods of abstinence, one sustains consumption below the adap-
tation level (for food, this means an intake below 2,500 calories a day). 
Therefore, one builds up negative levels of satiation, which creates an 
unmet need. In the S-curve, recall that happiness is calculated as an 
increment from the satiation level. Therefore, when satiation levels are 
negative, one obtains a huge increase due to the steepness of the curve 
on the negative side. This craving—in mathematical terms—arises from 
the steepness of the S-curve for losses! In other words, craving follows 
from the combination of the third and fi fth laws of happiness.

In our system, negative satiation levels build up if consumption 
below adaptation levels is sustained for a suffi  cient number of periods—
in Gajewski’s case, one month was certainly enough time. And negative 
satiation leads to craving.

Craving has been extensively studied in research on addictions. 
Craving is usually measured by self-reports of subjects on multi-item 
questionnaires.10 Some researchers argue that craving arises because 
of an imbalance in brain activity that results from nonconsumption.11 
Empirical studies on craving usually focus on things like food, drugs, 
alcohol, and smoking. As you could probably guess, chocolate, for 
example, is the most craved food, especially among females.12 Craving 
can be induced by environmental factors, such as the fi rst sign of snow 
for a ski enthusiast, or the fi rst warm days of spring for someone plan-
ning a summer at the beach. As we’ve all experienced, fi nally getting to 
the slopes or to the beach after craving those experiences for so long 
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brings a great deal of pleasure. Thus, to experience high intensity of 
emotions we must suff er through some deprivation. For instance, after a 
very long hike in the cold weather, we really appreciate a warm shower, 
or after standing in a concert for a couple of hours, simply sitting down 
is a source of satisfaction.

Marketers use promotional tools, such as a brief stay in a luxury 
resort, to create desire. Similarly, an outing to celebrate an anniversary 
is made more enjoyable if we just go about our simple and routine life 
for a few days before the big event, avoiding extraordinary events.

The Law of Satiation implies that voluntary abstinence, which cre-
ates heightened need, maximizes the peak happiness experienced after-
ward, once consumption resumes. In India, for the eight days before 
Ashtami,13 people will eat only austere food (fruit and water), and 
abstain from meat, fi sh, and the use of spices. Not using spices is par-
ticularly tough, as these people are used to spicy foods. On the day of 
Ashtami there is a big celebration with rich meals. Periods of abstinence 
followed by a period of celebration are common in religions, such as 
Ramadan for Muslims. These celebrations are particularly joyous.

When we incorporate satiation, our model predicts that the maxi-
mum satisfaction is obtained not immediately after the initial indul-
gence, but after abstaining for the right amount of time. For example, 
imagine that a friend of yours goes to a party tonight and falls madly in 
love at fi rst sight. The lovers dance the night away, all the while staring 
adoringly into each other’s eyes. They part reluctantly at night’s end, 
each one eager to see the other as soon as possible. The question is, in 
order to maximize the happiness gained from their next meeting, when 
should they see each other again?

The laws of happiness would suggest that they shouldn’t see each 
other the next day, since they will still be satiated from the night before. 
Nor should they wait too long, since the romance they’ve cultivated will 
dissipate and they’ll reacclimate to their lives without the other. So, if 
possible, they should wait a few days and allow the craving to build up, 
and then they will each attain maximum joy from reuniting.
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We realize we’re being terribly unromantic here, treating true love 
like a slice of pizza or a round of golf. But, for better or worse, all these 
endeavors use the same mechanisms of adaptation, satiation, and crav-
ing to induce happiness in each of us.

cultivate interests

If we have a wide variety of interests then we can move from one inter-
est to another when we begin to feel monotony. Of course, too many 
interests may hamper their proper development, so there is an ideal 
balance between the number of interests we should cultivate and the 
amount of time available. People who take interest in a variety of activi-
ties seem generally happier than those who don’t. If you enjoy watching 
sports, reading books, gardening, having meals with friends and family, 
engaging in outdoor activities, seeing new places, and getting to know 
new people, then much of your free time goes toward joyful activities. 
Contrary to a romantic view that hermits seem to lead trouble-free lives 
in their isolation, the fact remains that hermits do not lead happy lives. 
The popular cliché that variety is the spice of life is surprisingly valid.

But variety by itself is not a primary source of joy; rather it is the 
novelty and surprise produced by variety that is the main driver of 
joy. In a large meadow fertile with fl owers in bloom, the variety is less 
noticed. In a land of rocky hills, a spring of wildfl owers comes as an 
exquisite surprise. That’s why most people appreciate the changing of 
seasons: the variety of the weather and the vegetation are new to the 
eyes, whereas in tropical lands the always-green scenery, while spec-
tacular, may not be that exciting to someone who lives there year round.

Alas, our brain is so wired that novelty does give us pleasure. Recall 
the study of the monkeys. When the monkeys were off ered raisins and 
not their customary apple, their neurons fi red strongly in response to 
the welcome change.14

One thing we can do to improve our happiness is to seek out even 
the simplest novel experiences whenever possible. For example, recent 
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studies have shown that married couples can rekindle their romance by 
trying new experiences together, which activate the same brain circuits 
that lit up when the couple fi rst fell in love. So, although it might seem 
romantic to visit the same restaurant or beach resort for your anni-
versary every year, you’ll actually be better off  trying someplace new 
each time.

HAPPINESS IN ACTION

Every month try at least one thing you’ve never done, or haven’t done 

in a long time. Try cooking a dish you’ve never made before, join a Tai 

Chi session in the local park, or fl y a kite with your kids. It really doesn’t 

matter what it is; it’s the fact that it’s a new experience that will make it 

memorable and generate happiness.
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  chapter 8

The Sixth Law of Happiness
Presentism

The great source of both the misery and disorders of human 
life, seems to arise from over-rating the diff erence between 
one permanent situation and another.

—Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments

You pull out the crumpled lottery ticket from your pocket and anxiously 
compare your ticket to the winning numbers. Your heart is pounding as 
you see that one number after another matches the winning numbers. 
You triple check until your mind fully grasps the fact that you have 
indeed won a million-dollar jackpot. You are in shock, but within a few 
minutes you are giddy with joy.

Now, stop jumping up and down and hugging complete strangers, 
and ask, “How happy will I be a year from now?” You will probably 
expect to be extremely happy. After all, your life has just changed dra-
matically for the better, right?

How good are we at predicting future happiness? To address 
this question, the psychologists Daniel Kahneman and Jackie Snell 
gave ice cream or yogurt of diff erent fl avors to a group of subjects 
for eight consecutive days. The subjects were asked to report their 
actual liking and their predicted liking. The most surprising result 
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was that the actual liking and the predicted liking had a near zero 
correlation.1

A bias is a systematic error when making predictions. For instance, 
someone who is consistently optimistic about traffi  c conditions is biased. 
In forecasting happiness, there is one major bias that has multiple off -
shoots.2 The bias in predicting happiness is so prevalent that it assumes 
the status of a law:

The Sixth Law —Presentism: We forecast that future preferences and emotions will be 

more similar to our current preferences and emotions than they actually will be.

People rarely take into account that their preferences are going to 
change. In fact, preferences and emotions change more than we think. 
When they are in a heightened emotional state, people do not imagine 
that their intense feelings of anger will dissipate quickly.

If you won the lottery, you would predict your future happiness 
based on your present euphoric state; but alas, your prediction would 
turn out to be too optimistic. If researchers are right, your happiness 
level a year from now will not be much diff erent from what it was before 
winning the lottery. Unfortunately, your exuberance will not have the 
lasting power that you imagine it will.

Presentism makes us equally inept at predicting future unhappi-
ness. Take depression as an example, a state of despair that feeds on 
itself. A depressed person expects to remain in that state for a long time. 
It is this dark vision of the future that reinforces the depression. But 
research shows that people usually recover from depression sooner than 
anticipated.

We are quite confi dent that a higher income, a promotion, or marry-
ing our high school sweetheart will produce happiness. And of course, 
we predict that we will not engage in unsafe sex—it is only for those who 
lack self-control and are irresponsible. But in the heat of the moment, 
we are unable to resist temptation and do just the opposite of what we 
predicted. A recovering alcoholic or a gambler may overestimate the 
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strength of his willpower. He may succumb to drinking or gambling 
once he steps into a bar or a casino.

We accurately predict that we will be mad if a restaurant overcharges 
us for a meal, sad if we fail a test, and disappointed if it rains during a 
beach vacation. Even in these adverse situations, our negative feelings 
do not last too long—even though at the very moment of the experi-
ence it seems as if they would linger forever. We tend to be correct 
when predicting the direction, positive or negative, of our emotional 
reactions. But we fail to predict correctly the duration and intensity of 
these reactions.

Romantic love is the prototypical example of an emotional state that 
we believe will last forever, as evidenced by the last line of so many 
romantic fairytales: “and they lived happily ever after.” Research on 
human relationships shows that, rather than romantic love, sharing as 
many traits of character as possible (both extroverted and social or both 
introverted, both methodical or both spontaneous, both risk averse or 
both risk seeking) and common attitudes and values are better predic-
tors of happiness in relationships. Shared character traits and similar 
attitudes minimize day-to-day confl ict and make the relationship run 
smoothly.3 We will never know if Romeo and Juliet would have lived a 
life of bliss together. More likely, they would have had ups and downs 
through raising a family and journeying through life, like most other 
couples. But love interrupted is a better story than love moderated by 
mundane living challenges over time.

We now explore some implications of presentism.

adaptation bias

Recall that for many emotions, our mind produces happiness by com-
paring reality to some expectation. A particular form of presentism is 
to project the current expectation. This particular form of presentism is 
called adaptation bias. Because we think that expectations will not change 
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much, we predict that future happiness is triggered by the diff erence 
between future reality and current expectation, that is:

PREDICTED HAPPINESS equals

FUTURE REALITY minus CURRENT EXPECTATIONS

In reality, expectations will change, and actual happiness will be trig-
gered by the diff erence between future reality and future expectation, or:

ACTUAL HAPPINESS equals

FUTURE REALITY minus FUTURE EXPECTATIONS

Adaptation bias makes it diffi  cult to imagine what it is like to be 
adapted to a better or to a worse life. We do recognize that life will 
return to normal after an adverse event, such as failed relationship, a job 
loss, or watching our favorite football team lose a big game. We underes-
timate how quickly this adjustment takes place, however. As the saying 
goes, “Time heals all wounds,” and it usually does so even faster than 
we expect.

The most dramatic example is that of lottery winners who are hap-
pier, but not much so, a year after winning the lottery. Similarly, people 
who become paraplegics are almost completely adapted to their new 
situation one year after their loss. We adapt to both good and bad cir-
cumstances much faster than anticipated.

Adaptation bias is not a merely academic curiosity. It may infl uence 
life balance decisions. Most of us would love to have a beachfront house 
and a higher social status. There is indeed some happiness gain with 
these acquisitions. But, as we know, our expectations move up as well 
and we get adapted to a higher standard of living. The current per-
ception of how great it would be to have a beach house, together with 
the inability to imagine ourselves adapted to it, makes us believe that 
the beach house will bring us much happiness. To support this desired 
lifestyle, we must work harder, and that takes time away from family, 
friends, and even sleep. There is therefore a gradual decline in leisure 
time, and total happiness, along with our health, may decline over time.
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We are not suggesting that you should not improve your income and 
status. What we do suggest is that if you are not watchful you are likely to 
get caught up in a sinister game where your ambition for higher material 
well-being is likely to rob you of precious time for social relationships, 
family, and other community activities that do guarantee happiness.

Adaptation bias, the inability to see that our expectations will esca-
late, distorts our perception of the contribution that wealth and fame 
has on total happiness. The actress Michelle Pfeiff er observed: “I had 
achieved everything in the industry: fame, respect, awards, money, . . . 
even love. But I didn’t have the essentials to value that treasure, I lacked 
time to enjoy and be with my family.”

A harmonious balance between work and leisure is required to 
achieve a happy life. We believe that an awareness of adaptation bias 
will help you make better lifestyle choices and strike a proper balance 
between your personal and professional lives. Even Warren Buff ett, 
the world’s richest person, had to pause and rebalance his lifestyle to 
include bridge. If we were able to predict future adaptation levels accu-
rately then the caution we prescribe would be unnecessary. Because of 
adaptation bias, we are likely to predict more happiness from improved 
material well-being than we will actually realize.

satiation bias

Do you have a tendency to buy more groceries when you are hungry? 
If yes, you are not alone. In a classic study, researchers gave some shop-
pers a muffi  n to eat and others not.4 Those who had a muffi  n bought 
less than those who did not. Shoppers who are hungry tend to overbuy 
food. When hungry, we anticipate staying hungry, and when full, we 
also predict that we will stay full. After a heavy lunch, you do not want 
to even think about the menu for dinner, at least until you start to get 
hungry again.

Just as we found that our presentism causes us to have an adaptation 
bias (we think our expectations won’t change), it also causes a “satiation 
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bias,” leading us to believe that the current satiation level will not 
change much.

Inducing overpurchasing when consumers have a low current level 
of satiation has been used as a marketing tool. For instance, at the begin-
ning of the ski season, when people are “hungry” for skiing, they predict 
that they may go skiing more often than they actually will. Hence, they 
may buy that package deal for ten days of skiing. As the season unfolds 
and the satiation level for skiing increases, the consumer may end up 
not taking advantage of the package. Another all-too-familiar exam-
ple is the discounted fi tness membership frequently off ered after the 
Christmas and New Year holidays. People buy into the seemingly good 
deal with the accompanying resolve to lose weight and get in shape for 
the upcoming year. The diligence of exercising generally wears off  after 
a few weeks, and the discount membership ends up being a much better 
deal for the fi tness club than for the member.

Xavi is a friend of ours who wanted to go kayaking. He told us that he 

planned a ten-day trip. We told him that, although he is now very eager to get 

into the kayak, in a few days he might become tired (satiated) of kayaking. In 

fact, Xavi listened to us and shortened the trip to six days. In the actual vaca-

tion, after four days of kayaking, Xavi had had enough of paddling and spent 

the last two days of vacation reading. Next time you purchase vacation 
days on a cruise ship or resort, make sure you anticipate the satiation 
associated with staying in the same place for several days!

repeated procrastination

In a classic study, children were placed in a room by themselves and 
told that they could call the experimenter by ringing a bell.5 They were 
told that they would receive a small piece of candy if they immedi-
ately summoned the experimenter. If, however, they waited for the 
experimenter to return, say in fi fteen minutes, then they would receive 
a large piece of candy. Some children would rather have the immediate 
reward and sacrifi ce the delayed reward of a larger piece of candy. Other 
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preferred to wait for the large piece of candy. Those who waited appar-
ently were more successful in life. Here, we focus on another fi nding. 
When the candy was displayed, children found it harder to wait. Pre-
sentism explains this fi nding because the sight and smell of the candy 
increased the desire for the candy, and the present emotions guided the 
decision making.

Presentism, giving too much importance to the emotion of the 
moment, causes people to behave myopically and opt for immediate 
gratifi cation even if they know that a delay is in their long-term interest. 
We have all experienced the pull of “sleeping in” when we reach out to 
shut off  the alarm clock. After all, the discomfort of waking up is imme-
diate and the benefi ts of being in the offi  ce earlier are remote.

Recent research suggests that our brains react diff erently when 
considering immediate or delayed rewards. The limbic system, 
which reacts to emotions and is myopic, becomes active when people 
choose immediate rewards. The lateral prefrontal cortex, which is a 
more deliberative system that weighs present and future rewards, reacts 
when delayed rewards are chosen. Recognizing that the allure of an 
immediate reward may be too tempting, we can design control mecha-
nisms to overcome this bias. We can place the alarm clock away from 
the bed. It will be annoying having to stagger to it in the morning, but 
we will not be late to the offi  ce. Truck drivers use a device that sounds 
an alarm when drowsiness causes their grip on the steering wheel 
to loosen.

The following example illustrates the eff ect of presentism when it 
comes to decisions over time.

Think about your favorite fl avor of ice cream. Say it is raspberry. Would you rather 

have one scoop of raspberry ice cream now, or wait one week and get two scoops?

Now consider a second situation. Would you rather wait four weeks and get one scoop 

of raspberry ice cream, or wait fi ve weeks and get two scoops?

Because of presentism, some people would prefer one scoop now, rather 
than wait one week and get two scoops. In the second situation, the 
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same people may prefer to wait fi ve weeks and get two scoops. What 
this implies is that people may say today that they prefer two scoops in 
fi ve weeks, but as time passes, and the one scoop of ice cream becomes 
an immediate possibility, they fall into the temptation and settle for the 
immediate and smaller reward.

Marketers know about presentism, and exploit it to sell more. 
Consumers are attracted to “buy now, pay later” products even 
when financial conditions are not very favorable. Many consum-
ers are attracted by advertisements off ering mobile phones for extra-
ordinarily low prices—many times they’re actually free. However, the 
variable cost of each call is often more expensive than for other plans. 
Most people would rather buy a cheaper electrical appliance even 
though it will use substantially more electricity or require more expen-
sive maintenance over its lifetime. Presentism is exacerbated by high 
arousal states. People engage in unprotected sex in spite of the high 
cost of catching diseases such as AIDS. “Just say no” is a good slogan 
and works if suffi  cient conviction is built; otherwise, deciding to carry a 
contraceptive may be a more eff ective solution for avoiding unwanted 
pregnancies.

Getting addicted to alcohol, smoking, gambling, drugs, and other bad 
habits may ruin our lives. The force of the emotion of the moment is 
strong, and choosing impulsively may bring disaster. It is more prudent 
to take steps to avoid the impulse of the moment. Ulysses plugged the 
ears of his sailors with wax and bound himself to the mast, and safely 
sailed past the Sirens’ island. Countless other sailors, enchanted by the 
Sirens’ songs, perished on the rocks around their island.

How much of the future I can feel in the present depends on the 
magnitude of the consequences. It is easy to joyfully anticipate an 
adventurous trip three months before taking off . In contrast, moderate 
events such as a dinner with friends or attending a play do not pro-
duce much joy of anticipation until some days before the event. In other 
words, the smaller the consequences in the future, the more we discount 
future happiness or unhappiness.
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It is common nowadays to sell consumer products on credit with an 
emphasis on monthly payments that obscure the total cost. Some mar-
keters frame the purchase price in the form of daily payments; “For just 
three dollars a day you could enjoy all the benefi ts of a health club.” As 
each payment seems tiny, it makes consumers believe that the product 
is aff ordable.

A professor in the college of a British university died suddenly with-
out leaving a will. On investigation, he turned out to have had a large 
estate. In his room was a form to bequest money to the college, which 
he had not fi lled in. Presumably fi lling in the form the following day 
always appeared to be the better option. As the professor had no close 
family, the money eventually went to a distant relative, and not to the 
university as presumably he wished.

We’re all familiar with the saying, “Why put off  until tomorrow what 
you can do today?” It seems like a simple enough edict to follow, and yet 
so many of us regularly ignore its wisdom and procrastinate over and 
over again. Procrastination is a consequence of how presentism distorts 
the perception of doing an onerous task whose benefi ts will be received 
in the future. The future benefi ts do not suff er from a small delay. What 
is the big deal if I sign this will today or tomorrow, or do this computer 
backup today or tomorrow? The net eff ect of this distorted calculation 
is that doing onerous things tomorrow always seems like a good idea. 
One ironic consequence of presentism is failing to see that tomorrow 
we will procrastinate again. And this is the trap.

listen to your heart: 
emotions are “smart”

It is only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is 
essential is invisible to the eye.

—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

Although we may have a tendency to exaggerate the emotion of the 
moment, we should not ignore such emotions. Emotions, which need 
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not be rational, have intelligence hidden in them (it may sound curi-
ous, but our brain naturally tries to make sense of everything, even our 
laughs and sobs). We feel them for a reason. Emotions and feelings are 
designed to predict happiness in the near future. In many instances, “fol-
low your heart” turns out to be a very good idea! Malcolm Gladwell’s 
book, Blink, argues that intuitive decision making often beats more ana-
lytic approaches that ignore emotions.6 Of course, he also shows exam-
ples where trained intuition does even better.

The brain researcher Antonio Damasio is famous for showing 
that individuals unable to feel emotions are very poor decision 
makers, as they cannot sense the consequences of their actions.7 
In the words of David Hume, “Reason is, and only ought to be, the 
slave of the Passions.” And these passions are the engine for all our 
deeds. Without these drives we would be inert and unable to act, or 
even reason.

Often, the inner voice points to the right path. Physical pain, for 
instance, indicates that something is wrong with the body. If you acci-
dentally touch a hot stove, the pain triggers a quick withdrawal of the 
hand. Conversely, pleasure is a signal to seek something out; we con-
tinue to eat calorie-rich foods because we enjoy the taste.

Negative emotions are part of our lives and no one can claim to have 
lived a fully human life if he or she has not gone through some emo-
tional darkness. Negative emotions, ironically, are often there to show 
us the way to happiness. Sadness, for instance, may be a sign to society 
that we need a little extra help. And loneliness motivates us to leave 
the comfort of our home to seek a social life, eventually fi nding friends 
with whom we manage to establish lasting relationships that bring us 
happiness.

Emotions can provide a strong drive for change. Romantic love, for 
example, is suffi  ciently intense and lasting that it can compel us, eff ort-
lessly, to undergo dramatic changes. How many love stories are there 
in which people turned their lives upside-down in order to be closer to 
their beloved?



Presentism / 121

Emotions also have social intelligence. Very likely, if you feel that 
you’ve been treated unfairly, you will get angry and seek to punish the 
off ender and demand justice, even if you get hurt yourself.

Hercules was the greatest hero of Greece. He was the strongest man 
on Earth and could not be defeated by any earthly power. His emotions 
were quickly aroused and were often out of control, however. In a rage, 
he killed his wife and children. He even threatened to shoot the sun 
with an arrow because he was too hot. He was a noble soul, so he paid 
for his misdeeds by voluntarily accepting punishments. His penance, 
called “the labors of Hercules,” consisted of twelve tasks, each one diffi  -
cult and dangerous. On occasion he punished himself even when others 
had agreed to exonerate him.

Hercules would have been a perfect hero had he used his reason to 
control his fury. He could have avoided the sorrows that followed him 
for the wrongs he did in his rages.

The emotion of the moment may alert us to an impending 
danger but it may also lead us toward a myopic action. Therefore, 
the heart sometimes has to be moderated, and even overruled, by 
the head.

fighting presentism

If you convince yourself of the reality of presentism, then having more 
self-control and choosing ways that indeed will make you happier 
becomes easier.

Here are four recommendations to cope with presentism.

1. Rely on the direct experience of others: Rather than speculating 
about how much happiness some product or experience will 
generate, you would be better off  asking a friend who already 
owns that product or who has enjoyed that experience. If your 
friend tells you that visiting a certain city or country is really 
wonderful, you’ll probably feel the same way.8
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2. Stick to the original plan. Suppose you have made some plan; let’s 
call it plan A. For example, plan A is to attend a conference on 
Saturday. But when Saturday arrives, you feel like skipping the 
conference and staying at home to watch a sports event. This is 
plan B.

Which of the two is better, plan A or plan B? Plan A may be 
best because at some point it made sense. Plan B may be best 
because it is what we feel like doing at the moment. In view 
of the law of presentism, our recommendation is: Stick to the 
original plan. If you always do that, more often than not you 
will fi nd that A is indeed better. On a few occasions you may 
realize that plan B would have been better. That doesn’t matter. 
Keep sticking to the original plan. If you do, over time you will 
better know your preferences, without the confusion created by 
changing plans, and will improve your judgment when choosing 
the original plan.

3. Willpower. It has been found that willpower, like muscles, 
increases with exercise, although it also weakens if we are 
required to use willpower continuously for an extended period 
of time. The Stanford marketing professor Baba Shiv designed 
a clever experiment to observe the role of the heart and of the 
mind in decision making.9 The key idea is to induce cognitive 

load, that is, burden people’s minds so that they use them 
less! Here is how the experiment works: Half the people in 
the experiment were asked to remember an eight-digit number 
(high cognitive load). The other half were asked to remember a 
three-digit number (low cognitive load). Next, they had to choose 
between a fruit salad and a chocolate bar. Well, it turned out that 
more subjects in the eight-digit group chose the chocolate bar, 
compared to the subjects in the three-digit group. Under high 
cognitive load, the head is busier and it releases control to the 
heart (or intuition). Although a judicious choice would be the 
fruit salad (think long term, avoid overeating), the emotion of 
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the moment recommends the chocolate bar (calories are good, 
chocolate tastes good, take it now). So next time you want your 
guests to taste the delicious cake you have prepared for them, 
simply ask them to remember a phone number, or off er them the 
cake while they are trying to solve a Sudoku!

4. Regulate the emotion of the moment. If you want to diet, for 
example, you may want to imagine that a piece of chocolate 
cake is made out of mud. This thought will easily keep you from 
eating the cake. Another possibility to avoid the emotion of the 
moment controlling us is to fool ourselves. To do so, we promise 
ourselves that we will give in to the temptation at some future 
time. For example, it is easier to wake up on time if we promise 
ourselves that we will take a nap later. Or when we see this fancy 
smartphone or motorcycle that we suddenly desire, we can 
convince ourselves that we will buy this item next year. When 
the time comes, other matters will occupy our minds and we will 
have easily overcome the temptation.

HAPPINESS IN ACTION

Realize the many different ways in which presentism affects your life. 

Go on with the long-planned bike ride with your children or an outing 

with your friends this weekend. We all have a tendency to postpone our 

diet and exercise plan because we are too occupied with our work today. 

Remind yourself that “tomorrow never comes” and today is the best day 

to begin your diet and exercise plan.
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chapter 9

The Treasure of Happiness
Basic Goods

The man is the richest whose pleasures are the cheapest.

—Henry David Thoreau

In 1978, researchers at the University of Connecticut presented a group 
of adults with a list of twenty-four big-ticket consumer items such as 
cars, houses, and swimming pools. First the research subjects were asked 
how many of these items they already possessed and then they were 
asked the following question: “When you think of the good life—the life 
you’d like to have—which of the things on the list, if any, are part of the 
good life as far as you are personally concerned?”1

There were no big surprises in the results, which showed that people 
thought that they needed more things than they already had to live the 
good life. In fact, respondents between twenty-fi ve and forty-four years 
old owned an average of 2.5 items from the list, but the ideal according 
to them was an average of 4.3 items.

Sixteen years later, the same people were interviewed once again. 
At that point, they owned a greater number of items from the list, so 
they must have considered themselves closer to the good life, right? 
Well, given what you now know about adaptation, you already know 
the answer.
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As if they were running on a treadmill, people now needed more 
in order to think themselves closer to the good life, On average, the 
number of items they now felt they needed to own had increased to 5.4.2

The conclusion from this study is that new material aspirations arise 
as previous ones are satisfi ed, making all of us work harder and harder 
to see ourselves in exactly the same situation all over again: wanting 
something new. This is the nature of adaptive and conspicuous goods.

Recent research on materialism suggests that excessive concern 
with consumer goods and material possessions is inversely related to 
positive developmental outcomes.3 In her study of the social psychol-
ogy of material possessions, Helga Dittmar of the University of Sussex 
shows that once people fi nd out that material things won’t satisfy their 
happiness, they are disappointed and even less happy than they were 
beforehand.4

Our expectations for consumption are like the carbon dioxide levels 
in the atmosphere: once they increase beyond a certain point, it is very 
diffi  cult to make them decrease. We face a sort of emotional “global 
warming”; if we get used to consuming too much too soon, our future 
happiness is put at risk. One typical example is that of the children of 
wealthy parents who are not able to keep up with the lifestyle they’ve 
always known.

Adaptive goods can deliver happiness, but only if we choose a less-
to-more pattern of consumption. But unfortunately, presentism inter-
feres with our ability to implement crescendo strategies in life choices. 
In practice, adaptive goods are an unreliable source of happiness, mak-
ing us vulnerable to disappointment. A similar diffi  culty arises with 
conspicuous goods, those that give happiness based on comparison to 
others. Why would we put our happiness in the hands of our neighbors, 
since we have so little control over their consumption habits?

Given our diffi  culties dealing with adaptation and social comparison, 
is happiness possible? Is there an easy and foolproof way to be happy? 
In this and the following two chapters, we will explore three types of 
goods and activities that deliver assured happiness. That is, they defy 
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the Law of Adaptation, but in diff erent ways. Let’s begin with the fi rst 
type: basic goods.

basic goods

Can you remember the last time you dusted off  those old photo albums 
you have stashed away somewhere? Take another look at those pic-
tures and see if you can fi gure out what really makes you happy. In 
which moments were you smiling contently? Perhaps it was during that 
birthday party when all your friends came over and you had a fun time 
hanging out eating strawberry pie together, or maybe it was that hot 
summer evening when you spent hours chatting over the dinner table 
with old friends about dozens of diff erent topics involving people you 
have known for ages.

Spending time with friends and family, eating croissants and drink-
ing coff ee on Sunday morning, and listening to music you haven’t heard 
for a long time are all examples of goods that can consistently make us 
happy—and are not subject to adaptation or social comparison.

In 2006, a McDonald’s employee in Wales won a lottery jackpot of 
almost two million dollars. Eighteen months later he was back at his 
previous job, saying that he missed his workmates.5 He told the BBC: 
“I must be the luckiest man alive—not only did I win a fortune but my 
wife understands the importance of football and now I’ve got my old 
job back.” Even after winning a huge amount of money, he still went to 
work every day—a wise decision that will pay off  with increasing hap-
piness, as he still trusts in his old lifestyle to deliver happiness.

Basic goods, such as food, are subject to all our laws of happiness: 
we experience diminishing sensitivity and they produce satiation, we 
experience negative emotions (hunger) if our consumption of them is 
below some reference level, and pleasure if our consumption is above 
the reference level. What makes basic goods special is our second law. 
For basic goods there is little or no adaptation, and they are not subject 
to social comparison. The expectations or base of comparison changes 
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very little. Therefore, happiness is independent of our past consump-
tion (except for satiation eff ects) and of the indulgences of others. If 
adaptive and conspicuous goods are relative, basic goods are absolute.

Therefore, basic goods can be consumed at a constant rate over time 
with no need to plan for a less-to-more strategy. The only thing to keep 
in mind is the satiation associated with basic goods. Consequently, as 
long as we ensure suffi  cient variety and space out our consumption of 
them suffi  ciently, basic goods will deliver happiness for sure.

If we were trying to sell basic goods, the advertising should read 
something along the lines of “satisfaction guaranteed,” because no mat-
ter how much you get from it, it still has the power to make you smile 
in the very same way.

Think back to a day when you were really hungry when you got 
home and rushed to the kitchen to put something in your stomach—the 
cold piece of chicken from yesterday’s lunch tasted delicious, didn’t it? 
Basic goods are like this all the time; they always make you happy!

But it’s not just food that makes the basic goods wonder-list. The 
economist Tibor Scitovsky argues that cultural goods, such as music, 
literature, and art, are less subject to hedonic adaptation than “comfort” 
goods, such as homes and cars.6

To clarify the diff erence between adaptive and basic goods, let’s look 
at the following example. Your boss decides to give you some time off  
for your good performance. You are free to use the next month’s Fri-
day afternoons as you wish. If your objective is to maximize happiness, 
which of the following two options would you choose?

1. Get a freelance project. Since you’re working the rest of the 
week, keeping busy a few more hours won’t make that much 
diff erence, and with the extra money you can purchase a fancy 
portable GPS for your car.

2. Accept a friend’s invitation to join a group of former classmates 
who get together every Friday afternoon to attend salsa dance 
classes, and later go out for drinks to practice some new moves.
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Let’s apply the laws of happiness and see which choice produces 
the most happiness. With the fi rst option, your expectations rise as 
you think about how nice the new GPS system would look in your car. 
After you buy it, you enjoy a short-lived burst of happiness. Adaptation 
begins right away, and your happiness soon decays to the level it was 
before you began.

The second option, taking salsa dancing lessons with friends, is safer. 
Friendship, as a basic good, always delivers. Therefore, your enjoyment 
derived from this experience is more durable and it yields happiness 
Friday after Friday.

The additional income acquired by working harder for a few weeks 
may be OK, but the problem is that the pattern will likely repeat. After 
the GPS system, you may crave a new fl at-panel TV or a fancy stereo 
system. You could fi nd yourself wanting to take on other freelance pro-
jects to sustain this adaptive consumption even after the month of free 
Friday afternoons has expired.

boosting your smile frequency

How can we tell whether a good is adaptive or not? Here’s a quick test. 
Bring to your mind some good or activity, which we will call X.
Is X a basic good?

Ask yourself the following questions:

1. If nobody knew I’m buying or experiencing X, would I still want 
X?

2. Will I enjoy X in the future, say fi ve years from now, as much as I 
do now?

If the answer is yes to both, then X is basic!
Let’s say that on your way home you walk past a popcorn stand, the 

smell of melted butter on the popcorn is delicious and your craving 
for the popcorn is translated into the enormous satisfaction you can 
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reliably anticipate once you start eating it. So, you buy a bag and eat the 
whole thing before you get home.

A few weeks later on the same route home, you fi nd yourself in the 
same situation and you buy and enjoy the buttered popcorn once again. 
Would you classify the buttered popcorn as a basic good?

Food is the most straightforward example of a basic good. It is a major 
source of happiness for human beings—obviously, hunger enhances the 
pleasure of taste—but hunger due to a lack of food or surfeit as a result 
of gluttony are both sources of distress. People who eat the right kind of 
food in the right amount at the right time enjoy not only the good taste 
but also the health benefi ts associated with it. Meals eaten with oth-
ers are both nutritional and social, so there are both “anticipated” and 
“remembered” pleasures associated with such events.

Although food is a basic good, there are also some foods for which 
we experience adaptation. Think of chili pepper, coff ee, or beer: you 
probably didn’t like them the very fi rst time you tried them, but now 
you enjoy dishes seasoned with chili pepper, and you probably enjoy 
coff ee or beer.

In the same way we have basic goods, we also have basic bads. Those 
are activities or consumption for which we obtain permanent unhap-
piness, and expectations do not adapt over time. Basic goods and basic 
bads are diff erent sides of the same coin, as they are based on mecha-
nisms of our emotional map that are not adaptive.

There are three categories of basic goods and bads that pass the 
test: the needs of the body, the needs of the heart, and the needs of 
the mind.

The needs of the body: food, health, shelter, sex, and rest. Their lack 
produces pain, in its multiple forms.

The needs of the heart: company, connection, love, and belonging. 
Their lack produces loneliness.

The needs of the mind: peace, safety, trust, hope, beauty, and 
understanding. Their lack produces fear and anxiety.



The Treasure of Happiness / 133

needs of the body

Normally we tend to think of health as a very important factor 
in our lives. Good health does not make us happy, but the lack of it—
especially chronic pain or discomfort—can indeed lower our happi-
ness. Most people take good health for granted and overlook the fact 
that being in good shape helps them avoid much unhappiness. In our 
language, the reference level is set at a healthy condition. It is a bless-
ing that modern medicine has been able to mitigate pain in many of its 
forms.

Certain health limitations, if not accompanied by pain, are adaptive. 
A good example is paraplegia. Studies done on people who suff er debili-
tating injuries that cause them to require wheelchairs show that right 
after the accident their happiness levels, not surprisingly, go down. But 
only a year later, they come back to almost the same happiness set point 
they had before their accident!7

As with health, we can easily imagine that a lack of other basic goods 
such as food or shelter will produce persistent unhappiness. And yet we 
often take these things for granted and don’t appreciate their positive 
impact on our lives.

Sex is perhaps the most intense and pleasurable experience for 
humans. It is no surprise that, in a survey, sex is rated the highest on 
pleasure among all activities. Average happiness during sex is rated 
4.7 out of 5. The next highest rated activity is eating, which is rated 4 
out of 5. The role of sex in the propagation of the species is obvious. 
We argued earlier that emotions are “smart.” They alert us to impend-
ing dangers or forthcoming rewards. Sexual desire is similarly smart. 
There is something to be said about the chemistry and initial attraction 
between two people; love at fi rst sight is not an exaggeration. But we 
also said earlier that the head must sometimes keep the heart in check. 
In the selection of a potential mate, the instinct may be right, but a bit 
of thought before one says “I do” may help ensure a long-term stable 
relationship. Even Darwin wrote down the pros and cons of whether to 
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marry. Both heart and head told him to marry Emma, with whom he 
ended up having ten children.

Hunger, thirst, and sex are the most basic and primitive urges that 
shake the pleasure centers of our brains. During sex and especially at 
the point of orgasm the brain areas of intense pleasure become highly 
active. The brain areas for danger and worry—like the amygdala—are 
turned off . According to researchers, the key diff erence between men 
and women in reaching sexual satisfaction is that women need to trust 
their partner in order for the brain’s danger and alert center to be 
deactivated.

We will call food, water, and sexual relations basic goods. Personal 
relations and helping others (charity) are basic goods as well. It is no 
wonder that the same parts of the brain light up when a person thinks of 
a charitable act as when his hunger or sexual desire is satisfi ed.

If sex is a source of heightened pleasure, then why are monks, who 
are celibate, so happy? Our seismogram of happiness explains this 
apparent paradox. Monks derive all their joy from eating, sleeping, 
socializing, and spiritual activities. Furthermore, they have modest 
expectations and live in the relatively low-stress environment of a mon-
astery. So their happiness seismogram does not dip below the zero line 
too frequently and they maintain a relatively constant, but high, level of 
happiness above the zero line. Yes, indeed they may not experience the 
pleasure that sexual activity provides, but they accrue a higher net total 
of positive minus negative emotions than the typical person navigating 
life in modern society.

needs of the heart

If you were meditating and wanted to go, in your mind, to your “happy 
place,” where would that be? Maybe you would imagine an isolated 
tropical beach, an untouched ski slope, or a beautiful Tuscan hillside. 
In reality, though, you would probably enjoy greater and longer lasting 
happiness much closer to home, among family and friends.
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The sociologist Ruut Veenhoven and his team have collected hap-
piness data from ninety-one countries, representing two-thirds of the 
world’s population. He has concluded that Denmark is home to the 
happiest people in the world, with Switzerland close behind.8

The top-ranking countries have long democratic traditions, where 
men and women enjoy the same rights under stable governments—
Switzerland, for instance, with its referendum system, in which citizens 
have a say in issues in addition to electing political decision makers.

Interestingly enough, one of the more detailed points of the research 
found that 92 percent of the people in Denmark are members of some 
sort of group, ranging from sports to cultural interests. To avoid loneli-
ness, we must seek active social lives, maintain friendships, and enjoy 
stable relationships.

The American social worker Sandy Cartlidge is very aware that her 
bridge group is a source of good fun. Every Wednesday evening she 
meets with three other women to drink some wine and chat over a few 
hands of bridge.

The passion my friends and I have for bridge combined with the fun we all 
have together is indeed a reason to smile. Bridge and my friends are two of 
the most important aspects of my life and I never fail to have a wonderful 
time when I am with my bridge friends. We travel to the coast and moun-
tains for two or three days for getaways and of course get together and play 
in each other’s homes. Food and wine is another important aspect of our 
time together. We share our lives with each other, the happy, sad, disap-
pointing, and joyous occasions of our lives. We know each other very well 
and each other’s families. We celebrate the lives of our children together and 
most of us work together, so we have the passion of our work that we need 
to process and discuss at times. The game of bridge itself is a very mentally 
challenging and ever-changing one that can be played seriously or for fun. 
We of course are the “fun” group and never take ourselves too seriously.

How would you predict whether someone is happy? The best general 
factor to predict happiness, it turns out, is that individual’s number and 
quality of social relationships.
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Indeed people are happier while in the presence of others. What 
makes a good community is the trust among its members. By means of 
personality tests, psychologists have found that people who are more 
concerned with their communities than with their material possessions 
are happier, and that social well-being correlates with interpersonal 
trust.9

needs of the mind

Over the years, we have accumulated so much knowledge about the 
world around us. The knowledge we have about particles and planets, 
plants and animals, and ourselves is astonishing. News about the discov-
ery of water on Mars or that all blue-eyed people are linked by a single 
genetic mutation that occurred about ten thousand years ago piques 
our curiosity. With new technologies, we all have access to entertaining 
knowledge such as the TED talks given by experts, or entire TV chan-
nels devoted to animal life, history, and science. These can stimulate 
our minds and arouse our curiosity.

Epicurus assigned higher importance to pleasures of the mind than 
to pleasures of the body. For him, the ideal state of the soul is “tranquil-
ity,” in the absence of fear and pain.10 Peace of mind not only brings 
tranquility but also has positive eff ects on health and well-being. Jon 
Kabat-Zinn in his book Full Catastrophe Living explains how to achieve 
peace of mind through mindful meditation.11 Mindful meditation has 
positive eff ects on stress reduction, physical health, and recovery from 
illness and injury. Kabat-Zinn has shown, for example, that meditation 
helps heal people with psoriasis (a skin disease), improves antibody 
response in our immune system, and even creates more activity in the 
brain toward cheerfulness.

For many, time spent in religious practices brings peace of mind 
and hope to the heart. Several studies have found a positive correlation 
between religious practice and happiness. This eff ect goes above and 
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beyond what one would expect from the social support associated with 
belonging to a cohesive church community.12

In Anatomy of an Illness as Perceived by the Patient, Norman Cousins, an 
adjunct professor of medical humanities at the University of California, 
Los Angeles, documented in detail his own recovery from a degenera-
tive collagen disease using laughter therapy. It seems that even in the 
face of life-threatening disease, positive emotions induced by humor 
and cheerfulness help the healing process. Negative emotions can pro-
duce negative biochemical changes in the body. Voodoo works that way. 
The voodoo doctor does not kill the person; the person kills himself. 
Cousins wrote, “Every person who is ill comes to the doctor with two 
diseases, not one. One is the disease that is diagnosed. The other is a 
powerful disease that goes by the name of panic.”13 By focusing on posi-
tive attitudes (love, hope, faith, laughter, the will to live, creativity, play-
fulness, purpose, joyousness, determination) we can induce our brains 
to produce benefi cial biochemical changes in the body.

As we have seen throughout this chapter, the extent to which we can 
acknowledge and appreciate the basic goods in our lives (which, by the 
way, are all around us all the time), the greater happiness we will expe-
rience today and every day in the future.

HAPPINESS IN ACTION

The great thing about basic goods is that you don’t have to hold back; 

you can indulge in them over and over again and they’ll always deliver. 

So, for example, there’s no need to hold off purchasing that comfort-

able new mattress to help you get a good night’s sleep. Rest is a basic 

good, and you’ll always appreciate it. Or, take a moment to appreciate a 

simple meal with your family. Try eating mindfully, really concentrating 

on the experience and appreciating the meal.



138

chapter 10

Cumulative Comparison

We must cultivate our own garden. —Voltaire

A traveler came upon a group of three hard-at-work stonemasons. He 
asked each in turn what he was doing. The fi rst said, “I am sanding down 
this block of marble.” The second said, “I am preparing a foundation.” 
The third said, “I am building a cathedral.” It is the third mason who 
saw his work as a task that would stay. As construction on the cathedral 
progresses, his happiness will continue to increase.

Carol Ryff  of the University of Wisconsin distinguishes between 
“hedonic well-being,” which are our feelings and mood in general, 
and “eudaimonic well-being,” which involves having a purpose in life, 
continued personal growth, and good relationships with others.1 Many 
other philosophers and thinkers have made this distinction between a 
pleasant life and a meaningful life. We have shown so far that our laws 
of happiness will help you build a pleasant life. We now investigate how 
the same laws can help you build a meaningful life.

Suppose that when engaged in an activity, you feel that your eff orts 
are being accumulated, like the mason’s stones that get “stored” in the 
walls of a cathedral. Or when learning a new language, each new word 
becomes part of your vocabulary. Those activities then accumulate in 
a bucket. Recall the fundamental equation: emotions are triggered by 
the comparison between reality and expectations. What distinguishes 
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cumulative activities is the “reality” part of the equation. In cumulative 
activities, the reality part of the equation is the total eff ort accumulated 
so far, that is, the total water stored in the bucket. The bucket is the 
cathedral, the set of words we have learned so far, or the memories of all 
the trips we have taken. For noncumulative goods (adaptive, basic, and 
conspicuous), reality is the amount of activity done today, the stones 
that we placed today, or the water that we poured in the bucket today. 
The diff erence is subtle but critical.

When you fi ll a bucket with water using a hose, you can choose to 
watch the stream of water pouring into the bucket. Every day, some gal-
lons of water enter the bucket, and you can focus on those gallons. In 
the bucket, you’ll see the stock or total amount of water. The stream may 
be constant, but the level of water keeps increasing. The relationship 
between the stream and the stock is simple: the stock is the accumula-
tion of the stream. If we consider the bucket, then we automatically get 
an increasing pattern.2

Now, consider table 1.
The fi rst column represents a less goal-directed process. The second 

column represents accumulated actions. Even if the stream pours at a 
constant rate, there is an ongoing increase because water continues to 
accumulate in the bucket.

Our point here is that these goods that “fi ll us up” also follow the 
fundamental equation. If reality is stored, then emotions can be triggered 
by the comparison between the stored levels of reality minus the expectation 
over these stored levels.

HAPPINESS equals

ACCUMULATED REALITY minus SHIFTING 
EXPECTATIONS

For cumulative goods and activities, emotions are triggered by the 
comparison between the amount stored and a reference level or expectation. 
The law of motion of expectations works the same way, that is, expecta-
tions chase the accumulated level of reality.
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Felipe is a very productive researcher. Lately, he has been publish-
ing three papers per year in good research journals. In the current year, 
however, he has only managed to publish two papers. Is he happy or 
disappointed? You might predict that he is disappointed, because his 
productivity has decreased. If Felipe looks at his research career in a 
cumulative way, however, he will realize that he has moved from a total 
of twelve papers to fourteen. This thought makes him happy; every 
paper counts!

If Felipe takes a “stream” view of reality, then he will compare his 
current output with that of the previous years. But if Felipe takes a 
“bucket” view of reality, then he will compare his current total output 
of fourteen papers with the previous year’s total output of twelve. Both 

table 1
Viewing Reality as Cumulative

Stream (water poured today)
IT DOES NOT COUNT

Stock (water stored in the bucket)
IT COUNTS

Disconnected Actions Progress toward a Goal

Job
Study
Activity
Practicing sports
Playing an instrument

Career
Earning a degree
Project
Building skills
Accumulating learning

Disconnected Emotions Life Narrative

Joys and sorrows
Entertainment sex
Caring for a child

Part of the book of life
Building a relationship
Raising a family

Consumption Accumulation

Keeping a gadget
Buying a souvenir
Profi t

Collecting
Adding this to a collection
Net worth
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in the “stream” view and in the “bucket” view, the base of comparison 
trails reality. But in the bucket viewpoint, the new paper always brings 
happiness, because the reality of having published fourteen papers is 
above the reference level of twelve.

If expectations chase reality, when considering goods as accumulat-
ing, will expectations also catch up with reality and bring happiness to 
zero? The answer is yes if we stop accumulating, but no if we maintain 
a constant rate of accumulation. As the bucket is being fi lled, perhaps at 
a constant rate, accumulated reality keeps increasing. Expectations will 
always trail this cumulative reality, but not suffi  ciently fast as to be able 
to catch up. Cumulative goods have the property that when consumed 
at a constant rate, we automatically create a crescendo (less-to-more) 
eff ect. And crescendo, as we well know, is what produces a constant fl ow 
of happiness, because it opens a continuous gap between reality and 
expectations.

In hindsight, the equation of accumulation is commonly 
present in the language we normally use. Albert is a former student 
of ours. He got married about two years ago and recently had his fi rst 
child. During our conversation on happiness, he said: “You know, I went 
through some years of hippie life, but that life did not fi ll me up.” And, 
commenting on a friend who constantly fi nds herself in unstable rela-
tionships, a relative noted, “She surely has a good time, but she does not 
build up.”

Gardening is a good example of a cumulative activity. Mary enjoys 
gardening. At the beginning of each growing season, Mary spends her 
time preparing the soil and planting fl owers and vegetables. In the ensu-
ing weeks, Mary watches her plants grow from tiny seedlings to mature 
plants. Her levels of happiness are steady, as she does not get used to the 
change: the fl ower buds appear and the garden gradually blooms with 
beautiful colors and scents. For happiness, make sure your hobbies have 
as many cumulative aspects as possible.

Another example of a cumulative activity is a pilgrimage. In Europe 
there is a traditional pilgrimage to the Cathedral of Santiago de 
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Compostela in northern Spain. This is known as the Camino de San-
tiago. You are given a card at the start of the walk and your steps are 
tracked by the card, which gets stamped at destinations along the route. 
Some friends who got lost for a while during the camino were disap-
pointed because “the extra steps taken while lost did not count.” This 
shows the idea that steps that do not follow the camino do not accumu-
late, and therefore don’t produce happiness. In fact, the physical experi-
ence during the camino is marked by blistered feet, exhaustion, hunger, 
and thirst. Walking in the countryside may sound romantic, but the 
reality is that the path may be nasty and the scenery is often not all that 
spectacular. The prospect of getting closer to the destination, social-
izing with the people you meet during the day, eating well-deserved 
meals, and getting much-needed sleep fi lls the mind with positive emo-
tions. The experience itself becomes a cumulative good, a permanent 
deposit.

To fi nd meaning in life, one needs to consume goods that either 
are cumulative or can be represented as cumulative in one’s mind. A 
stamp collector probably sees the acquisition of a new stamp as a fur-
ther accomplishment in building his entire collection, rather than as just 
acquiring a single new stamp.

Strong group identities such as those created by nations, 
sport teams, religious communities, charity organizations, and 
environmental conservation groups may be seen as buckets that store 
individual eff orts. Therefore, people who identify with these causes see 
their eff ort and support being stored in that particular bucket, like a 
bank safe.

We want to contribute to things that last, or accumulate—think of 
the millions of dollars people donate to political campaigns or religious 
organizations. In fact, people will donate more to the construction of a 
hospital than to fi nance the operating expenses of the hospital.3 Why 
should a dollar spent on a brick count more than a dollar donated to buy 
disposable gloves? The reason is simple: the brick will stay and give the 
donor a sense of contributing to a lasting cause.
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A key characteristic of competent business leaders is the ability to 
provide a vision, a way to make sure that the collective eff orts are pro-
gressing toward a meaningful goal that will be stored.

There are two important types of cumulative activities: goals and 
relationships. Before discussing these, let’s try to understand better the 
positive and negative side of cumulative goods.

the two sides of the coin

Cumulative goods and basic goods act very similarly. Both basic and 
cumulative goods are solid ways to obtain a nice stream of happiness 
over and over. You set a challenging goal, and, here it is, you become 
engaged and happy! You begin a relationship, and, here it is, a stream of 
nice emotions begins fl owing! As with basic goods, the optimal way to 
consume cumulative goods is approximately a constant rate.

If the accumulation process stops because we reach the goal or mas-
ter the learning of some skill, then the happiness seismogram returns to 
the neutral level, as the expectations will eventually catch up with the 
accumulated level of reality.

The big drawback of basic goods is that their list is short. Cumulative 
goods have almost the same properties as basic goods, and their list is 
much longer, almost unlimited. This is the bright side of the coin. But 
there is a dark side that we should be aware of.

There is one important diff erence between cumulative goods and 
basic goods. In some cases, cumulative goods are permanent (the papers 
published, the goals attained). But in other occasions, the bucket where 
the cumulative good is stored can be broken and the goods stored can be 
lost. And here is where a huge loss is felt, because the new reality is zero, 
and the expectations are the bucket level before it was broken.

What if someone steals our MP3 player while we are walking down 
the street with all those songs recorded, each of which represents a 
unique moment? Indeed, if the collection of music is gone, if the deposit 
disappears, we suff er a great loss. All this joy that we had accumulated 
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building the collection suddenly disappears. The same happens if we 
lose the trust of a friend.

The loss of cumulative goods has negative eff ects in several spheres 
of our lives. For many, the profession represents the most important 
goal in life. Their eff orts are stored in a bucket called career. In the 
middle of a successful professional life, someone who loses a job and, 
therefore, fi nds himself unemployed suff ers a great deal of dissatisfac-
tion and unhappiness. Most of the unhappiness comes from seeing that 
the career bucket has been damaged or broken.

American surveys found that although 30 percent of the general 
population described themselves to be “very happy,” only 11 percent of 
people without a job were “very happy.”4 According to the social psy-
chologist Michael Argyle, the unemployed are normally bored, with 
very low self-esteem. Work is far from being just a source of money; it 
has actually been proven to be good for our happiness.

It’s important to note that not working is diff erent than being unem-
ployed. For instance, retired people actually rate themselves high on 
happiness. Their career bucket did not break; it just stop being fi lled. In 
Britain, 36 percent of retired men and 35 percent of retired women felt 
very pleased. In contrast, 23 percent of employed men and 17 percent of 
employed women felt the same way.5 Retired people say, however, that 
they miss their coworkers and the feeling of being useful.

For cumulative goods, the happiness seismograph may show four dis-
tinct phases.

 1. Cumulative goods create a fl ow of happiness while they 
accumulate.

 2. Once the accumulation process stops, happiness returns to a 
neutral level.

 3. If the cumulative good is lost, then we experience unhappiness. 
Over time, we revert to neutral levels.

 4. Happiness can be recovered by restarting the process of 
accumulation.
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These four phases do not need to be experienced if, for example, the 
cumulative good is never lost. But potentially the four phases could 
occur.

Loss of a cumulative good produces great unhappiness. Losing a job, 
the breakup of a long-term relationship, or the death of a loved one all 
have a major impact on levels of unhappiness. Surveys show that soon 
after a divorce, people experience extended periods of unhappiness, 
often characterized by depression and confusion. These are the situ-
ations in which human beings generally have the hardest time becom-
ing happy again. The loss is so large that reference levels need a lot of 
time to adjust. Shortcuts such as going to a psychiatrist may make us 
understand and cope with the situation better but will not shorten this 
necessary phase. Eventually, expectations will adapt to the new level of 
cumulative reality, but it will take more time than for noncumulative 
goods.

You may be tempted to try to avoid such large losses by never engag-
ing in cumulative activities that have a risk of being lost. But, as the say-
ing goes, “It’s better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.”

goals

In his studies, the psychologist Jonathan Freedman claimed that people 
with the ability to set objectives for themselves—both short-term and 
long-term—are happier.6 The University of Wisconsin neuroscientist 
Richard Davidson has found that working hard toward a goal and mak-
ing progress to the point of expecting a goal to be realized don’t just 
activate positive feelings—they also suppress negative emotions such as 
fear and depression.

According to Michael Argyle, simply having a long-term plan or 
goal gives people a sense of meaning in life.7 Progressing toward goals 
not only gives a purpose to life as a whole but also provides a struc-
ture and meaning to daily routines, strengthens social relationships, 
and helps us weather hard times. The researchers Ian McGregor and 
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Brian Little proved that point by asking 327 people to rate their per-
sonal projects.8 Projects that were not too diffi  cult or stressful, as well as 
those leading to positive outcomes and control, all generated happiness. 
It is important to note that there ought not to be a big gap between the 
goal and the ability to achieve the goal, because a large gap would lead to 
individuals feeling disconnected. In other words, goals must be realistic.

Purpose in life can be achieved by committing to goals that are realistic and for which 

there are resources.

The British philosopher Bertrand Russell espoused the view that the 
secret to happiness was a formula of enterprise, exploration of one’s 
interests, and the overcoming of obstacles.

Engagement is a particular state of moment-happiness that occurs 
when we are involved in an activity that (1) is geared toward a goal, (2) 
is neither too easy nor too diffi  cult, and (3) allows us to obtain frequent 
feedback from the progress we are making. This is the state of mind that 
Mihali Csíkszentmihályi labeled “fl ow.” In our view, fl ow or engage-
ment works because it is a cumulative good, as it is the feeling that a 
(1) bucket is being fi lled, (2) the speed of accumulation is just right, and 
(3) the frequent feedback triggers a positive emotion of progress and 
accumulation.

Pursuing short- and long-term goals is an assured way to sustain 
happiness. Two observations are important. The fi rst is that as reality 
accumulates, the gap between accumulated reality and adaptive refer-
ences produces a nice fl ow of happiness. The second observation is that 
once the goal is accomplished, then the accumulation stops and happi-
ness decays to zero. It is the act of working toward the goal that yields 
happiness in the fi rst place. Our model supports the view of Ursula Le 
Guin: “It is good to have an end to journey toward; but it is the journey 
that matters in the end.”

If climbers settle on a goal such as climbing to the summit of Mt. 
Everest, for instance, they must make huge preparations, beginning with 
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grueling physical training, acquiring the necessary supplies, mapping 
climbing routes, and arranging travel logistics. It may take months or 
years fi nally to get to the base of the mountain and start climbing. The 
trek to the top is fraught with physical and mental challenges. Dan-
ger is ever-present. Climbers are cognizant that many have perished in 
such a pursuit. Finally, they reach the summit with great excitement, for 
now they are literally on top of the world. But the euphoria lasts only 
a few moments before they must begin their descent. Most of the hap-
piness that they will experience won’t be derived from summiting the 
mountain and after, but rather from the hard work it took to get there, 
the feeling that these eff orts will be stored in achieving the goal. Of 
course, they will experience some more happiness from refl ecting on 
the experience afterward, but not nearly as much as they experienced 
while progressing toward the goal.

When I buy that new Mercedes,
when I put my last kid through college,
when I pay off  the mortgage,
when I get a promotion,
when I reach the age of retirement,
I shall live happily ever after.

Sooner or later we must realize there is no station.
No one place to arrive at once and for all.
The true joy of life is in the trip.
The station is only a dream.
It constantly outdistances us.

—From “The Station” by Robert Hastings

Goals are often associated with learning activities, such as music, gar-
dening, wine, and sports. The experience of them is enjoyable in itself, 
and, as cumulative activities, what we learn stays with us. We may enjoy 
them even more next time.

According to Michael Argyle, leisure activities that lead to skill 
building are a crucial source of happiness because they build up a store 
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of knowledge.9 For instance, practicing a musical instrument can lead to 
a great deal of happiness. The discipline and skill development required 
to play an instrument provide the elements for a feeling of accumula-
tion and growth.

Learning to play a musical instrument is accessible and rewarding. 
Because music is a universal language, people of diff erent abilities, 
ages, cultures, and nationalities can play together, collaborating in the 
eff ort of music making. Music, whether experienced through listening 
or playing, lends an aesthetic dimension to our lives. The psychologist 
Erna Barschak, in her study of happiness and unhappiness in girls in 
diff erent cultures, found that music was mentioned frequently by girls 
as a source of well-being.10 Not surprising, people on average listen to 
music for more than an hour per day.

The importance of music is also illustrated in the adventures of 
Odysseus, who after the Trojan War wandered for ten years before he 
saw his home. During his absence, several suitors tried to woo his wife, 
Penelope. Upon his return, he killed them one by one, with only one 
exception. He spared the life of a bard, as he could not kill a man who 
sang so divinely.

Most sports are learning activities, especially if we have a way 
to keep track of our performance and monitor our progress. All 
serious golf players have a handicap, a number that measures their 
skill (the lower the handicap, the better the player). The handicap is 
essentially a cumulative average of past performance. It is both a way to 
put players on an equal footing and a score that records a player’s past 
performance.

relationships

Relationships have many cumulative components. When we get to 
know our friends and signifi cant others, we fi ll a bucket of love and trust. 
Indeed, friendships need to be maintained, cared for, and nurtured; if 
we don’t call, visit, or make an eff ort, friends fade from our lives. Every 
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time you and your friend go on a trip together, attend a birthday party, 
or simply meet for a quick cup of coff ee adds to your friendship, which 
continues to strengthen.

The sociologist Norval Glenn claims that married people are consis-
tently far happier that those who never tied the knot or were divorced, 
separated, or widowed.11 In our view, a stable relationship such as 
marriage has features of a cumulative good. In addition to providing 
emotional help and support to each partner, stable relationships allow 
partners to accumulate knowledge, memories, trust, and love.

Trust

Trust is a cumulative good: it aff ects your self-esteem and gives you a 
sense of security. A clear example of trust is that between a parent and 
child. Standing on the edge of a swimming pool, the child hesitates a 
bit when the father or mother asks the child to jump, and then jumps 
into the pool. The child is unlikely to jump when a stranger asks. The 
trust between the child and parent has been nurtured over time. During 
numerous occasions in the past, the child has counted on the parent for 
protection. In a variety of personal and business circumstances, trust is 
important to a smooth working relationship and the presence of trust 
brings assurance and mental peace.

Psyche was a young and beautiful woman whom all men admired 
and worshipped, but no one would marry her. Aphrodite became jeal-
ous of her and asked her son Eros to make Psyche fall in love with the 
ugliest man on Earth. In an unexpected turn of events, Eros, on seeing 
Psyche’s beauty, fell deeply in love with her. Eros made himself invis-
ible to Psyche and married her so his mother would not fi nd out. They 
slept together every night and Psyche fell in love with him even though 
she could not see him. Psyche’s two sisters were jealous of her good life 
and manipulated Psyche into using a lamp to reveal the identity of her 
husband, Eros, while he slept. However, a drop of hot oil fell on Eros 
and he was awakened. Angered that she had violated his trust, Eros fl ed, 
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leaving Psyche to roam the Earth searching for her lover. Luckily, this 
story happens to have a happy ending, as Zeus took pity and reunited 
them. The story demonstrates that love cannot fl ourish once trust is 
broken: Psyche paid a big price and went through miserable ordeals 
because she violated Eros’s trust.

Here is an example on how trust can be broken. You and your friend 
will pick red or black independently. If you trust each other and both 
pick black, then each of you will receive $50. However, if one of you 
trusts the other and picks black, whereas the other defects and picks red, 
then the red gets $75 and the black gets $0. If you distrust each other and 
both pick red, then each of you will receive $10.

What do you expect to happen if this game is played between strang-
ers? Each will fi nd that playing red is better, regardless of what the other 
does. You win $75 instead of $50 if the other picks black, and you win 
$10 instead of $0 if the other picks red. The other thinks the same way, 
and both of you pick red and end up getting $10, instead of the $50 you 
could have gotten had you trusted each other. This game is a version of 
the prisoner’s dilemma.12

Now suppose the players are you and a friend. This means that you 
will play the game again and again, as you will have recurrent situations 
involving mutual trust. If you both kept picking black, then you would 
keep on making $50 each period. Which color would you pick? Most 
people, probably including you, indeed pick black.

Suppose your friend picks red one of the times. You would get noth-
ing that time and your friend would get $75. What would you do next 
time? You may be kindhearted and pick black again. Alternatively, you 
may use tit-for-tat logic and pick red. There is no right answer for an 
individual player. On average, though, using the tit-for-tat strategy—
pick black (cooperate) until your friend picks red (defects) and then 
pick red in the next period—works quite well. So the idea is that you do 
trust your friend as long as your trust is reciprocated, but if your friend 
breaks that trust, then you retaliate in proportion to the off ense but not 
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more. This achieves the recovery of mutual trust and deters your friend 
from breaking the trust.

In this situation and in many real-life situations (marriage, business 
partnership, sports teams), trust improves happiness for all. But unhap-
piness is caused if trust is broken. Trust is a cumulative good that has 
the potential for high payoff s and thus needs to be cultivated. We see the 
importance of trust in everyday life. We trust our neighbor to drop our 
child off  at school if we are sick. We seek advice from those whom we 
trust. To sustain love, we need trust. Though trust is not an emotion, it 
does infl uence the happiness seismogram. If Jane trusts Beth to babysit 
her child, then this means she feels that her child will be safe. Without 
trust, Jane would be anxious and stressed the entire time she is away 
from her child. Thus, Jane’s happiness seismogram will be higher in the 
“trust” scenario and lower in the “lack of trust” scenario.

Resentment and Forgiveness

In the same way that we have basic goods and basic bads, we also have 
cumulative goods and cumulative bads. Accumulating bad things and 
bad memories is an impediment to happiness. One incident of bad 
karma is bad enough, but an accumulating series of incidents produces 
a steady fl ow of unhappiness.

In relationships, negative accumulation produces resentment. Stud-
ies show that a good predictor of divorce is when one of the spouses 
sees the other’s defect as permanent, as opposed to transient.13 Hence, 
every negative event accumulates because “he is like this,” or “she has 
always been like that.” In contrast, harmonious couples see the defect 
of the other as transient. “Today we had a heated discussion, which is 
unusual. We are fi ne”; in contrast to: “This is the eleventh time that you 
have done this.” Blacklisting your signifi cant other—or, for that matter, 
any other person—is a way to accumulate negativity and is a sure recipe 
for unhappiness.
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Unfortunately, resentment can go on for centuries. There is the 
story of a Spanish general, known as the “Great Captain,” who in 1503 
defeated the French in Italian territories. Three hundred years later, 
Napoleon ordered his tomb in Granada destroyed. When one of us vis-
ited what remains of the Great General’s tomb, the person in charge of 
cleaning the church commented, “Resentment, this is the nature of the 
human heart.”

What is the point of thinking back on those stupid discussions you 
once had with your partner? Our happiness recipe suggests you should 
just let it go. Hence, our recommendation is to accumulate the good 
moments and perceive the bad moments as transient, in other words, 
keep beautiful photographs of those holidays when you went to the 
coast but trash those e-mails in which you argued for days. Forgiveness 
is the way to let go of accumulated bads.

Forgiveness, and attributing off ences to passing causes, is a way to 
neutralize the buildup of negative emotions. We will be unhappy for a 
while, but the negative feelings will dissipate if we let the law of adapta-
tion follow its course.

In John Milton’s Paradise Lost, Adam and Eve face the fundamen-
tal challenge of any romantic relationship—the balance between 
autonomy and interdependence.14 A marital dispute between them (in 
Book 9) leads to an escalation of misunderstandings and their eventual 
physical separation. Eve, now alone, is tempted by Satan embodied in 
the serpent to eat the forbidden fruit, with dire results. Modern-day 
couples are no diff erent, as relationships are destroyed by exacerbating 
slight disagreements into great divides. Milton beautifully illustrates 
the power of repentance and forgiveness that unites Eve with Adam. 
“Forsake me not thus, Adam” (in Book 10) is Eve’s moving lament that is 
felt by Adam. “Soon his heart relented” and he moved toward reconcili-
ation, declaring, “Let us no more contend, nor blame.”

For Catholics, the practice of confession helps to alleviate the impact 
of one’s sins and guilt. We are not arguing that you should ask for for-
giveness as a gimmick—the priest might let you off  the hook, but your 
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spouse will defi nitely have his or her limit. There should be a sincerity 
and genuine desire to modify behavior for forgiveness to diminish your 
negativity.

Storing Memories in a Bucket

An amnesic individual receives an electric shock from a faulty toaster. 
The next day he attempts to use the same toaster again. Clearly, his 
experience with the toaster was painful, but he does not recall the pain.

Our memories may not be as faulty as that of an amnesiac, but we do 
store only some experiences—pleasurable and painful—in our memo-
ries. The memories of pleasurable experiences provide a source of joy 
and happiness and therefore improve our long-term happiness. Con-
versely, the memories of painful experiences such as a divorce or an 
accident can be a source of unhappiness.

Recognizing that memories are a cumulative good that is stored in 
a bucket is the fi rst step in choosing how we treat events in life. For 
example, if someone cuts us off  while driving, do we want to engage in 
road rage? It is not just the negative emotion of the moment that a tit-
for-tat reaction causes, but such a negative experience will be stored in 
our memory bucket. So just relax and let the hurried driver pass you by.

But life will off er us a myriad of pleasurable and painful experiences. 
Our smart choices could increase the frequency of positive experiences 
and reduce the frequency of negative experiences. Nevertheless, the 
bucket of memories will contain both the joyful and sad times.

Memories are cumulative goods (or bads) and to some degree we 
have control over which memories to draw on as we live our lives. Some 
people have a remarkable ability to draw from the positive experiences 
even when they have lived hard lives. Others on the other hand, dwell 
on a few negative experiences though they have lived largely prosper-
ous and comfortable lives. A telltale sign of a happy person is the abil-
ity to use the memory bucket wisely—by recalling easily past positive 
experiences and letting negative experiences fade.



HAPPINESS IN ACTION

Select one hobby or interest and focus on developing it over time. It 

could be anything from gardening and athletics to reading and spiritual 

practice. Keep a diary to track your progress, and take time as you go to 

appreciate how much you’ve progressed.
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chapter 1 1

Reframing

The last of the human freedoms is to choose one’s attitudes.

—Viktor Frankl

Imagine you are stuck in traffi  c. No one is moving, and as you look out 
the window you see several agitated drivers. There is an accident ahead 
and it will take some time to clear the way. You feel tension building in 
your muscles and clouding your mind, but instead you imagine that you 
are sitting on a giant ball about eight thousand miles of diameter that is 
spinning at about sixty-seven thousand miles per hour. You realize you 
are on an awesome Disneyland ride and a smile breaks out on your face.

That is reframing.
Of course, the fact is that you are still stuck in the traffi  c. As soon as 

you forget about your wild ride through space, you’re right back in the 
car and you lapse back into frustration. Finally, the traffi  c clears and you 
are moving again. A sense of relief takes over and your mind drifts to the 
chores you need to do before the day is over.

Are we as happy as we could be? The truth—and the good news—is 
that most of us could do better. To do that we need to take control of the 
rudder and start being in charge of our own well-being; so let’s explore 
how we can train our minds to see the glass being half-full more often.

Trapped in a Nazi concentration camp during World War II, Viktor 
Frankl set for himself the goal of simply surviving.1 His parents and 
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family members died in one of the camps, but he survived. Based on his 
experiences helping himself and other prisoners survive in the concen-
tration camp, Frankl wrote his infl uential book Man’s Search for Mean-

ing. In his view, humanity’s primary motivational force is to search for 
meaning in life and to work toward achieving it. He insists that meaning 
can be found even in the most hopeless situations.

choosing to be happy

We have argued that most emotions are triggered by comparisons 
between a reality and some expectation. Expectations themselves 
change over time, however. Recall the equation:

HAPPINESS equals

REALITY minus SHIFTING EXPECTATIONS

The obvious way to be happier is to improve reality. We have said a 
great deal about it; for each type of good or activity, we want to keep 
an eye on how expectations change over time. Adaptive goods produce 
happiness only if they are consumed at an increasing rate, and conspic-
uous goods require us to be “in the right pond.” Basic goods and activi-
ties, as well as goods and activities that accumulate, provide a stream of 
happiness.

We will now show a third type of activity that, like basic and cumula-
tive goods, produces assured happiness. We call these reframing activi-
ties. Reframing activities are all those purposeful activities that make 
us see reality in a diff erent way, reset our expectations, or create new 
comparisons.

Extracting more happiness from the same reality is a skill that can 
be learned, and perhaps it is one of the golden keys to well-being in 
life. We have a limited amount of money and time to spend on diff erent 
goods and activities to obtain a nice fl ow of happydons over time. To 
this end, the game plan is to divide our resources between two fronts. 
The fi rst is to improve reality by buying and doing things. The second 
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is to spend time in improving how our mind encodes and processes this 
reality to create happiness.

How much potential for happiness is there in changing attitudes 
and expectations? Studies of happiness across individuals converge to 
the 15/35/50 rule. Life circumstances—in which country or region of 
the world you live, what kind of community is around you, what your 
income and employment status are, whether you were raised in a house 
with divorced parents or you were an adopted child—are responsible 
for about 15 percent of your satisfaction with life.

Intentional behaviors—what you purposefully do yourself to 
become a happier person—explain 35 percent of the variability in hap-
piness across individuals.

Studies done with identical twins suggest that genetic factors do 
infl uence happiness. According to these studies, genes explain up to 50 
percent of the variation in happiness levels across individuals. So, a big 
part of how happy you are depends on how happy your parents were 
and their parents before them.2

If we just focus on the 15/35 on which we can act, we see that chang-
ing our attitudes may be more than twice as eff ective as trying to change 
external circumstances.

multiple representations of reality

The mind is its own place, and in itself
Can make a Heav’n of Hell; a Hell of Heav’n

—John Milton, Paradise Lost

On November 23, 1951, there was a well-contested, but rough, foot-
ball game between Dartmouth and Princeton. The game resulted in a 
broken nose for a Princeton player and a broken leg for a Dartmouth 
player. The psychologists Albert Hastorf and Hadley Cantril asked a 
group of students at each school to watch a fi lm of the game and to 
take note of any infractions they observed. All of the students watched 
the same game and used the same rules for recording violations, but 
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the two groups saw the game very diff erently. The Princeton students 
recorded an average of 9.8 violations committed by Dartmouth, but the 
Dartmouth students saw an average of only 4.3 violations committed by 
their team. The researchers concluded that while these students were 
watching the same game, they were actually seeing diff erent games. They 
remarked: “The ‘thing’ is not the same for diff erent people whether 
the ‘thing’ is a football game, a presidential candidate, communism, or 
spinach.”3

Similarly, let’s examine two colleagues who both took their fi rst jobs 
and spent the fi rst two years of their careers in the small town of West 
Lafayette, Indiana. One fondly recalls the experience of living and 
working in West Lafayette, but the other was only too glad to fi nally 
move away. The one who enjoyed living there found it to be a place 
with aff ordable living, friendly neighbors, short commutes, and low 
crime. The other, who was unhappy, saw it as a place with cold winters, 
a small airport, and limited choices of restaurants and entertainment. 
Now these two people may have had genuinely diff erent preferences 
and weighed the varied dimensions of the town and job diff erently, but 
within limits, people do have a choice as to how they see the world—
half full or half empty. People who focus on positive dimensions and 
deemphasize negative ones are going to experience more positive emo-
tions and consequently be happier than those for whom nothing is ever 
good enough.

In a physical sense, the visual impact of the same river, landscape, or 
mountain changes with perspective. Similarly, our mind’s perspective 
makes us see the same reality in a brighter or a darker sense. The role 
of the fool in Shakespeare’s plays was to make us see that many of the 
world’s pursuits are ridiculous. The fool is naturally wise and perceives 
simple but profound truths that we often deny.

A dose of humor and gratitude can be the remedy to extract greater 
happiness from the same reality: saying an honest “Good morning” to 
the barista who makes your coff ee won’t just make her smile; it will 
make you happier, too.
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conquest of adaptation

Let’s explore some ways to infl uence expectation so that our lives can be 
happier within the same reality.

Manage Expectations

In their research on how expectations change, Allan Chen and Akshay 
Rao found that people are happier after experiencing a false alarm 
because their expectations went down, and the same outcome is per-
ceived as a gain.4

Suppose you lost the new sunglasses you bought two weeks ago. 
They were cool and also quite expensive. A few hours later you found 
the sunglasses in your jacket. The relief of fi nding your glasses is so 
great that it may compensate for the previous anxiety.

Be smart about how you adjust your expectations. If your friends tell 
you about an excellent movie, go ahead and buy the tickets. As you wait 
in the theater lobby, you can either get completely psyched to see the 
movie or you can moderate your expectations. You may want to read 
what the critics have to say about the movie, since their very nature is 
to fi nd fault and exaggerate minor blemishes. If you control your exu-
berance regarding the movie and expect little, then it is more likely that 
you will enjoy the surprise that the movie is in fact quite good and much 
better than the critics had opined.

Contrast Reality Favorably

The psychologists Tversky and Griffi  n argue that a positive life experi-
ence such as a romantic interlude adds to the endowment of the bucket 
of happy memories, but it also makes the subsequent similar experi-
ences less exciting through contrast.5 The key to happiness then lies in 
recalling joyful events, but comparing present events to less desirable 
past events. In some cases, the comparison of a present experience to 
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a past experience may be automatic. But often, we do have freedom in 
choosing the past experience with which to contrast the present event. 
One simple trick is to go ahead and start talking to your friends about 
how delicious the pizza you are having now is compared to the one you 
often have at your local pizza parlor. Our advice is to store your fabu-
lous experiences—such as watching the World Cup with friends—in 
your bucket of happy memories to be recalled fondly in the future. But 
extract the most joy out of a current experience by comparing it to a less 
favorable event of the past.

Transform Adaptive Goods into Cumulative Goods

We know that cumulative goods can be a source of happiness, but cer-
tain goods are clearly not cumulative and others clearly are. Some goods 
fall into a gray area, however, and it is up to us to choose how we allow 
them to be viewed in our minds as one type or the other.

What is our recommendation? The best mind-set is to be able to use 
both frames of mind. For Felipe, the researcher, the three-compared-to-
two publications per year mind-set is useful for maintaining research 
drive and motivation, whereas the fourteen-compared-to-twelve total 
papers mind-set is useful for being happy and avoiding being too hard 
on himself. Being able to use multiple frames helps us see reality in a 
rich way.

The painter Joan Miró wrote, “As you see, I work very slowly. As I 
work on a canvas, I fall in love with it, love that is born of slow under-
standing. Slow understanding of nuances—concentrated—which the 
sun gives. Joy of learning to understand a tiny blade of grass in a land-
scape. Why belittle it? A blade of grass is as enchanting as a tree or a 
mountain. Apart from the primitives and the Japanese, almost everyone 
overlooks this which is so divine.”6

The father of one of the authors likes the simple outdoor activities of 
hiking and mushroom hunting. He enjoys going mushroom hunting on 
every trip he takes, as if it were the fi rst time. He does not let satiation 
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and adaptation reduce his joy. In fact, for him, mushroom hunting 
is a refreshing activity full of novelty and learning. He likes to learn 
where the mushrooms have grown this season, and likes to show off  the 
new mushroom sites he has discovered. In this context, the activity of 
mushroom hunting is an experience with cumulative aspects as well as 
healthy social comparison elements that all contribute to enjoyment. 
We can all fi nd something that we love to do and for which our joy 
remains undiminished. It could be attending poetry classes, cooking, 
painting, or dancing.

Hobbies such as gardening or caring for an orchard are peaceful, last-
ing, and rewarding. These activities provide plenty of novelty, and can 
easily be seen as cumulative, as things always change and grow.

Broader Comparisons

Have you seen the “India driving” or “Bangalore traffi  c” videos on You-
Tube? Instead of complaining that traffi  c lights are always red, think 
how dreadful it would be to live in cities without any traffi  c lights at 
all. Alternatively, take a minute to be satisfi ed with the fact that you can 
communicate so fast with your friends living in Australia now—some-
thing your grandparents could not have even imagined.

How often do we complain about the government, its bureaucracy 
and corruption? We take democracy or the relatively civilized way in 
which modern cities operate for granted. We fail to appreciate that a 
few generations ago, or in some countries even today, people live in 
constant fear of wars, threats, and the tyranny of some autocrat.

Detachment

We experience great unhappiness when something we own is lost or 
damaged: forgetting our wallet at a restaurant, discovering that some-
one scratched our new car or that someone stole our motorcycle. But 
we are necessarily bound to experience many such unavoidable losses 
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in our lifetime. Is there some shield to protect us from the resulting 
unhappiness?

In fact, there is, and that is by cultivating an attitude of detachment. 
The opposite of detachment is attachment. Attachment is the mecha-
nism by which our expectations adapt to what we have. Once we buy an 
object, now it is ours and we do not want to lose it!

Have you ever observed that some people suff er when they buy a 
new car? They are anxious not to get a single scratch—even to the point 
of not using the car! One of our colleagues always parked his fancy new 
car in the last spot so that he wouldn’t be sandwiched by two other cars. 
This was his way of reducing the probability of getting his car scratched 
by someone else’s door or someone crashing into it. Before purchasing 
the car, he did not anticipate that his shift in expectation would actually 
enslave him in this way.

Here is a sound strategy for emotional regulation: if someone dings 
your car, instead of becoming upset, realize that you no longer have to 
worry about your car being in perfect condition upon your return every 
time you park in a public space.

The practice of detachment, treating things that we use as if they 
were on loan, is mentally very healthy. This mitigates adaptation, and 
avoids the anxiety of a possible or actual loss.

Epicurus argued that when eating, one should not eat too richly, for 
it could lead to dissatisfaction later, such as the grim realization that one 
could not aff ord such delicacies in the future.

Karma yoga, mostly practiced within the Hindu religion, has detach-
ment as one of its core practices. The key idea is that you should act in 
accordance with your duty and without being attached to the fruits of 
your deeds. Many scientifi c discoveries have been made because the 
scientist pursued his curiosity and passion without any consideration 
of reward. The practice of detachment is the cornerstone of some his-
torically infl uential spiritual philosophies such as those of the Buddhists 
and Franciscans.
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Bad Things Happen

Life is not a bed of roses, as the saying goes. Bad things do happen. Our 
loved ones fall ill; we lose jobs, or get divorced. How can we make such 
events more bearable? We are not Buddhist monks who, through exten-
sive training in detachment, have learned to regulate negative emotions. 
In modern times, most people have faith in God, but do not see every 
disaster as a curse from God. In Greek mythology, bad things were 
believed to happen as a result of curses from the gods. The House of 
Atreus had a curse that went on for generations. Agamemnon, who led 
the Greeks against Troy, and his brother Menelaus were descendents 
of this family. The Trojan War was fought because of the abduction of 
Helen of Troy who was the wife of Menelaus. Agamemnon was killed 
by his wife’s lover. The cause of all the misfortunes of this house was a 
wicked deed of an ancestor, a king of Lydia, Tantalus. The curse even-
tually ended after several generations.

We are not likely to blame our misfortunes on an ancestor or our own 
deeds from previous lives. Such beliefs persist in some cultures, but are 
probably not held strongly in the West today. People who have internal-
ized the concept of karma are more accepting of bad fortune, fi guring it 
is the inevitable consequence of bad deeds of a family member or their 
previous lives.

When a misfortune or tragedy befalls us, we ask, “Why me?” In his 
powerful book When Bad Things Happen to Good People, Harold Kushner 
argues that some things happen for no reason and are purely random. In 
such unfortunate situations—losing a loved one, contracting a serious 
disease, or becoming disabled because of an accident—a constructive 
approach is to ask what I should do next to take charge of the life I have 
now.

Fortunately, there are ways of reframing that help us deal with nega-
tive events. Suppose you have hurt your elbow to the extent that you 
will be unable to play tennis in the near future. You love playing tennis 
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and are deeply disappointed. One way to mitigate this loss is for you to 
develop interests in less demanding sports such as hiking, or take up a 
card game such as bridge or poker. This is an active form of adaptation, 
which will reduce the impact of your bad elbow on your joyful activi-
ties. You will miss playing tennis for a while, but the negative eff ects of 
not being able to play tennis will last longer if you do not pick up other 
engaging activities as a substitute.

There is no adaptation to chronic pain or mental anguish. Medicines 
are the best source to alleviate such suff ering. Reframing could help a 
little, but its eff ectiveness has a limit.

Cancer patients are often able to come to grips with their situation 
and are able to lift their spirits if they are not in pain. They begin to see 
a broader meaning in life and tune in intimately to the inevitable life 
and death process of all existence. To most of us who are not facing the 
certainty of death within a defi nite time period, death happens only to 
others.

For people who have suffi  cient income for food, shelter, and clothing 
and are in good enough health to enjoy a soft breeze and the warmth 
of the sun’s rays, a proper mental perspective goes a long way in 
deriving more joy from the same reality. The conquest of adaptation 
is not dictated by our genes. We are all capable of experiencing joy 
from “dew drops on the ear of the corn” if we choose to change our 
perspective.

The Anxiety of Choice

Suppose you’re shopping for a new laptop online. As you surf Web sites, 
you encounter hundreds of models, brands, and styles of computers. 
Eventually you shortlist the ones you prefer, and once you have about 
four or fi ve to choose from, that’s when it gets hard. Therefore, you end 
up picking one of them but letting go of the other four. At this point, 
the key is simply to forget about the others and the advantages they 
would bring you and focus on the one you chose and how great it is. 
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Too many options create what we call “choice overload.” Too many 
choices require performing too many comparisons. Shops that have a 
lot of variety increase the number of customers who enter the store, but 
lower the number of purchases. In a well-known study, when people are 
off ered a few fl avors of jam, they end up purchasing something. When 
they are off ered many fl avors, however, they tend simply to walk away 
without buying anything.7

Gerd Gigerenzer, the head of the ABC research group in Berlin, 
argues that some simple decision rules work very well in real-life situ-
ations. They help us to avoid the anxiety of choice, as well as produce 
decent choices. For example, one such rule is elimination by aspects. To 
see how this rule works, fi rst rank the criteria from most important to 
least important. For example, to choose among applicants for a job, sup-
pose the criteria, sorted by importance, are: work experience, education 
level, and people skills. Elimination by aspects would take all candidates 
and eliminate those who are poor on the fi rst criterion. In this case, 
all the candidates with no work experience would be eliminated. For 
the remaining candidates, we move to the second criterion and, again, 
eliminate the ones who do not have a college degree.

We proceed this way until we are left with one suffi  ciently good can-
didate or there is a tie among a few candidates. How do we choose 
among these? We often make a simple, but powerful, recommenda-
tion to our students: when facing a situation in which you have to 
choose between two or more alternatives of roughly equal value, it 
is completely rational to .  .  . choose at random! It turns out that this 
simple rule of elimination by aspects chooses the best alternative quite 
often.8

The legendary basketball coach John Wooden used to say: “Never 
look back.”9 Comparisons with what we could have chosen are bound 
to make us, more often than not, unhappy. In these comparisons, half 
the time we win, but half the time we lose. As losses count double, we 
have a net loss of happiness, which could easily be avoided. Research 
done by Dan Ariely shows that closing doors increases happiness, as one 
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concentrates resources on making the best of what we have chosen.10 It 
is like this for couples who get married and promise to be faithful for the 
rest of their lives—forswearing all other men and women on the planet.

This is simply because human beings naturally tend to adapt to what 
life provides them once they cannot see a way of changing it. Daniel 
Gilbert, a professor of psychology at Harvard University, has been 
studying the topic for many years and he believes that we have a psy-
chological immune system that lets us feel enduring happiness, even 
when things are not going our way.

Closing doors may be tough when the decision is being made, 
but once decided, it is a great strategy for happiness. In other words, 
move on!

Optimism

It has been found that people who are optimistic, who think that the 
best of all futures will occur, tend to be happier. In our framework, they 
obtain lots of happydons from anticipation of good events. When the 
future is not as good as predicted, they ignore the moment and jump 
into dreaming about the next future. Optimists attribute bad fortune 
to passing causes and good fortune to permanent causes, such as their 
abilities. Clearly, such an extreme form of optimism requires a certain 
amount of self-deception. Is self-deception a good recipe for happiness? 
Rationally speaking, the negative side of self-deception is that it leads 
to poor decision making, because the model of the world that we hold 
in our mind is not correct. For instance, we may fail to take protective 
measures in anticipation of bad outcomes that might occur.

But being too realistic may not be a good formula for happiness! 
What is the point of always being too worried about the future? Best-
sellers such as The Power of Now by Eckhart Tolle are very explicit about 
creating happiness in the mind by fi nding awareness of a deep inner self 
that is unaff ected by external circumstance.11 This and other spiritual 
practices take time.
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We need to be aware, however, that a dose of optimism is good for 
increasing happiness but not for sound decision making. When it comes 
to decision making, the more realistic we become about the functioning 
of the world, the better. Nonetheless, as we are not making decisions all 
the time, why not spend time and eff ort in constructing a happy mind 
refuge that we need to abandon only when making hard decisions?

Emotional Regulation

Thich Nhat Hanh is a world expert in the study of anger.12 He sug-
gests mindful meditation to control anger. For instance, when it comes 
to anger management, what is best: to burst or to contain? Shall we let 
ourselves be carried away by anger, so that anger goes away? Or shall 
we contain the anger? Which of the two strategies is more eff ective in 
reducing the likelihood of future anger outbursts? Research shows that 
the fi rst strategy has a fl aw. These anger outbursts, which might allevi-
ate anger in the short run, make us more prone to become angry in the 
future, as attacks of anger become a habit. In contrast, holding back 
anger turns out to be smarter. For one thing, anger dissipates sooner 
than expected. More important, we become less prone to become angry 
in the future. Incidents of anger may be fun to watch in reality shows, 
but the fact is that anger destroys marriages, family life, and friendships, 
and poisons community and international relations.

Again, incorporating strategies for daily emotional regulation can 
indeed increase happiness. The study of strategies for emotional regula-
tion is part of the fi eld of study called positive psychology. Martin Selig-
man of the University of Pennsylvania pioneered this area of research.13 
Nowadays, there are more than two hundred university courses on 
positive psychology across the United States. The basic idea behind the 
new approach is very similar to what Buddhist monks have been doing 
for hundreds of years: training their minds to be happier. Happiness is 
like a butterfl y: it cannot be directly sought; we must do other things for 
happiness to arise as a consequence.
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conquest of social comparison

An Abu Dhabi businessperson paid $9 million for the license plate 
number “5.” His cousin, also a business man, paid $14 million for the 
number “1.”

People who buy such outrageously priced items (such as $11,000 
jeans and a $300,000 cell phone) are seeking prestige and to satisfy their 
desire to belong to an elite group. Shakespeare said cucullus non facit 

monachum (“the cowl does not make the monk”). Yet some rich people 
are unhappy as they compare themselves to people who are even richer 
than they are.

Even gods are not exempt from social comparison. In Greek mythol-
ogy, Aphrodite (Venus in Latin) was the goddess of love and beauty, but 
she unleashed her fury on a mere mortal, Psyche, because she could not 
stand the fame of Psyche’s beauty.

If you are reading this book, then we can safely venture that you live 
in a society that has many conveniences that would have been hard for 
our ancestors to imagine. Unfortunately, the knowledge of what is pos-
sible has also greatly increased. The lifestyles of the rich and famous are 
paraded daily in your living room through TV, movies, and the Inter-
net. The desire for social comparison and competition is built into the 
fast fl ow of information and advertisements and it has heightened your 
awareness of how green the grass can be on the other side.

In remote villages of India, people are quite poor. They barely have 
enough food to survive, their homes are made of simple materials, and 
they lack sanitation and electricity. Nevertheless, these families strive 
to outdo each other at weddings. They spend their life savings for wed-
dings and consider it a matter of shame if proper food and jewelry are 
not off ered. The government of India forbids dowry and limits the 
money spent on feasts, but the custom often trumps the law.

The objects of social comparison are moving targets. If you move 
to a more prosperous neighborhood, you begin to compare yourself to 
the new neighbors and comparisons with less affl  uent neighbors of the 
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past fade. The lesson, once again, is that improving your reality will not 
increase happiness if expectations increase as well.

Monks in a monastery become absorbed in their daily routines 
and the rituals of the house and are less likely to compare themselves 
to other monks on material dimensions, but they may actually feel 
competitive on their knowledge of scriptures and the purity of their 
religious practices. Most of us do not live in such homogenous envi-
ronments with uniform expectations. We have a myriad of options for 
hobbies and entertainment, which make our lives colorful and enhance 
our pleasure. We should enjoy the roses we grow. However, our joy is 
diminished as soon as we begin to compare our roses to our neighbor’s 
roses. Some people become obsessed with making these comparisons, 
and the joy derived from every object is tempered by envy of something 
that someone else possesses.

Happy people count their blessings and are thankful for what they 
have. All of us have the capacity to defi ne our life and fi nd meaning and 
purpose in a way that gives us joy and makes us feel good. Dimensions 
of comparison include material possessions, family life, friendship, hob-
bies, public service, and religion. Adam Smith said, perhaps with a bit of 
exaggeration, that “In ease of body and peace of mind, all the diff erent 
ranks of life are nearly upon a level, and the beggar, who suns himself 
by the side of the highway, possesses that security which kings are fi ght-
ing for.”

A person of modest means may possess fewer material objects, but 
he can enjoy his family life, friendship, and interest in gardening so long 
as he focuses on the goodness of his own life. He has fewer burdens 
in having to manage his wealth and he doesn’t need to wonder if his 
friends like him because of his fi nancial success or expect him to share 
his wealth.

We should learn to enjoy things solely for what they are and not for 
how good they are in comparison to what others have. In some jobs such 
as practicing medicine or teaching, it is easier to see one’s contribu-
tions on dimensions other than wealth acquisition. Even though there 
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are plenty of dissatisfi ed doctors and teachers (because they see life in 
terms of comparisons), they do have the choice to defi ne their work as 
reducing suff ering and developing young minds. In some professions, 
however, money has become the yardstick of success. Our lives have 
multiple dimensions and even if we focus on numerous measures of 
success at work, we can choose to see broader meaning in our lives.

Some people take great joy in seeing that their children get a good 
education and become responsible adults. Others are active in their 
church group and receive friendship and spiritual fulfi llment from their 
circle. Still others are avid readers, or enjoy hiking or fl y-fi shing. Some 
people like to cook and enjoy getting together with their friends for 
hearty meals. Some people like to garden and fi nd relaxation in grow-
ing vegetables and fl owers. We can emphasize the activities in our lives 
that give us joy and take our minds off  negative emotions. Thus, this fi rst 
step toward conquering social comparison is to begin to see the fullness 
of life on multiple dimensions. Let us not be seduced by advertisements 
shouting that happiness is attainable only though some unreachable 
standard of wealth, status, or beauty.

Ancient wisdom and modern research show that happiness cannot be attained by wealth 

and fame.

King Solomon, seeking happiness in the pursuit of pleasure, con-
cluded, “All is vanity and vexation of spirit.” The Bible records in the 
second chapter of Ecclesiastes, “I wanted to fi nd out what was best for 
us during the short time we have on this earth. So I decided to make 
myself happy with wine. . . . I built houses and planted vineyards. . . . I 
owned slaves. . . . I had more sheep and goats than anyone. . . . Foreign 
rulers brought me silver, gold, and precious treasures. Men and women 
sang for me, and I had many wives who gave me great pleasure, I was the 
most famous person who ever lived in Jerusalem.” Solomon summed 
up the pleasure derived from his fame and fortune as “simply chasing 
the wind.”
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Modern research suggests that happiness does increase with wealth, 
but the increase is minor beyond a certain level of income. King Solo-
mon was already at a very high level of prosperity and no wonder he 
failed to obtain additional pleasure from all his worldly pursuits. His 
disappointment seems to have arisen from attaining all his desires so 
easily. Fortunately, most of us are not in Solomon’s position. We have 
needs and wants that we can strive to fulfi ll. Happiness comes to us in 
achieving these wants. Working toward a higher level of job satisfaction, 
harmonious family life, and good relations with neighbors and friends 
boosts happiness. If a genie instantly gave us everything we desire—
wealth, fame, and love—then we would have all we want but remain 
unfulfi lled.

Happiness is in making an eff ort to fi ll the glass little by little, not 
in inheriting a full glass. In the United States, there are coaches for 
very wealthy children who teach them to appreciate the good fortune 
that is handed to them. Rich people are unhappy because they engage 
in excessive social comparison. Adam Smith noted, “With the greater 
part of rich people, the chief enjoyment of riches, which in their eyes is 
never as complete as when they appear to possess those decisive masses 
of opulence which nobody can possess but themselves.” No wonder 
owning the number “1” for a license plate becomes so high a priority in 
life for some folks!

conquest of satiation

There are two great neutralizers of satiation. The fi rst one is variety 
or novelty: repetition dulls our senses and makes things seem routine. 
After enjoying a day at the museum, it is not a good idea to go back to 
the same museum the next day. Go to a sports event or watch a movie. 
The second neutralizer of satiation is time. If you wait a while to go 
back to the museum, then the experience will be fresh and rewarding. 
Of course, using our fundamental equation, adjusted for satiation, we 
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could compute the optimal time interval between consumption for each 
and every possible activity. But just use your instincts. Do not buy a 
fi ve-day museum pass to save a little money. You will most likely have 
seen the entire museum after the fi rst day, and by the fi fth day you will 
be sitting on a bench in the courtyard of the museum wishing you were 
someplace else.

Many books give advice on how to reinvigorate relationships. The 
principle is simple: do not allow experiences to become routine and 
dull. The Kama Sutra is an ancient Indian manual on the art of lovemak-
ing. It was written by Vatsyayana when he was leading the life of a reli-
gious student at Benares (now Varanasi—the holiest city in India). The 
Kama Sutra deals with the conduct of joyful life, but part 2 (out of seven 
parts) of the book, which focuses on sexual unions, is the most well-
known. Sex sells! Various ways of embracing, kissing, and sexual posi-
tions are described to enhance pleasure. In ancient India, works of art 
depicted nudity, romantic themes, and sexual unions. The most famous 
example can be seen at the Khajuraho temple complex in central India. 
It is a bit strange that in the land where the Kama Sutra originated, the 
depiction of sex and even kissing on television and fi lm is taboo.

Even children like variety and novelty. Repeatedly show them the 
same toy, and soon they will become indiff erent and begin to cry even 
though their bellies are full and their diapers are dry. When a child cries 
for no reason except out of boredom or for want of attention, show him 
a mirror: children like to look at themselves, as their own image is still 
very much a novelty to them. They do not like to look at a crying face 
(in this case, their own) and usually stop complaining.

Nevertheless, we should not be hooked on variety and novelty to the 
degree that we demand more and more excitement and enjoy nothing. 
Teenagers nowadays have a tremendous variety of entertainment pos-
sibilities (television, computer, MP3 player) but they end up not really 
focusing on anything and get bored quickly.

One way to counteract satiation is to focus on what makes objects 
and experiences diff erent, rather than on what makes them similar. In 
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some parts of the world and in some seasons, potatoes are one of the 
few aff ordable foods. Students who live in dormitories in Pilani, Raja-
sthan (a desert town) know it well. Some students complain of being 
served potatoes every day. The others, however, see each preparation 
of potatoes as distinct and appreciate the meal every day. Potatoes can 
be served as a soupy vegetable or in a dry form—they could be made 
spicy, baked, or fried. They have a great variety of potatoes—from tiny 
balls to large ones. To the group who complains, it is just a potato that is 
infl icted on them each day and they became satiated long ago. To those 
who enjoy their meals, each preparation is unique and looks, smells, 
and tastes diff erent each day. Using reframing, one group has learned 
to curb their satiation and derives more pleasure from each meal. The 
complaining group is tired of eating potatoes, as they fail to appreciate 
the underlying variety in the preparation of meals with potatoes.

Often it happens that when we have a wider and deeper interest in 
things and life, we appreciate diff erences more. If we look at objects in a 
superfi cial way, then we will need dramatic changes to satisfy us. A sin-
gle rose goes through an amazing transformation from its bud stage to 
its full bloom, and we should learn, or maybe just practice more often, 
the habit of appreciating the shape, color, and smell of the rose through-
out its short lifecycle. Dullness and boredom are experienced if we see 
the roses as just a patch of fl owers. Individual roses alter their form each 
day, but the patch of fl owers indeed remains the same.

We have the choice to see each day as a new day full of hope and 
experiences. We also have the choice of treating each day as a “Ground-
hog Day,” in which we basically re-live the same day over and over.

We all know people who enjoy their meals and relish every bite. They 
drink and converse with exuberance. Even if their work is toil, their spir-
its are awakened during the meal. Others see food only as a way to fi ll 
their stomachs. They are uninterested in the fl avors, colors, and tastes 
of the food. They are satiated and their senses awaken only occasionally 
when there is a feast or festival; all the rest is routine. The happiness 
seismogram for such people will show a low level of moment-happiness. 
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Although we can’t expect that everyone will fi nd joy in every meal, it 
is helpful for increasing happiness to fi nd joy in something that you do 
on a recurring basis. You may enjoy reading books, collecting stamps, 
biking, gardening, playing sports, or meeting people; whichever you 
choose, you should cultivate some interests. Then enjoy those activities 
you choose by seeking variety and novelty—add a few dance moves to 
your life! Kama Sutra also recommends that we participate in festivals, 
social gatherings, drinking parties, picnics, dice games, sporting, and 
decorating each other.

Bertrand Russell said in The Conquest of Happiness, “Think of the dif-
ferent things that may be noticed in the course of a country walk. One 
man may be interested in the birds, another in the vegetation, another 
in the geology, another in the agriculture and so on. Any one of these 
things is interesting if it interests you, and, other things being equal, the 
man who is interested in any one of them is better adapted to the world 
than the man who is not interested.” The conquest of satiation begins 
with seeing the world as a giant playground off ering new challenges to 
overcome and new adventures to experience daily.

the center of the universe

Narcissus was so beautiful that even the loveliest maidens longed for 
him. But he was indiff erent to all and paid attention to none. One of the 
girls whose love he scorned prayed to the gods, and they answered her 
prayer: “May he who loves not others love himself.” Then he saw his 
own refl ection in the water and fell in love with it. He was so fi xated that 
he leaned perpetually over the pool until he died of starvation.

We all seem to have, to some degree, a preoccupation with ourselves. 
When you do not feel like talking in a social gathering, simply ask peo-
ple about their travels or children. Dale Carnegie’s secret to good con-
versation is to let others talk for themselves—listening is also a good 
exercise. You can then relax and listen because people love to talk about 
themselves.
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It is commonplace to read about politicians and captains of industry 
in trouble because they consider themselves above the law. They are 
so obsessed with their charm, fame, or power that they become self-
destructive. Most of us are not as extreme in our obsession with our-
selves as the legendary Narcissus or as drunk with power as the mortal 
Hitler, but we all need to reframe our thoughts to take an interest in 
others and the world around us.

One way to connect with the world is to consider others as 
extensions of ourselves. In Hindu and Buddhist philosophies, there 
is a belief in reincarnation. With such a belief, it does not make 
sense to be angry with someone, because in some past lifetime 
the person could have been your own mother, for example. When 
we reduce our preoccupation with ourselves, we develop admiration 
for others, which diminishes envy. Consequently, negative emotions 
are reduced in duration and intensity, and positive emotions are 
enhanced.

We need to watch our own interests. As the famous Rabbi Hillel said, 
“If I am not for myself, then who will be for me? And if I am only for 
myself, then what am I?” Therefore, there is a balance between guard-
ing our own interests and caring for others’ well-being. Often there is 
no confl ict between these goals, however. Take Bill Gates as an example; 
today, as chairman of Microsoft he works for his own fi nancial success, 
but he also cares deeply about the suff ering of people in Africa. Warren 
Buff ett and Richard Branson are great businesspeople as well as great 
philanthropists.

The total happiness is higher for a person who has compassion and 
love for others, other things being equal. To develop compassion and 
love for others, we need to develop a genuine interest in others’ well-
being. A person who is preoccupied solely with his own well-being can-
not have genuine love. Moreover, love is a source of happiness in itself, 
but it also enhances the happiness realized in other experiences. Playing 
sports, taking a walk, or watching a sunset all seem more pleasurable 
when you are in the company of someone you love. You should not feel 
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like the center of the universe; you are one of the seven billion points of 
light and each is special and sacred.14

narrating one’s life

Life is full of ups and downs. Today you might feel miserable because 
work was stressful and traffi  c was backed up for miles, but tomorrow 
you might go out for a fun dinner with friends and you will experience 
only joy and contentment. As we have seen in previous chapters, our life 
seismogram normally exhibits a great variety of positive and negative 
emotions.

Life is not a rosy paradise, and we lack the control over reality that 
would enable us to avoid losses. We meet someone who might be “the 
one,” only to be disappointed. We get a parking ticket, sprain an ankle, 
or catch the fl u. Our cars break down, our computers freeze up, and our 
bikes get stolen. How can the happiness balance possibly end up being 
positive if losses count twice as much as gains?

One possibility we suggest is to plan for a certain amount of loss. For 
instance, count on catching the fl u once per winter, breaking a bone 
once every ten years, and provide a budget of some hundreds of dol-
lars for possible parking tickets and property loss. Some of us actually 
do this! Most people don’t, however, and they still manage to be happy. 
What is it that they do?

The answer is to use life narratives to achieve emotional cancellation. 
Life narratives are ways to connect negative events with positive events 
to start making sense of things. As events happen, they are stored in 
some few accounts, each being a chapter of our life narrative. Positive 
events increase the account and negative events reduce the account. But 
it is the net balance in the account that triggers emotions. The goal is to 
avoid the feelings of loss by connecting negative events with similarly 
sized positive events. Mathematically, this is exactly the way cumula-
tive goods operate. Some people are better than others at creating these 
connections and building a coherent life narrative.
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Here is an illustrative example. Olivier still remembers his great 
disappointment when his application to a study abroad program was 
rejected. He felt as though his whole world was falling apart; he had 
always wanted to go to Italy to study art history. Instead, he ended up 
staying at his university for his junior year. But every cloud has a silver 
lining. The next semester he met Veronica. He found his hands sweaty 
and his heart pounding just thinking of her. We have all gone through 
that at some point of our lives—indeed, they fell in love right from the 
start and it didn’t take long until they decided to tie the knot.

After a few years, looking back at some old pictures, Olivier remem-
bered how Italy was his fi rst option and, if he had not been rejected, he 
would probably not have met the love of his life.

From a purely logical viewpoint, the two events are independent; 
had he spent that year in Italy, he would have had the same chances of 
meeting an equally nice woman to marry. But considering things the 
way Olivier did produces a cancellation of the negative emotion of not 
ending up at his preferred destination, as he now sees the whole story. 
Narrating our life in a positive way triggers emotions based on the sum 
of several events, and not each of them individually. When emotions 
are all positive, then it is better to consider them separately. But when 
emotions are a mixture of good and bad news, then it is better to con-
sider them jointly, so that the positive cancels the negative before loss 
aversion hits. The idea of mental accounting for the evaluation of good 
and bad news was introduced by Richard Thaler of the University of 
Chicago Booth School of Business.15

Religious people see their lives as a meaningful journey, where every 
action counts. We do not claim here that nonreligious people cannot 
have meaningful lives, but they need to fi nd a way to see that what they 
do counts in one way or another.

It is believed that mathematicians tend to be interesting, and some-
times odd, characters. John von Neumann was one such character. Some 
say that he was the brightest mathematician of the twentieth century. 
As a child prodigy, he had a photographic memory so powerful that it 
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seemed almost preternatural. Using his great intellect, he soon became 
famous for his pioneering ideas on electronic digital computers, as well 
as for his work on mathematical logic and on quantum mechanics.

His accomplishments got the attention of the U.S. government, and 
he ended up taking part in the Manhattan Project to develop the atomic 
bomb. One of his greatest interests, however, was in game theory, a fas-
cination that began while he was running the drinking circles of Princ-
eton University, when he realized he was not a very good poker player.

In his early fi fties, the prime of his career as a researcher and consul-
tant, he was diagnosed with prostate cancer, which had already metas-
tasized and spread to his bones. He passed away a couple of years later. 
During that time, he could not accept the fact that this brilliant mind 
of his was deteriorating, and he was known to scream uncontrollably in 
terror during the night. Even though von Neumann had an unquestion-
able intelligence, it was not able to keep him from such suff ering and, in 
fact, led him to take a very harsh perspective toward death.

Far away from von Neumann’s reality, in a very diff erent part of 
the world and at another time, lived Bhagawhandi, a nineteen-year-
old Indian girl, who suff ered from a malignant brain tumor that was 
diagnosed when she was only seven. In his nonfi ction book The Man 

Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat, Oliver Sacks shares the story of how the 
tumor went into remission while she was growing up, but when she was 
eighteen, it fl ared up again, moving to her temporal lobe. She had to be 
put on steroids. In spite of her deteriorating condition, she always had a 
faint glint in her eyes and a gentle smile on her face.

While in the deep, yet vivid, dream states that accompanied the 
growth of her tumor, the girl began to relive her childhood, remember-
ing scenes from her village and its surroundings, with familiar land-
scapes and faces of people who were close to her. At a time when her life 
was ticking away, these memories off ered her comfort instead of stress 
and sadness. All she had at that moment were her memories, and that is 
what made her happy, making her extremely peaceful when facing the 
end of her life.
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“I am dying, I am going home. I am going back to where I came 
from—you might call it my return,” she told Sacks just before passing 
away.

The contrast between the two stories demonstrates how a happy state 
of mind is possible even in the most diffi  cult of circumstances. Indeed, 
happiness resides in the mind. But the story also shows how elusive 
and diffi  cult it can be to control happiness. It takes Buddhist monks and 
other religious devotees years of training to create a happy refuge in the 
mind. Nonetheless, the rest of us seem convinced that changing exter-
nal circumstances—making money, buying stuff , and showing off —is 
what will make us happier.

Happiness is the state of mind that comes from feeling that you are 
no longer yearning for some unmet need. Nevertheless, we have a pro-
clivity for manufacturing needs regardless of how much we have. For 
happiness to bloom, we need to see the sky as partly sunny, the glass as 
half full, and our lives as largely prosperous.

HAPPINESS IN ACTION

Every day, reframe at least one experience from negative to positive. 

For example, if a package you’ve been waiting for hasn’t arrived yet, 

rather than getting upset, focus on how amazing it is that this package 

can travel across the country or around the world so (relatively) quickly.
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chapter 12

Living within the Laws 
of Happiness

The Constitution only gives people the right to pursue 
happiness. You have to catch it yourself.

—Benjamin Franklin

Think of the myriad of activities one could engage in, or the thousands 
of products one could buy. How do these possibilities translate into 
emotions, feelings, and ultimately happiness?

We postulate that happiness is the sum total of positive and nega-
tive moment-happiness. A pleasant emotion leads to positive moment-
happiness (a fl irting glance from an attractive man or woman, or eating 
ice cream on a hot day), while a negative emotion (getting reprimanded 
by the boss) leads to a negative moment-happiness. We have proposed a 
set of general laws that govern most emotions. Based on these laws, we 
have constructed our fundamental equation of happiness:

HAPPINESS is an S-curve of

REALITY minus SHIFTING EXPECTATIONS

The equation says that happiness depends on what you get (real-
ity) relative to what you want (expectations). The happiness S-curve 
accounts for loss aversion, diminishing sensitivity, and satiation. We 
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have presented three ways in which expectations change: social com-
parison, adaptation, and reframing.

EXPECTATIONS SHIFT depending on

WHAT OTHERS GET,
WHAT I GOT IN THE PAST, and

WHAT I CHOOSE TO COMPARE.

The fundamental equation of happiness is the same, but there are 
diff erent ways to operate the equation. We have identifi ed fi ve types of 
goods; for each good the fundamental equation of happiness operates in 
somewhat diff erent way. Here is the list of the fi ve types of goods, sorted 
in terms of reliability to produce happiness (from most reliable to least).

1. Basic: Basic goods and activities are those that satisfy the needs 
of the body, the heart, and the mind and for which expectations 
do not shift. When consumed at a constant rate, both reality 
and expectations are fl at lines, leaving a gap of happiness (or 
unhappiness) between the two. Rest, food, shelter, health, sex, 
companionship, and safety are examples of basic goods. These 
deliver assured happiness. If resources are very limited, then 
these needs should be attended to fi rst.

The elimination of poverty, creation of a world where all 
people have their basic needs met to a minimum, is to us a solid 
and worthwhile goal that transcends ideologies and religions.

In modern societies a good fraction of the population has their 
basic needs satisfi ed to a minimum. Once one reaches this point, 
then pouring additional resources into basic goods becomes 
ineffi  cient, as the returns per dollar or hour invested decrease 
due to satiation eff ects. Diverting resources across other types of 
goods can then increase happiness.

2. Reframing: Reframing activities are those that seek to modify 
the way we perceive reality and to moderate expectations. 
Reality can be seen in multiple ways. Reframing will allow you 
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to see the same reality in a new light, make broader comparisons, 
or stay detached from what you own, thus mitigating adaptation 
and the fear of loss. The happiness return of reframed activities 
is assured. Hence, they are as solid as basic goods. Reframing, 
however, requires time and eff ort. But as with basic goods, there 
are diminishing returns, and it is optimal to pursue reframing 
only up to a point.

3. Cumulative: Cumulative goods and activities are those for which 
reality is perceived to be stored in a bucket. When consumed at 
a constant rate, reality and expectations become two lines that 
increase in parallel, leaving a space of happiness between the 
two. Progressing toward goals, helping with causes that transcend 
us, learning some skill, or developing relationships are all ways to 
be happy by gradually fi lling buckets.

As discovered by Csíkszentmihályi, in a world where basic 
needs are satisfi ed, engagement in activities to achieve goals is 
the way to jailbreak the happiness equation.

Cumulative goods act as basic goods if the bucket does not 
break. But very few things are safe. Long-term relationships 
break down, loved ones fall sick or die, large companies go 
bankrupt, and belief in causes can be lost. The bucket that has 
provided happiness while being fi lled can go empty. This is the 
nature of life.

Hence, although a lot of happiness can be obtained from 
cumulative goods, a lot of unhappiness may come due to their loss.

4. Adaptive: Most goods and activities are adaptive, meaning that 
expectations shift toward reality and we begin to take them 
for granted. When adaptive goods are consumed at a constant 
rate, then happiness increases for a while, but soon it goes to 
zero. Hence, the fundamental equation of happiness tells us 
that happiness is an elusive goal. Most of the material goods, 
comforts, and technological advantages brought by our consumer 
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society are adaptive. An increase in reality delivers an immediate 
increase in happiness, until references catch up and happiness 
declines. Hence, we propose the “less-to-more” recipe to manage 
expectations wisely and avoid their uncontrolled escalation. 
Consuming adaptive goods in a less-to-more fashion produces a 
constant stream of happiness, similar to that associated with basic 
and cumulative goods.

Adaptive goods are risky if one cannot keep up with expenses. 
Because they must be managed very wisely, adaptive goods are 
less reliable in producing happiness than basic and cumulative 
goods and reframing.

5. Social Comparison: Social comparison goods are those that we buy 
to imitate others or to look good in front of others. We cannot 
escape from comparing ourselves to others, as others are an 
important source of reference. Positive social comparison does 
yield happiness, in the same way that negative social comparison 
yields unhappiness. But we do not have full control of the base 
of comparison, as others’ lifestyle is a moving target. Hence, as a 
source of happiness, it is not fully under our control. To maximize 
your own happiness, you should choose social groups that are a 
good fi t, cultivate an attitude of admiration, and avoid ostentation.

Our fi ve-fold classifi cation of goods and activities is rooted in the 
basic psychology of emotions. This classifi cation can be made opera-
tional mathematically. It tells us the return in happiness we are 
supposed to expect from pouring resources into each type of good, as 
dictated by the six laws of happiness.

A complex experience such as a vacation may include all fi ve types of 
components. A vacation will have basic components that contribute to 
happiness: rest, good food, and peace of mind. However, a vacation also 
has adaptive components: the comforts of the hotel, the gadgets of the 
car we rent, and other luxuries. These components will increase happi-
ness only if they are better than our expectations.
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A vacation also involves social comparison, which can aff ect happi-
ness. How will this vacation look to others? How will they react when 
I tell them? Here, recall that others really don’t care much where you 
go on vacation, but you will surely feel happier if you have a feeling of 
comparing favorably.

A vacation can have cumulative components as well. It will defi nitely 
help improve relationships with others, and that will increase the stock 
of love or friendship. Moreover, if the vacation is part of a plan or a col-
lection, such as visiting sites from the Unesco World Heritage List, then 
it will contribute to fi ll up the bucket of “places to visit.”

Finally, some types of vacation may help us reframe our lives as we 
compare our privileged position to those who lack necessities that we 
take for granted.

Each of the fi ve types of goods needs to be operated in a particular 
way in order to maximize happiness. In our consumer society, a ratio-
nal person can fi nd happiness by trying to choose a high and constant 
level of basic goods and activities (social relationships, food, and rest), 
and being very selective in which habits to initiate, and when to initiate 
them. For example, make sure you get into the habit of going to expen-
sive restaurants when you have the time and the money to aff ord the 
extra expense. Of the habits that one chooses to initiate, make sure you 
treat the habits well, and plan always to go from less to more.

On top of that, why not choose the right pond of social compari-
son? When it comes to comparison, try to focus on those dimensions 
where you would have an advantage? Next, make sure the activities 
you engage in are stored in the form of stable relationships, long-term 
goals, learning experiences, and collectibles. Seek challenges and set 
goals in your life and work to foster a sense of personal growth. Or 
store your actions by, for example, contributing to projects and missions 
that are enduring.

Finally, spend some fi xed time on reframing activities. As explained 
by the Buddhist monk Matthieu Ricard, “We are willing to spend many 
years acquiring education. We love to do jogging, fi tness, and all kinds 
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of things to remain beautiful. Yet, we spend surprising little time taking 
care of what matters the most: the way our minds function, which is the 
ultimate thing that determines the quality of our experience.”1

When we optimize our fundamental equation, we fi nd that the more 
adaptive the good, the higher the speed of adaptation, the longer we 
should delay the initiation of consumption. If the speed of adaptation is 
too fast, then we may want to skip indulging altogether. On the opposite 
end, as we lower the speed of adaptation, making it close to zero, we 
fi nd the basic goods. The less adaptive the good, the less the optimal 
consumption rate rises over time. When the speed of adaptation is zero, 
then the optimal consumption rate is constant over time. Easy enough! 
Cumulative goods and time spent in reframing behave much the same 
way as basic goods: the optimal consumption rate is approximately con-
stant over time.

Finally, conspicuous goods are like basic goods, except that 
other people determine the basis of comparison. In this case, the 
optimal consumption rate for conspicuous goods is to maintain a con-

stant gap between our consumption and that of the neighbors. This is 
obviously problematic if your neighbors have much more money than 
you have.

The optimal consumption rate of adaptive goods is increasing; the optimal consump-

tion rate of basic goods, cumulative goods, and reframing activities is fairly constant 

over time; and the optimal consumption rate of conspicuous goods it to keep a constant 

distance with respect to the neighbors.

Therefore, you must choose very carefully which kinds of goods will be 
more prevalent in your life. Since diff erent kinds of goods have diff erent 
speeds of adaptation, they can vary greatly in how much happiness they 
allow one to obtain. You can clearly maximize happiness by allocat-
ing more time and resources to those goods and experiences for which 
hedonic adaptation and social comparison are less important.2

And last but not least: Lots of happiness from anticipation and 
recall can be obtained by looking forward to the vacation, doing a few 
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extraordinary things that create recall, and making sure that the spac-
ing between one vacation and the next is suffi  ciently long to enhance 
enjoyment.

We can also add a bit of spice to life by seeking novelty and vari-
ety. Taking some time between consumption helps us fi ght the sensory 
numbness produced by satiation. Spacing out the important events in 
your life can improve your happiness, as you may fully savor the antici-
pation and recall of each event, and avoid satiation.

emotional diversification

Buddhist monks, as we know, are known for controlling their 
emotions through meditation and spiritual practices; and, indeed, 
they are happy. In Buddhist practice, desire is seen as a source of 
suff ering, and therefore should be controlled. Are we then supposed 
to become monks, devoting 100 percent of our time to reframing? 
We do not propose such a radical view. Rather, if we think that cer-
tain practices can lower our expectations and allow us to gain a better 
perspective in life, then it might be optimal to devote some time to such 
practices.

Spiritual practices often require discipline and time. In our mathe-
matical model, we add the possibility that through time devoted to such 
activities, one eff ectively controls the rise of expectations. The result 
is that there is an optimal amount of time to be devoted to personal 
improvement and spiritual practices. However, if we behave like monks, 
and spend too much time introspecting, we may begin to ignore work, 
family, or social life. Some people choose to concentrate this optimal 
time for spiritual practices into one annual retreat, which may last for 
several days.

All the fi ve types of goods are valid ways to reach happiness. But each 
good and activity we initiate suff ers from diminishing returns. Hence, 
it is optimal to diversify and collect happiness from multiple goods and 
activities.
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With limited budget of money and time, the smart thing to do is to 
carefully select the goods and activities we engage in. The fi ve diff erent 
types of goods are all valid in principle, as long as we understand how 
they function and their advantages, disadvantages, and dangers. In fact, 
due to the principle of diminishing returns, the fi ve types of goods can 
be sought simultaneously.

In fi nancial investments, the advantages of diversifi cation are well 
known. Emotional investment is no diff erent: we need to strike a proper 
life balance to achieve maximum total happiness. For example, we 
should not put all our resources (time, focus, and money) into the single 
goal of our professional life and ignore our personal life. Nothing is 
certain, and all the eff orts poured into the professional life can be lost if 
that promotion does not arrive, or the company we have strived to build 
goes bankrupt.

The life balance chakra (fi gure 6) shows the balancing of the fi ve cat-
egories of goods and activities to achieve harmony and happiness. The 
size of the pie is 100 percent, which represents our total resources of 
time. The pie is divided into fi ve slices, corresponding to the time spent 
in basic, reframing, cumulative, adaptive, and social comparison goods 
and activities, respectively. A similar pie could be built for money, with 

Figure 6. Life Balance Chakra
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each slice representing the percentage of budget allocated to these fi ve 
types of goods.

Two things are important to notice in the chakra. First, if you 
increase one segment, for example, time devoted to your work, then it 
comes at the expense of some other segment (time left for family and 
friends, rest, or reframing activities). Second, the relative allocation of 
resources (time, money, and focus) to diff erent segments in the chakra 
is continuously changing with our circumstances. Consider parenting as 
an example. A newborn baby requires a great deal of time and attention 
from the parents. As the baby grows, the priorities change but you still 
need to make time for helping with homework and sports. Once you 
become an empty nester, you may take up a new hobby such as painting 
or even accept a more demanding job that you have been postponing.

In our survey, we asked our subjects to estimate how much time they 
spent on various activities, not including work. It might be helpful to 
know the average time people spend on diff erent activities. The sub-
jects spend 33 percent of their available time on family, 20 percent on 
leisure, 15 percent on friends, another 15 percent on attaining goals, 10 
percent on personal improvement, and the rest, 7 percent, on helping 
other people.

life chakra under presentism

Lottery winners may not be happier, as researchers have found, but 
most of us continue to believe that winning the lottery will make us 
happy forever. A direct consequence of the Law of Presentism is that 
we do not correctly predict that as our wealth grows, our expectation 
levels will also shift upward. Expectations rise for two reasons. First, we 
become accustomed to a higher standard of living—a bigger house, a 
fancier car, or nicer hotels. Second, our social comparison level may go 
up. If we foresee all this, then we will use our increased wealth in a pru-
dent way and fully account for rising expectation levels. Because of pre-
sentism, we fail to foresee the increases in expectation levels. Instead, 
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we think that spending as much as possible as quickly as possible will 
maximize happiness (when it does not).

We will now illustrate, using a hypothetical example, how the Law of 
Presentism explains a big puzzle: Why do we believe that more money 
will buy us a lot more happiness than it actually does?

For most people, money is obtained by spending time at work, at 
some hourly salary rate. Thus, time buys money. However, time can buy 
happiness directly, by engaging in activities such as spending time with 
family and friends, resting, pursuing goals, personal improvement, and 
helping other people.

Suppose Adam can choose white chips and yellow chips each year, 
but the total number of white plus yellow chips must be 100. The budget 
of 100 represents Adam’s total time. The time available can be divided 
between work, white chips, and personal life, yellow chips. For example, 
if he chooses 30 white chips and 70 yellow chips, then Adam must work 
30 percent of the time and he has the remaining 70 percent of time left 
for his personal life. With each white chip Adam can buy worldly goods 
and services. Let us say that the conversion rate for each white chip is 
$1,000. Adam derives happiness from purchasing goods (white chips), as 
well as from spending time on fun activities (yellow chips).

Adam knows that many things that matter a lot for happiness are 
essentially purchased with time. Indeed, scholars at the Royal Col-
lege of Surgeons in Ireland examined the refl ections of terminally ill 
patients. They observed that most people, when looking back on their 
lives, regret not the things they did, but rather the things that they did 
not have the time or fi nd the time to do.

In the beginning, Adam chooses 30 white chips, so he works 30 per-
cent of the time and has an expendable income of $30,000. He buys 
a scooter, pays rent, buys food, and uses the money earned for vaca-
tion and other recreational activities. Adam is happy.3 The next year, 
Adam again has a choice of the number of white chips and yellow chips. 
Adam now wants a motorcycle, a better computer, and a more power-
ful speaker system. He needs more white chips. So he opts for 35 white 
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chips and 65 yellow chips. He is now working a bit harder (35 percent 
of the time) and has a bit less time for his personal life. But Adam is 
happy, as he can now enjoy the toys he has purchased. As each year goes 
by, Adam’s expectations creep upward. He wants a more powerful and 
trendy motorcycle and wants to live in an upscale neighborhood. Adam 
then chooses 50 white chips and 50 yellow chips. He is thus working 50 
percent of the time and has less time left for his personal life. Adam is 
still happy, but does feel a bit pressed for time for leisure and rest. Even-
tually, Adam fi nds himself choosing 60 white chips and 40 yellow chips.

Adam is now quite short of time for his personal life, and his profes-
sional life occupies a greater share of his time. He now feels that his life 
is out of balance, but he is unable to change his lifestyle, as he needs to 
support his higher standard of living, which now includes a membership 
in a country club and the ownership of a beach house.

Adam has found himself in a bind because he uses the rule:

PREDICTED HAPPINESS equals

FUTURE REALITY minus CURRENT EXPECTATIONS

Adam thought that every new purchase would bring him happiness. As 
we know, his expectations marched upward as well. The actual result was 
that the increase in happiness with each new purchase was short-lived.

So why doesn’t Adam learn? It is possible that Adam may mistakenly 
believe that each new luxury will be a source of continuous and durable 
joy. He just does not get that he will become adapted to his new trendy 
motorcycle faster than he thinks. Suppose we put Adam’s preferences 
through a computer, but now using the rule:

ACTUAL HAPPINESS equals

FUTURE REALITY minus FUTURE EXPECTATIONS

With the computer and the correct rule in hand, Adam will still choose 
more and more white chips as time passes, but the increase will be 
slow. In the optimal allocation, Adam will not be caught unaware in 
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a predicament in which his actual happiness has dwindled. In fact, his 
realized total happiness in each period will gradually increase over time.

The dilemma we just presented shows that presentism makes us buy 
more adaptive goods than are optimal, at the expense of basic goods. 
A more general question is: what is the eff ect of presentism on our life 
balance chakra? Let’s look at the fi ve types of goods and activities, one 
by one.

 1. Basic: Happiness from basic goods will be correctly predicted, as 
the belief that expectations do not change happens to be correct 
in this case. For example, if you expect that a warm shower after 
a long hike will be just as satisfying in the future as it is now, 
you’re right.

 2. Reframing: If we believe that expectations will not move, then 
why spend time trying to moderate these expectations? If we 
cannot imagine that other perspectives in life are possible, why 
spend time acquiring new viewpoints? Presentism will make us 
underpredict happiness from spending time nurturing the inner 
self, as we will not easily see the returns to these eff orts.

 3. Cumulative: Strangely enough, presentism will make us 
overpredict the happiness from cumulative activities and cause 
us to overindulge in them. If we think that expectations do not 
change, then accumulating reality is bound to give us plenty of 
happiness! It will, but expectations will also shift and we will 
obtain a bit less happiness than predicted. Although cumulative 
activities are a reliable source of happiness, we may in fact spend 
too much time on pursuing projects, goals, and learning skills, as 
opposed to enjoying life!

 4. Adaptive: Here is where presentism takes the highest toll. 
Presentism makes us underestimate adaptation and perceive 
adaptive goods as basic. For example, you cannot wait until the 
new iPhone comes out, but after you have it for a few months 
you will feel about it the same way you do about your current 
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phone. We always overpredict the happiness we will derive from 
adaptive goods.

 5. Social Comparison: Presentism makes us believe that fame, 
prestige, and power will provide a lasting boost to our 
happiness seismogram, and that the lack of these will provide 
lasting unhappiness. In reality, the social environment is 
likely to change more than anticipated: family and friends can 
succeed or fail in their business, fame comes and goes, and 
circumstances change. Presentism makes us think that happiness 
or unhappiness from social comparison is more stable than it 
turns out to be. Because of presentism, we fail to anticipate the 
rat race; if we strive to become better than others, then others 
also will try hard to outshine us. In a talk one of us gave on 
happiness, a wealthy member of the audience recounted: “What 
you said about social comparison is so true. A friend of mine 
brought a Ferrari. The next thing I did was to buy an Aston 
Martin.” Therefore, presentism also makes us overpredict the 
happiness from our social comparison goods.

In the life balance chakra, the segments of the goods categories for 
which happiness is overpredicted (cumulative, adaptive, and social 
comparison goods) will be larger than before. The segment of refram-
ing activities, where happiness is underpredicted, is greatly reduced. 
Finally, the segment of basic goods, where we correctly predict happi-
ness, is also reduced. This is because the limited resources of time and 
money are redirected from basic goods and reframing to adaptive and 
conspicuous goods.

We should have courage to create a new reality that refl ects a har-
monious balance between personal and professional life. The choice of 
lifestyle should be made deliberately. Because of presentism, there will 
be a tendency to overwork and gravitate toward higher-paying, more 
demanding, and stressful jobs. Even Warren Buff ett had to pause and 
rebalance his lifestyle to include twelve hours of bridge per week in his 
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routine. With the choice of new reality, you will be able to do previously 
unthinkable things, like take a weekly bike ride with your daughter.

In a survey we asked people to indicate which factors they think 
would increase their happiness level. The factor that was cited the most 
was money, followed by improvements in relationships, job, health, and 
others.

Researchers have found that money indeed boosts happiness in the 
short term, but only 20 percent of this increase remains in the long run. 
Because of presentism, the impact of money looms larger and could 
lead to an imbalanced life chakra.

HAPPINESS IN ACTION

Use your electronic calendar or a diary to record how you spend your 

time for different activities during one week. Classify the activities in 

relevant categories, such as work, family, friends, rest and leisure, 

personal improvement, and helping other people. Once this is done, 

ask yourself on which of these activities you could spend more time to 

improve your happiness.
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chapter 1 3

Building a Happier Life

Habits form a second nature. —Jean-Baptiste Lamarck

Benjamin Franklin decided at a young age that he must cultivate virtue. 
He proceeded to design a plan in which he would practice each virtue 
(for example, temperance) every day for one week. He would make a 
note when he fell short and, he hoped, with practice, over time the inci-
dences of infractions would diminish.

We use an analogous approach but with a focus on improving hap-
piness. You must fi rst realize that a happier life is a choice, something 
in your hands. Carefully examine your life and determine which fac-
tors are important to you. Most people want a job they enjoy, fi nan-
cial security, good health, and fulfi lling relationships. But you must be 
proactive in moving toward the goals that are important to you. Eating 
right and exercising is not just a slogan if you want good health in the 
long run. You must come up with a plan for a healthier lifestyle, make 
choices consistent with your plan, and monitor your progress. With 
eff ort and determination, eating right and exercise will become a habit 
and you will be on the road to a healthier life. A similar game plan can 
be devised to achieve the ultimate objective: happiness.

With our laws of happiness in mind, we will adapt Benjamin Frank-
lin’s system. We have identifi ed thirteen pillars of happiness that, with 
practice, will help you build a happier life. These thirteen pillars are: 
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meals, sleep, work, relationships, recreation, crescendo, social compari-
son, glass half full, small sips, cumulation, forgiveness, life balance, and 
learning to love.

It is useful to have a table with a row for each of these thirteen pillars 
along with seven columns, one for each day of the week (see table 2). 
The system is to focus on one particular pillar for an entire week. The 
idea is to break the habits that produce negative emotions or unhappi-
ness and acquire habits that produce positive emotions or happiness. 
By focusing on one pillar at a time you can devote more attention and 
eff ort to that pillar.

Brain researchers have discovered that when we develop new habits, 
new neural pathways are created. As we repeat the habit, the pathways 
become stronger and it becomes easier to maintain the habit. So we 
must stick to a new habit and repeat it on a regular basis till it becomes 

table 2
Keeping Track of the Happiness Pillars

Happiness Pillars Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat Sun

1 Meals

2 Sleep

3 Work

4 Relationships

5 Recreation

6 Crescendo

7 Social Comparison

8 Glass Half Full

9 Small Sips

10 Cumulation

11 Forgiveness

12 Life Balance

13 Learning to Love
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a part of our life. Old habits are worn into the hippocampus, which is 
probably why we have the proverb “old habits die hard.”

After a week of practice, you move to another pillar and focus your 
attention on making improvements on this new pillar. You should keep 
an eye on the other pillars that you have practiced in previous weeks, 
but your concentration should be fi xed on improving one pillar at a 
time.

When all pillars have been visited and practiced over a thirteen-week 
period, contemplate your progress and your resolution for improvement 
over the next cycle of thirteen weeks. Thus, over a year, you will have 
four cycles of practicing each of the thirteen pillars, and your happiness 
level will have improved.

Here is an itemized list of the thirteen pillars, with some descriptive 
items listed for each of them.

 1. MEALS: be peaceful, show gratitude, avoid overeating and 
overdrinking, eat with friends

 2. SLEEP: sleep in a comfortable bed, let in fresh air, cultivate a 
quiet mind, recover from sleep deprivation

 3. WORK: make your commute more pleasant, improve your 
relationships with coworkers, become more engaged with your 
work

 4. RELATIONSHIPS: nurture your relationships with your 
family and friends, avoid toxic interactions

 5. RECREATION: engage in regular exercise, learn some fun 
skills such as music or painting

 6. CRESCENDO: be frugal, postpone expenses, save the best for 
last

 7. SOCIAL COMPARISON: avoid envy, be modest, celebrate 
others’ successes, praise and give credit

 8. GLASS HALF FULL: reframe, accept imperfections, 
emphasize positives
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 9. SMALL SIPS: space out your consumption, build craving, 
cultivate varied interests

 10. CUMULATION: create meaning, set goals, fi ll the bucket

 11. FORGIVENESS: avoid resentment, conciliate, seek pardon

 12. BALANCE: fi nd balance in your life among career, family, 
hobbies, and self-improvement

 13. LEARNING TO LOVE: practice compassion, cultivate 
spirituality, help others

enjoy your meals

Let’s begin with the fi rst pillar: enjoying your meals. It may come as a 
surprise that we focus on meals as a means to build a happier life. In our 
theory, happiness is a sum total of positive and negative emotions. To 
cultivate positive emotions, we must fi rst practice on some activity we 
do every day and possibly several times during the day. Eating is one 
such activity. Too many people eat hurried meals and do not create a 
peaceful environment or have the proper mental attitude to enjoy their 
meals. “Eat not to dullness; drink not to elevation” is good advice from 
Benjamin Franklin. But there is more to cultivating a positive mental 
attitude toward your food than simply its quantity. Learn to appreciate 
the color, smell, and taste of your food and engage in pleasant con-
versation with friends and family during the meal whenever possible. 
There will of course be days when there is a plane to catch or a meet-
ing to attend when a hurried meal is the only possibility. Even in these 
instances, the experience of eating need not be mirthless.

Suppose you have three meals a day. Each day for the next week, 
allow yourself a star for each meal during which you had positive emo-
tions and enjoyed the experience. On a perfect day, you would receive 
three stars. In the fi rst days, you may not be able to record any stars at 
all. But as you improve your mental attitude and your gratitude for the 
food you have, it is quite possible that by the end of the week you will 
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be fi lling in three stars. (See the example in table 3.) Habit formation is 
not easy and you will indeed slip occasionally. But that is fi ne as long as 
you are making progress.

pleasant sleep

Most of us sleep an average of six to eight hours per night. A good 
night’s sleep is essential to health and happiness. Make sure that your 
bedroom is conducive to restful sleep: comfortable bed and pillow, fresh 
air, and clean linens. With modern-day pressures, there will most likely 
be times when you do not get adequate sleep. On such occasions, have a 

table 3
Keeping Track of the Meals Pillar

Happiness Pillars Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat Sun

MEALS: be peaceful, show gratitude, avoid overeating or overdrinking, 

eat with friends

1 Meals * ** * *** **

2 Sleep

3 Work

4 Relationships

5 Recreation

6 Crescendo

7 Social Comparison

8 Glass Half Full

9 Small Sips

10 Cumulation

11 Forgiveness

12 Life Balance

13 Learning to Love
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plan to make up the sleep defi cit on weekends or whenever the oppor-
tunity arises. There is a tendency, especially among young people, to 
squander this opportunity by partying all night long.

Besides the quantity of sleep, exercise and temperance when eating 
food (especially for supper) improve the quality of sleep. Just before 
bedtime, unclutter your mind or read a calming book. This practice 
will improve the quality of your sleep and possibly bring on pleasant 
dreams. Again, rate yourself from no star to three stars on the restful-
ness of the sleep you experience each day. In our defi nition, the plea-
sure of sleep adds to happiness. Similarly, a restless night or unpleasant 
dreams subtracts from happiness.

work

The single activity on which we spend perhaps the greatest amount 
of time is work. The fi rst step to deriving happiness from work is to 
improve the quality of your commute. Walking to work, reading on a 
bus, or listening to music all help in creating a positive mood when 
you reach your workplace. If the commute is long, then you may want 
to listen to audio books, which will keep your attention away from the 
annoying traffi  c and noise. If you are careful in the selection of audio 
books, the commute will feel less onerous and even enjoyable.

You may consciously make an eff ort to improve your relationships 
with coworkers. Congenial relationships at work are not just good offi  ce 
politics: they boost positive emotions. Smile often, avoid trifl ing conver-
sations, and be helpful to your coworkers, and they will reciprocate with 
a gentler attitude toward you.

Become more engaged with your work. No task is too small and all 
work performed earnestly gives a gift of joy. Find something challeng-
ing in what you do, neither too easy nor too diffi  cult, so that your skills 
are exercised and your mind stays busy. Idleness and boredom are inju-
rious to mental health.
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relationships

Family and friends can be a reliable source of happiness provided you 
have good relationships with them. Whatever the condition of your 
relationship with your family and friends is, you can always improve 
it. Eating a meal together, engaging in pleasant conversations, playing 
cards, or going on an outing are some ways to fi nd joy in spending time 
with your family and friends.

Each of us probably has strong feelings about certain issues or topics. 
Discussing these topics can spice up conversations but often leads to 
unnecessary confrontations and hurt feelings. If the conversation can-
not be kept upbeat, it is often better to avoid igniting a fi re.

A Gallup poll revealed that Americans are happiest when they spend 
six to seven hours a day socializing. Not everyone has that much time to 
socialize. The good news is that even a modest amount of socialization 
increases happiness and decreases stress, worry, and unhappiness.

Visit your family, make new friends, join a book club, engage in pleas-
ant conversations at your church or bridge club, and you will see a boost 
in your happiness.

Maintaining old relationships and making new friends requires active 
planning, such as making arrangements for lunch or dinner or planning 
weekend outings. The time spent actively planning will provide assured 
happiness and will probably be worth more than spending this time 
watching TV or idling.

recreation

Make time for regular exercise, learn some fun skills (sports, dance, 
painting, cooking), play music, or relax and read. You will see that stress 
and negative emotions give way to engagement, happiness, and positive 
emotions.

People enjoy recreation and intend to pursue it, but sometimes 
life gets in the way. Join a yoga class or a reading club to enforce the 



Building a Happier Life / 201

discipline. It will be easier to pursue the activity voluntarily once a 
habit is acquired and becomes a part of your daily routine.

crescendo

A clear implication of our laws of happiness is that a rational person 
should not be extravagant when young and should control expectation 
levels by acquiring adaptive goods hesitantly. Too much conspicuous 
consumption (fancy cars, designer clothes, expensive vacations) early 
on leads to a rapid increase in expectations and it becomes diffi  cult to 
maintain happiness in the future. You should plan consumption from 
less to more over time.

In daily life, practicing frugality, especially regarding the latest toy, is 
the way to tame expectations. One way to practice frugality is to avoid 
impulse buying. Postpone buying a new TV if your old TV is working 
fi ne. Why begin the habit of going out for expensive coff ee every day? 
Look around and see if you can avoid waste or control expenses for 
meals and entertainment.

There is another way to take advantage of crescendo to boost happi-
ness. Save the best for last, whether you are on vacation or on a simple 
outing with friends. For example, it is better to stay in more luxurious 
accommodations toward the end of a trip.

social comparison

Have you noticed that some people are happier than others? One secret 
of happy people is that they are content with what they have and do 
not envy others’ fortune or fame. So next time you see a fancy convert-
ible stopped next to your car, do not let your mind wander off  on how 
wonderful life would be if you had that car. Actually, the person driving 
the convertible may not be as happy as you think. Unnecessary social 
comparisons are toxic to your mental health—avoid them.

Acquire the habit of not boasting and avoid showing off  your fame 
and riches. When we make displays of property or skill, people feel 
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jealousy and resentment. Others will admire you most if they see your 
modesty.

One good way to reduce envy is to practice praising others for their 
good deeds and accomplishments. You may start out by simply being 
kind and helpful to others. At work give credit to your coworkers, and 
in your personal life celebrate when good things happen to your friends. 
Over time, you will turn the envy upside down and your life will be 
fi lled with positive emotions.

glass half full

Bad things sometimes happen. Your car may break down or your child 
may fall sick. It is normal to be concerned in these situations. Remem-
ber, however, that Victor Frankl managed to endure the horror of a 
concentration camp with a positive attitude. Even though that is an 
extreme, you should develop the habit of looking for positive aspects 
and reframing situations to reduce the negative thoughts.

Recall the times when you were furious because your daughter 
spilled the orange juice, the plumbing in your house clogged, the bagel 
was burned, the car was not fi nished being repaired when promised, or 
you got a parking ticket. Do not let these small mishaps depress your 
happiness seismogram for long. Rage, worry, irritation, frustration, 
despair, and vengeance are negative emotions that wreak havoc on your 
mental health.

How can you ignore the negatives and focus on the positives in life? 
Every day, at the end of the day, think of a positive and rewarding expe-
rience that you had during the day. An appreciation of positive moments 
in life is a start toward cultivating positive emotions and diverting atten-
tion from negative emotions.

small sips

Too much of even good things dulls our senses and reduces 
enjoyment. Just think about the savory turkey dinner at your 
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mom’s house that you look forward to every year. After the big 
meal, you do not even want to entertain the idea of another turkey 
meal a week later. Some time must elapse before you can enjoy another 
turkey meal.

Variety adds zest to life. The same experience repeated again and 
again in a short time interval, even if it is skydiving, becomes tedious. A 
simple way to conquer satiation is to let some time elapse so you enjoy 
the repetition of the activity. If you cultivate a wide range of interests, 
then you can rotate among activities and will not fall prey to the bore-
dom that excessive repetition breeds.

cumulation

There must be pleasures past the Reach of Sense,

Some nobler Source must Happiness dispense
—Anonymous, “An Essay on Happiness,” 1737

A meaningful life is indicative of a good life. To see meaning and 
purpose in our lives, we should make sure that our actions and activi-
ties get stored in a metaphorical bucket. We should set goals and make 
progress toward those goals. A goal can be anything from planting a rose 
bush to losing ten pounds of weight, writing a poem, preparing for a 
marathon, or donating money to a charity. The key is to recognize that 
each day you are making progress toward a goal, like fi lling a bucket 
with water.

At work do not fret over a deadline or rush to get a memo out. 
Instead, think of work as progress toward a goal. In any project, whether 
it is designing a Web site or organizing a conference, the initial state of 
aff airs may be disorderly. With steady progress and a cumulative view, 
there will be satisfaction when the project is completed. Each day at 
work and at home, practice the habit of looking at your “bucket” and 
appreciating how far you have come, rather than just what you have 
accomplished that day.
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forgiveness

If you learn to forgive, you will be healthier and happier. Small dis-
agreements, hurts, insults, and wrongs are “cumulative bads” that cause 
mental anguish and pain. Forgiveness puts an abrupt end to any resent-
ment and restores mental peace.

You must actively choose to forgive the person who has wronged 
you, spoken harshly to you, or off ended you. You will fi nd peace and 
may even see a change in the future behavior of the person who caused 
you the suff ering.

If you have wronged someone, even unintentionally, then seek for-
giveness and express sincere sorrow and regret. There is no guarantee 
that others will forgive you, but asking for pardon will soften their nega-
tive feelings toward you.

Each day, practice forgiveness by focusing on a coworker, family 
member, neighbor, or friend. The resentment of your grudge may resur-
face, but keep working on controlling it until it vanishes altogether and 
you have reestablished the relationship that was damaged.

balance

We should seek a harmonious balance between our personal and profes-
sional lives. Too many of us work too hard and compromise our family 
and social life.

So go ahead and make plans to see your friends for dinner or a movie, 
have an outing with your spouse, or go to the zoo with your children. 
These activities are joyful in themselves, and they also create emotional 
diversifi cation. If, on occasion, things do not go well at work, then a 
happy personal life acts as a buff er to stress at work.

Develop hobbies and interests outside of work. Get to know and 
appreciate outdoor activities and nature. Get involved in a commu-
nity, religious, or political organization. When you have a wide range 
of interests, then a loss of any one activity will not cause much harm, as 
you can fall back on the others.
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learning to love

Perhaps the single most important ingredient in cultivating positive 
emotions is love. Love for your children, spouse, family, and friends is a 
delight in itself. But if you learn to love, then it will be easy for you to 
develop compassion and kindness toward all human beings.

In daily practice, develop your deeply rooted instinct to love. It may 
be easier to focus on one person, activity, or cause. For a mother, it is 
natural to focus on her child, whom she is inclined to love anyway. For 
some people, it may be love of God achieved through religious practice, 
and for others it may be love for the environment and nature.

Domestic happiness is increased by love. Researchers have found 
that helping others improves your own well-being. But love is the seed 
of the desire to help. So if you have learned to love, then happiness will 
surely knock on your door.

concluding thoughts

How do we mesmerize the butterfl y of our mind to make it stay on 
the fl owers of positive states of being? Is the secret of happiness rooted 
in control of our mind, emotions, and behaviors? Our goal throughout 
this book has been to show you how to step out and watch the butterfl y 
from the outside. It is in these little moments of retreat and freedom 
that happiness has a chance to blossom. The control lever for attaining 
happiness is in your hands.

No one saves us but ourselves. No one can and no one may. We ourselves 
must walk the path. —Buddha
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innovation, and exploring the concept of fl ow, a condition in which a human 
being is completely immersed in the activity he or she is performing and expe-
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tions, and the way we express them, are natural to the human being, not learned 
or acquired as once believed. See Ekman, P. (2003). Emotions Revealed. New York: 
Henry Holt.
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(1992). Promises and problems with the circumplex model of emotion. Review 

of Personality and Social Psychology 13: 25–59; and Bradley, M. M., and P. J. Lang. 
(1994). Measuring emotion: The self-assessment manikin and the semantic dif-
ferential. Journal of Behavioral Therapy and Experimental Psychiatry 25(1): 49–59.
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it is possible to associate a quantitative score with a qualitative pairwise ranking 



212 / Notes to Pages 31–54
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tions. American Psychologist 43(5): 349–358.

2. Chen, M. K., Lakshminarayanan, V., and Santos, L. R. (2006). How Basic 
Are Behavioral Biases? Evidence from Capuchin Monkey Trading Behavior. 
Journal of Political Economy 114(3): 517–537.

3. Visit www.stickk.com. See also Ayres, Ian (2010). Carrots and Sticks: Unlock 

the Power of Incentives to Get Things Done. New York: Bantam Books.
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S164–S187.

6. the fourth law of happiness
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situations. See Tversky, A., and D. Kahneman. (1991). Loss aversion in riskless 
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ferences and the Volatility of Consumption and Wealth. Review of Financial Stud-
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3. Let R(t) and E(t) denote the level of reality and expectations at time t, 
respectively. Given the level of reality set by Jack, R(t), t = 1, 2, . . . , 50, and initial 
expectations E(1) = 0, expectations move according to the law:

E(t+1) = E(t) + Speed of Adaptation × ( R(t)—E(t) ), t = 1, . . . , 50.

Denoted by H( ) is the happiness S-curve. The happiness seismogram takes 
the following values over time:

Happiness (t) = H( R(t)—E(t) ),

The happiness S-curve, H(R-E), that we have used, as typed in Excel, is:

= 10*IF(R-E<0,-λ,1)*(1-EXP(-(ABS(R-E)^0.8)/2)).

The value of 10 is a scaling factor for the units of happiness, the 
term IF(R-E<0,-λ,1) accounts for loss aversion, and we set λ = 2 (losses 
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are twice as painful as gains), and the expo-power function 1-EXP(-(ABS(R-
E)^0.8)/2) accounts for diminishing sensitivity. The coeffi  cients 0.8 and 2 
are the relative and absolute part or diminishing sensitivity. See Holt, C., and 
S. Laury. (2002). Risk aversion and incentive eff ects. American Economic Review 
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5. In day 12, Jack realizes that his expectations are too high and he is running 
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then gradually increasing consumption. Specifi cally, the optimal plan consists 
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theory. The claim is that the range of happiness one can experience depends 
on one’s past experiences. A wider range of happiness and unhappiness expe-
rienced in the past will increase the range. See Parducci, A. (1995). Happiness, 

Pleasure, and Judgment: The Contextual Theory and Its Applications. Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

7. Huxley, A. (1932). Brave New World. New York: Harper.

7. the fifth law of happiness

1. We take the basic formula Happiness = H(Reality – Expectations), where 
H( ) is the usual S-curve of happiness. To account for satiation levels, we let S 
denote the satiation level, and propose that happiness is the increment in the 
S-curve from the satiation level on. In formula,

Happiness = H(R – E + S) – H(S),

Where S, the Satiation Level, is a sum of past consumption, weighted by its 
recency. A possible rule to determine the satiation level is the following:

New S = Speed of Satiation × (R – E + S)
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2. We take the term presentism from Gilbert, who has eloquently argued that 
predictions of future emotions and states of mind are heavily infl uenced by 
our current emotions and states of mind. Economists have also discovered this 
tendency, and call it projection bias. See Loewenstein, G., T. O’Donoghue, and 
M. Rabin. (2003). Projection bias in predicting future utility. Quarterly Journal of 
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