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Chapter One



THE TREASURE HUNT




THE TREASURE HUNT


‘What are we holding on to, Sam?’

‘That there’s some good in this world, Mr Frodo. And it’s worth fighting for.’



Like Tolkien, Hemingway once wrote that the world is a fine place and worth fighting for. These days, it is easier to notice the fighting rather than what is fine. It is easy to point towards the grey skies and dark clouds, but perhaps we all need to be more like Samwise the Stout-hearted (but preferably a bit less furry in the feet department) and see what is good in this world of ours.

A friend of mine, Rita, grew up in Latvia during the Soviet era. It may not have been Mordor, but it was a time of fear and mistrust, a time when every window was covered with a curtain and when communities were shaped by suspicion and scarcity. Occasionally, a truck carrying bananas would arrive from Vietnam. Not knowing when bananas would be available again, my friend and her family would buy as many as they could afford and could carry.

Then the waiting would begin, as the bananas would still be green and not ready to eat. They would place the fruit in a dark cabinet to make it ripen faster. Watching bananas turn from green to yellow was like magic in a city that was fifty shades of grey. As a child, Rita had thought only three colours existed: black, grey and brown. Her dad decided to change that and he took her on a treasure hunt around the city: to look for colour, for beauty and for the good in the world.

This is the intention of this book: to take you treasure hunting; to go in pursuit of happiness; to find the good that does exist in this world – and to bring this into the light so that, together, we can help it spread. Books are wonderful idea-spreaders. My previous book, The Little Book of Hygge, shared the Danish concept of everyday happiness with the world. The book encouraged its readers to focus on the simple pleasures in life and, since its publication, I have received an avalanche of kind letters from around the world.

One of them was from Sarah, who teaches five-year-olds in the UK and has long had an interest in the mental health of children and how happiness has an impact on their capacity to learn. ‘I have read your book and decided to introduce hygge into my classroom,’ she wrote. She told me how the class put up fairy lights, shared snacks, lit a candle and enjoyed story-time. ‘We even put a YouTube video of a log fire on our interactive whiteboard to make it feel cosier. On these long winter days which seem so dreary after Christmas, it is cheering up the whole class and staff no end. I am trying to figure out how to measure the impact of this on the children’s well-being, but I guess the relaxed, smiling faces are measure enough!’

That is essentially my job as CEO of the Happiness Research Institute in Copenhagen: to measure, understand and generate happiness. At the institute, we explore the causes and effects of human happiness and work towards improving the quality of life of people across the world.

My work has allowed me to talk to people from all four corners of the earth: from Copenhagen mayors to Mexican street food vendors, from Indian cab drivers to the Minister of Happiness in the United Arab Emirates. It has taught me two things. First of all, that we may be Danish, Mexican, Indian, Emirati, or any other nationality, but we are first and foremost humans. We are not as different from each other as we may think. The hopes of those in Copenhagen and Guadalajara and the dreams of those in New York, Delhi and Dubai all point towards the same beacon: happiness. Lykke is the Danish word for ‘happiness’, but you might refer to it as felicidad if you are Spanish, or Glück or bonheur if you are German or French. No matter what you call it, story-time will light up smiles in classrooms in the same way wherever you are in the world.

A couple of years ago, I was skiing with some friends in Italy. We had finished for the day and were enjoying the sun and coffee on the balcony of our cabin. Then somebody realized that we had leftover pizza in the fridge, and I exclaimed: ‘Is this happiness? I think so.’ And I wasn’t the only one. Despite the fact that my friends on the balcony were from different countries – Denmark, India and the US – we all felt that sharing food with friends in the soft warmth of a March sun, overlooking the beautiful, snow-covered mountains, was pretty damn close to happiness. We might have been born on different continents, raised in different cultures, schooled in different languages, but we all shared the same feeling that this was happiness.

On a much bigger and more scientific scale, this is what we can use happiness data to understand. What do happy people have in common? Whether you are from Denmark, the US or India, what are the common denominators of happiness? We have been doing this kind of research for years in terms of health: for example, what are the common denominators for those people who live to be a hundred years old? Because of these studies, we know that alcohol, tobacco, exercise and our diet all have an effect on life expectancy. At the Happiness Research Institute, we use the same methods to understand what it is that matters for happiness, life satisfaction and quality of life.

Allow me to take you to the home of the Happiness Research Institute – the capital of happiness: Copenhagen.




DENMARK: THE HAPPINESS SUPERPOWER?


It is four o’clock in the afternoon in Copenhagen. The streets are alive with cyclists, as people leave the office to pick up their children from school.



A couple who are sharing their fifty-two weeks of paid maternity and paternity leave are strolling along the waterfront. A group of students are swimming in the clean water in the harbour, carefree, because not only are there no university tuition fees, students also receive the equivalent of £590 (after tax) every month from the government. Everything runs smoothly in Denmark. Well, almost. Four years ago, one train did arrive five minutes late. The passengers each got a letter of apology from the prime minister and a designer chair of their choice as compensation.


DENMARK – THE WORLD’S HAPPIEST COUNTRY

COPENHAGEN: THE HAPPY CAPITAL

DENMARK, WHERE JOY IS ALWAYS IN SEASON

THE HAPPIEST PLACE IN THE WORLD

DENMARK: OFFICIALLY THE HAPPIEST COUNTRY IN THE WORLD. AGAIN.

WORLD HAPPINESS REPORT: YOU SHOULD LIVE IN DENMARK



With headlines like these over the last ten years, it may be easy to imagine Denmark as some sort of utopia.

Let’s get one thing out of the way: I am a big fan of Denmark, both as a happiness scientist and as a citizen. When I see seven-year-old children cycle safely to school on their own, I smile. When I see parents leaving their kids to sleep unsupervised outside cafés in strollers without worrying about it, I smile. When I see people swimming in the clean water of the inner harbour of Copenhagen, I smile.

To me, it is unsurprising that a peaceful country where there is free and universal health care, where your kids can go to university no matter how much money you earn and where little girls can imagine themselves prime minister should be one of the happiest countries in the world, according to the World Happiness Reports commissioned by the United Nations.

But does this mean that Denmark is a perfect society? No. Do I think that Denmark provides relatively good conditions for its citizens to enjoy a relatively high level of quality of life and happiness? Yes. I also believe that Japan had the longest average life expectancy in the world last year, but it doesn’t mean that I think that every Japanese person lives to exactly 83.7 years of age.

Denmark may usually top the lists of the world’s happiest countries, but it is important to understand that these rankings are based on averages. For instance, in the latest World Happiness Report, Danes reported an average of 7.5 on a scale from 0 to 10.

It also means that while some things work extremely well, other things are rotten in the state of Denmark. Scandinavian countries may do well in the happiness rankings – but neither Danes, Norwegians nor Swedes hold a monopoly on happiness. Living in Denmark has taught me that, while we can all learn a lot from the Scandinavian countries when it comes to quality of life, we can find lessons in happiness from people from all over the world. The keys to happiness are buried around the world, and it is our job to gather them up.

If we look at the World Happiness Report, there is a four-point happiness gap between the happiest and unhappiest countries, and three points of these four are explained by six factors: togetherness or sense of community, money, health, freedom, trust and kindness. I have dedicated one chapter to each of these factors, and in each we will explore why these things affect well-being, we will take lessons of happiness from people from around the world and we will uncover the ways in which we ourselves may become happier – and, in the end, how we may put these pieces together to create a treasure map of happiness.

Meanwhile, 80 per cent of the difference in happiness across the world happens within countries. In other words, you may find very happy Danes and very unhappy Danes – and you may find very happy and very unhappy Togolese. So it is one thing to look at the policies countries offer; our behaviour and our perspective on life are another thing entirely.

So, what are the common denominators among the world’s happiest people, what can be learned from countries around the globe when it comes to happiness and what actions may be taken in order to make ourselves happier? These are some of the questions this book seeks to answer: it will uncover the secrets of the world’s happiest people and look for the good that does exist in the world. Let’s go on a treasure hunt!
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Chapter Two



HOW DO YOU MEASURE HAPPINESS?




HOW DO YOU MEASURE HAPPINESS?


On the morning of 9 November 2016, I was woken at 5 a.m. by the emergency alarm in the hotel I was staying in. I was in the heart of Paris for a round of interviews and the city was approaching the first anniversary of the terrorist attacks on the city.



Outside the lobby, the guests gathered, bleary-eyed, in their white bathrobes. At 5.30 a.m., the hotel was given the all-clear, but there was no point in me trying to get back to sleep. Adrenalin was still pumping through me, and I had just returned from Asia, so my body clock was seven hours ahead of local time. I decided I might as well work and opened my suitcase to get my laptop. That’s when I discovered I had left my brand-new computer on the plane (always check the seat pocket!). And I hadn’t backed up the first chapters of this book anywhere other than on the now missing laptop.

I was frustrated, tired and angry with myself. I thought I could do with some good news and realized the votes would by now have been counted in the US presidential election and I thought it might cheer me up to see the victory speech of the first female US president, so I turned on the news.

That day I had eight interviews lined up. Eight journalists, who would most likely all ask the question: ‘You study happiness – so how happy are you?’

So, how happy was I? Can you quantify feelings? How do we measure happiness?

The way the world has been measuring happiness for decades can be summed up like this: Imagine two friends meeting after a long time. ‘How are you?’ the one friend asks the other. ‘I make 40,800 euros per year,’ she replies. No one talks like this, but this is how we have been measuring well-being traditionally. We have been saying that money equals happiness. And while money may matter, it is not the only thing that contributes to our happiness.

Unfortunately, that is how we have been measuring happiness up until recently. We have been using income as a proxy for happiness, well-being or quality of life and using GDP per capita to measure our progress as nations. One of the reasons for this is that income – national or personal – is objective. However, happiness is not. Happiness is subjective.

This is often the first response I get when people hear that the Happiness Research Institute tries to measure happiness:


‘How can you measure happiness, it is so subjective?’



Yes, of course happiness is subjective, and it should be. To me, that is not an issue. What I care about in my research is how you feel about your life. That is what counts. I believe you are the best judge of whether you are happy or not. How you feel is our new metric – and then I try to understand why you feel that way. If you are happier than your neighbour, who has the bigger house, the fancy car and the perfect spouse, by our measures, you are the one that is doing something right.

Working with subjective measures is difficult, but it is not impossible. We do it all the time when it comes to stress, anxiety and depression, which are also subjective phenomena. At the end of the day, it is all about how we as individuals perceive our lives.

Happiness can mean different things to different people. You may have one perception of what happiness is, I may have another. Right now, we put the happiness label on different things, which, from a scientific point of view, makes it difficult to work around. So, the first thing we must do is to break the concept of happiness down into its various parts.

For instance, if we were to look at how the economy is doing, we could break it down into indicators such as GDP, growth and interest and unemployment rates. Each indicator gives us additional information about how the economy is doing. The same thing goes for happiness. It is an umbrella term. So, we break it down and look at the different components. Let’s go back to that morning in Paris. How happy was I?

When we look at how I was feeling at that moment, I was angry with myself for forgetting the computer, I was tired, and I was sad to hear that a lot of Americans would be facing four difficult years. In short, I was angry, tired and sad. Happy? Not so much, and pretty far from sitting on a sun-bathed balcony in the Alps eating leftover pizza with friends. On the other hand, I was in the middle of a book tour and had the privilege of talking to people around the world about my work and about happiness, so, overall, life was not treating me badly.




THE THREE DIMENSIONS OF HAPPINESS


The first lesson in happiness research is to distinguish between being happy right now and being happy overall. We call these two states, respectively, the affective dimension and the cognitive dimension.



The affective – or hedonic – dimension examines the emotions people experience on an everyday basis. If you look at yesterday, were you depressed, sad, anxious, worried? Did you laugh? Did you feel happy? Did you feel loved?

In order to look at the cognitive dimension, people have to take a step back and evaluate their lives. How satisfied are you with your life overall? How happy are you in general? Think of the best possible life you could lead, and the worst possible. Where do you feel you stand right now? For you, the best possible life imaginable may involve fame and fortune, or it might mean staying at home to home-school your kids. To me, those are equally valid dreams. When trying to evaluate happiness, the important information is what your dream is and how close you feel to living that dream.

Of course, the affective and cognitive dimensions are connected, and they do overlap to some extent. If your days are filled with positive emotions, you are likely to report higher levels of overall life satisfaction. Equally, we can have shitty mornings and still feel we have a wonderful life overall.

To make things a little more complicated, let me introduce a third dimension called eudaimonia. That is the Ancient Greek word for happiness, and it is based on Aristotle’s perception of happiness. To him, the good life was a meaningful and purposeful life. In this book, I will mainly focus on overall happiness – the cognitive dimension – people who feel they have a wonderful life, but we will look at our everyday moods and our sense of purpose as well.

Once we have looked at these three dimensions, what we at the Happiness Research Institute ideally do is to follow people over time. Not in a creepy, stalker kind of way but scientifically.

We monitor large groups of people over long periods of time to see how changes in their lives impact on their happiness. If I were to follow you and ten thousand other people, some significant changes are bound to happen to each individual over the next decade that will make a difference to how happy they are. Some of them will fall in love and some will fall out of love; some will be promoted and some will be fired; some will move to London and some will leave the city; some will break hearts and some will have their hearts broken. Over the next ten years, highs and lows are guaranteed, we are bound to witness victories and losses – and at least one distrait, elbow-patch-wearing scientist will leave his computer on a plane. The question is, how do those events and changes in life circumstance impact on the different dimensions of happiness? What is the average impact on people’s life satisfaction from doubling their income, getting married or moving to the countryside? That is what we try to understand.





	The combined average of World Happiness Reports 2013–2017 (on a scale of 0 to 10)





	1st
Denmark 7.57
	2nd
Switzerland 7.56
	3rd
Norway 7.55










	Average happiness rating



	Iceland 7.48
	Ireland 6.97



	Finland 7.41
	Luxembourg 6.93



	Canada 7.4
	Belgium 6.93



	Netherlands 7.4
	Mexico 6.9



	Sweden 7.35
	Brazil 6.85



	Australia 7.3
	Oman 6.85



	New Zealand 7.28
	Germany 6.84



	Israel 7.26
	United Arab Emirates 6.81



	Austria 7.17
	UK 6.79



	Costa Rica 7.16
	Panama 6.77



	United States 7.07
	Singapore 6.66



	Puerto Rico 7.03
	Chile 6.65





	Source: The Happiness Research Institute’s report on the UN World Happiness Reports 2013–2017






It is not easy. While you may observe that, in general, people living in the countryside are happier than people living in big cities – and perhaps it is true that people’s happiness increases if they move to the countryside – we can’t always be certain about what is the cause and what is the effect. Perhaps people who move to and live in the big cities are less happy not because of the big city but because of the type of person you are if you choose to live in a big city. Perhaps people who are attracted to big cities are more ambitious, and the downside to being ambitious is that you are chronically dissatisfied with the status quo. Ideally, we would undertake experiments with identical twins, separate them at birth and flip a coin to see which twin should grow up and live for the rest of their life in the city and which in the countryside. But the government says that I’m not allowed to do that.

In other words, there are a lot of things we cannot control for and there are a lot of pitfalls in the science of happiness. But the best way to make sure that we do not gain knowledge in this field is to lean back and say that it can’t be done. I am yet to hear a convincing argument why happiness should be the one thing in the world we cannot study in a scientific manner. And yes, it may be easier to sit in our armchairs with our arms crossed, insisting that it can’t be done – but those sorts of people have never discovered new continents or taken man to the moon. What makes me proud to be part of the human race – with all our faults and failures – is our endless curiosity and imagination. We are the only species who will look towards a red, barren planet in the distant sky and think, how do we get up there? So why should we not try to push the boundaries for quality of life? What I see is a big potential to improve happiness through little adjustments in our behaviour. Great things sometimes have small beginnings.
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Chapter Three



TOGETHERNESS




RITUALS OF FOOD AND FIRE


Across from the cabin where I spent my childhood summers, there was an open field of grass. The grass would grow so tall that my brother and I could create tunnels in this green blanket and play there for hours. Some time in June, the field would be mown, and that smell of freshly cut grass will forever transport me back to those days.



The grass would be collected into bales of hay, which would slowly turn yellow under the midsummer sun. Back then, I was sure these were in fact big pieces of Lego forgotten by jætter – the supernatural giants of Norse mythology. Nevertheless, that did not stop me and the other kids on the street from building houses and labyrinths out of them before the field was cleared to make room for the summer solstice bonfire. The summer solstice may be a pagan ritual, but to this day it remains my favourite tradition. The Nordic sun sets into a night without darkness and the bonfires are lit throughout the country to celebrate midsummer. Remember: Danes are the direct descendants of Vikings, so we enjoy watching things burn: bonfires, candles, villages. It’s all good.

I am not sure I knew what happiness was then, standing there with my bare feet in the grass, my face warmed by the fire, a piece of freshly baked bread in my hand and my parents’ hands on my shoulders, but I am sure I felt what I would later dedicate my career to understanding. As a child, I did not have the words to describe it, but I am sure that, as well as happiness, I felt a sense of community, a sense of belonging, a sense of home. This was my tribe.

The capacity of fire and food to bring people together is almost universal across cultures and geographical borders. And sometimes, we need do no more than light a candle to create a sense of community around our dinner tables.

‘I almost forgot to tell you,’ Janic said. He is a Canadian journalist who had just interviewed me at the Happiness Research Institute in Copenhagen. ‘After I read about hygge, I went out and bought these two chandeliers and we started lighting them at dinner.’ Janic and his wife have three sons: eighteen-year-old twins and a son who is fifteen. ‘At first, when I started lighting the candles for dinner, the boys were like, “Hey, what’s going on? What’s with the romance? Do you want to have dinner alone with Mum?” There was an adjustment period, then they started to light the candles for dinner. But, more importantly, I have noticed that our family dinners are now fifteen to twenty minutes longer, because – how can I describe this? – the candles put the boys in a story-telling mood. They don’t just shovel in the food any more, they sip their wine, they tell us about their day.’ Dinnertime is no longer just about food – it is about












	Percentage of people who believe they can rely on their friends in times of need



	New Zealand 98.6%
	Czech Republic 90.3%



	Iceland 95.7%
	Estonia 90.2%



	Denmark 95.5%
	United States 90.1%



	Spain 95.5%
	Brazil 90.0%



	Ireland 95.3%
	South Africa 89.5%



	Australia 95.1%
	France 89.4%



	Finland 94.2%
	Slovenia 88.9%



	Canada 93.9%
	Belgium 88.4%



	Switzerland 93.5%
	Netherlands 87.9%



	United Kingdom 93.4%
	Poland 86.3%



	Luxembourg 93.4%
	Israel 85.7%



	Norway 93.1%
	Portugal 85.1%



	Austria 92.5%
	Latvia 84.2%



	Sweden 92.3%
	Turkey 83.6%



	Germany 92.3%
	Greece 83.4%



	Slovak Republic 92.2%
	Chile 82.5%



	Japan 91.0%
	Hungary 82.2%



	Russian Federation 90.7%
	Korea 75.8%



	Italy 90.7%
	Mexico 75.3%





	Source: OECD, Better Life Index 2016










HAPPINESS TIP:

EAT LIKE THE FRENCH – CREATE RITUALS OF FOOD AND FIRE
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