
  
    Happiness

  


  
    
      	
        “Action may not always bring happiness; but there is no happiness without action.”


        —Benjamin Disraeli

      

      	
        The False God

      
    

  


  In the closing days of the 20th century, Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi, a University of Chicago philosopher now at Claremont Graduate University in California, wrote an article in American Psychologist (1999) posing the following question: “If we’re so rich, why aren’t we happy?” Citing statistics that showed dramatic rises in standard of living in the U.S., he pointed out that surveys of “happiness” over the last half of the 20th century failed to show an accompanying increase. Well, the article went on to attempt to explain why increases in wealth failed to affect levels of “happiness,” but I was unconvinced. The problem is with the way he asked the question.


  Let’s get it said from the very beginning: Happiness is not, should not, be a goal. The word comes from the Middle English hap and the Old Norse happ, both meaning “good luck”—the luck of the draw, an advantageous outcome from spinning the Wheel of Fortune. Currently psychologists define happiness as the sustained absence of negative emotions (anxiety, fear, depression) and the ongoing presence of positive emotions (joy and her many manifestations) (Costa and McCrae, 1992). Who are the folks who just happen to be “lucky” enough to be gifted with this combination of traits? Well, considering the Five-Factor Model of personality (see chapter 30), they comprise the folks who score low on Need for Stability and high on Extraversion. One in three scores low on N, and another one in three scores high on E, so the incidence of naturally happy folks in this world is statistically 1 in 9—the probability of scoring both low in N and high in E. That puts about 11 percent of the population in the category of “continually happy.” You’ve met them: the cheerleader who is never down, always bubbly; the salesperson who bounces back quickly from rejection and moves on to the next prospect.


  Happiness, then, is not a goal but rather a personality trait that is characteristic of about 11 percent of the population. Happiness is not something to achieve—it is a normally distributed matter of temperament. Our goal is not to increase happiness, but rather to ensure that we enjoy our innate degree of happiness, and not more. To the extent that traits are genetically based, this incidence of happiness is immutable—and for good reason, evolutionarily speaking. What if the world were composed only of bubbly cheerleaders and effervescent salespeople? Who would worry about the details? Who would churn out the production in solitary silence? The world is built—evolution has assured us—out of differing gifts, a splendor of personality diversity. All the world may be a stage, but every stage needs set crew, light and sound booth, writers, producers, and, let’s not forget, the essential audience. Oh, and critics!


  In a December 2004 poll conducted by Time, 17 percent reported that they were “brimming with happiness just about all the time,” with another 60 percent saying that they were “frequently” happy. Let’s analyze that statistic. That distribution is roughly consistent with our earlier analysis. The 17 percent who report themselves brimming happily most of the time represents my 11 percent who are in a constant state of happiness, plus some borderline folks. The 60 percent who are frequently happy represent that middle two-thirds of the population who have proportionately more negative emotions than the brimming 11 percent, yet who are still happy with some frequency, and at other times anxious, angry, or depressed. That leaves about ¼ of the population (60 percent plus 11–17 percent leaves about 25 percent) who do not report themselves as experiencing happiness. Those would be the people who score in the bottom third of E, plus the folks who score in the mid- to high ranges of N, thus having a predominance of negative emotion over positive emotion. The probability of scoring low on E and medium or high on N comes out around 22 percent.


  
    “Happiness is good health and a bad memory.”


    —Ingrid Bergman

  


  Here’s what this means to me:


  1. Happiness is distributed in the population primarily according to our genetics, with (of course) some influence from our environment.


  2. Happiness is not a unitary continuum from happiness to despair. Rather, it arises from two continua: one from positive emotionality to lack of positive emotions, and the other from negative emotionality to lack of negative emotionality.


  3. Roughly 11 percent of the population tend to be happy pretty much all of the time, and little can happen to change that.


  4. The rest of us are somewhere on those two continua: joyful and moderately worrying, joyful and extremely worrying, moderately joyful and worrying, nonjoyful and nonworrying (i.e., lacking either emotion), and so forth.


  5. Happiness is not a goal for human development. Rather, it is a characteristic of a minority of the population.


  6. Instead of happiness, we need to think in terms of satisfaction, which is what Csikszentmihalyi was studying when he discovered the flow concept (see topic 34.2). Flow is the state of being totally absorbed in what one is doing at the moment, neither bored because the activity is too easy nor frustrated because it’s too difficult. According to Csikszentmihalyi, one can learn to manage circumstances to stay in this flow state.


  7. Happiness is not intrinsically good. Permanent happiness could lead to taking things for granted, the end of progress. It is through a variety of emotional configurations that we as a species have managed to evolve and survive, even prevail, over the constant efforts of nature to destroy us: the worriers seek improvement, the calm ones take the risks, the ebullient ones provide the leadership.


  If I’m Not Naturally Happy, What’s in It (i.e., Life) for Me?


  If eight out of nine people are not naturally happy and can’t expect to become naturally happy, what do they have to look forward to? Research has identified five modes of being that are as satisfying as emotional happiness. In many cases, these five modes of being are more satisfying than happiness. What each of the five modes has in common with the others is that it induces in us a sense of engagement, a sense of moving forward with a meaningful life. And, as I have written elsewhere (Howard, 2013), these five modes induce positive mood regardless of individual differences in personality traits, mental abilities, values, physical characteristics, or past history. In other words, these five modes of being are good for everyone:


  •Flow: total absorption in the task at hand (topic34.1)


  •Fit: work that builds on your strengths (topic34.2)


  •Goal Progress: en route to personally meaningful goals (topic34.3)


  •Relationships: friends for fellowship and intimacy (topic34.4)


  •Altruism: service to others (topic34.5)


  Each of these modes of being makes us feel “in gear”—as though we are getting somewhere and are not stagnant. If we manage to experience all five of these modes, so much the better. The more the merrier, or, at least, the more the better.


  
    
      	
        TOPIC 34.1

      

      	

      	
        Flow: Total Absorption in the Task at Hand

      
    

  


  The goal of engagement is not sensory pleasure or emotional highs, but rather a total absorption in the moment that, in essence, results in a loss of self-consciousness. It is akin to Aristotle’s eudaimonia, the “pleasure” in having done something well, whether a game of sport or the tutoring of a student. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) has identified a state of mind that he calls flow, in which the individual experiences intense satisfaction, losing all sense of time, place, and extraneous physical sensations. In such a state, the individual is so absorbed in the event that nothing else intrudes into awareness. He enumerates eight components of this flow state (pp. 49 ff.):


  1. The individual feels she has a chance of successfully completing the event; this requires a sense of having sufficient energy, resources, and skill for the event.


  2. The individual is able to concentrate and become one with the activity.


  3. The individual’s goals are clear.


  4. The individual receives immediate feedback.


  5. The individual engages in a deep, effortless involvement that pushes away everyday cares.


  6. The individual has a sense of control over her actions.


  7. The concern for self disappears, but the self feels stronger afterward.


  8. Time is altered: minutes seem like hours and hours seem like minutes.


  Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi (pronounced “Mee-high Chick-sént-mee-high”) has identified two factors that influence the flow state: (1) the level of proficiency of the individual, (2) the level of difficulty of the activity in which the individual is engaged. The chances of being in a flow state are optimum when the skill level and difficulty level are properly matched. The flow state is uncommon when skill exceeds or falls below the level of difficulty. Excess skill leads to boredom; deficient skill leads to frustration. Csikszentmihalyi (1990, p. 52) describes the relationship this way: “Enjoyment [flow] appears at the boundary between boredom and anxiety, when the challenges are just balanced with the person’s capacity to act.” This relationship is illustrated in figure 34.1. Over time, as one becomes stronger at the activity and the challenges become ever more demanding, one will tend to progress upward in the flow channel. The ultimate satisfaction of the flow process is not to stay at one level but to work upward, becoming more skilled and taking on greater challenges. Should skill or challenge level become fixed, one risks boredom and, hence, loss of flow.


  [image: ]


  Figure 34.1. Csikszentmihalyi and the Ingredients of Flow


  But don’t mistake flow for fun. Seligman (2002, p. 117) points out that studies of high-flow and low-flow adolescents show superior scores for the high-flow kids on all the self-esteem variables but one: they think the low-flow kids hanging out at the mall are having more fun and would like to be there. However, there is a long-term payoff of early high-flow experience. As we age and develop our strengths and virtues, simply hanging out becomes boring and unfun, and our longing for total engagement grows.


  What it all boils down to is that lower-level pleasures are just not as satisfying as higher-level. Put another way, sensory pleasure (as in tasting the chocolate) is not as satisfying as engaging in a strength (as in making the chocolate). It is the old, familiar, active-vs.-passive experience: playing the game vs. watching the game, acting in the play vs. watching the play, cooking the gourmet meal vs. eating it, performing the music vs. listening to it, and so on. Not that all life should be active, for two reasons:


  1. If we had to produce everything we experienced, we’d end up exhausted and have little time to make significant progress in our areas of strength (e.g., I couldn’t finish the draft of this book if I had to grow the feed to feed the chickens that laid the eggs that I scrambled for breakfast this morning).


  2. If everyone were 100 percent actively producing, and never passively receiving products, there’d be no reason to produce. The farmer actively produces food and passively experiences television, and the screenwriters actively create television dramas and passively experience their bagel and cream cheese. Clearly, this is how the concept of division of labor arose—so that individuals could spend more time actively engaged in their strengths, surrendering tasks depending on lesser abilities to neighbors with the complementary strengths.


  The goal is some sort of balance, in which we seek to maximize active production and minimize passive experience, using the latter as reward for our labor. Seligman (2002, p. 118) identifies excessive use of shortcuts to happiness (i.e., passive experiences like buying a beer, buying a chocolate, indulging in a one-night stand, buying a music CD, watching television—the lower, bodily pleasures), especially when done without heed to habituation, savoring, and mindfulness, as the primary cause of increasing levels of depression.


  In closing this discussion, consider this description of the flow state from Daniel Mason’s novel The Piano Tuner (2002, pp. 272–273), where Edgar Drake (the piano tuner) is talking to his lady friend, Khin Myo:


  “I am sorry if I seem distracted,” he said. “I’m always a bit slow to come out of the trance that I enter when I tune. It is another world. It’s always a bit startling to be interrupted by ... visitors. ... It is hard to explain.”


  “Perhaps like being awakened from a dream.”


  “Perhaps. Perhaps. ... But I am awake in a world of sounds. ... ”


  Applications


  [image: ]When an event bores you, reflect that your skill level probably exceeds the demands of the situation. One way to relieve the boredom is to reduce your skill, as in handicapping yourself. For example, I get bored folding clothes, so I time the event to match something of interest on television. Many a sock has found its mate during the news hour or a ball game. Another way to relieve the boredom is to increase the demands of the situation by raising the level of difficulty or competition. For example, if you are writing a long memorandum whose subject bores you, try putting high standards on your writing to create interest in the task: use only the active voice, sentences of fewer than 20 words, concrete figures of speech, or some other characteristics of fine writing that you might not normally use with such a piece.


  [image: ]When an event frustrates you, realize that your skill level is probably too low for the situation. You can remedy this by either increasing your skill or reducing the level of difficulty. I remember that one day in the library I grew frustrated reading a research report. I realized that the frustration stemmed from a statistical term I didn’t understand that was central to the report. I got out of my chair, found a statistics text, looked up the term, and returned to my chair. When I resumed my reading, the frustration was gone. Flow, and the possibilities for ensuing creativity and enjoyment, followed.


  [image: ]Albert Bandura (in Sternberg and Kolligian, 1990) points out that one key to personal “happiness” (i.e., flow or satisfaction) is knowing when a specific ability is maxed out and not capable of taking on greater challenges. He recommends that, when one realizes one has done as much as one can with an ability, one should shift to another ability area in order to avoid the boredom of repeating the ability at the same level over time. A good example is Linus Pauling, who, after winning the Nobel in physics, recognized this phenomenon and switched to research on vitamin C.


  
    
      	
        TOPIC 34.2

      

      	

      	
        Fit: Work That Builds on Your Strengths

      
    

  


  The problem with motivation comes when individuals who have a good chance of success choose not to pursue a highly valued goal. It is my contention that people who are unmotivated, who have given up on their important goals, are people whose personal qualities are not able to find expression. The songbird must sing, the athlete must compete, the scholar must study, the servant must serve, the leader must lead. When our nature has no opportunity to express itself, it is
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