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PRAISE for THE FUTURE OF HAPPINESS

“Volumes have been written about how bad technology can be for us, but Amy Blankson is the first author I’ve seen to lay out a simple, achievable path to explain how to stay grounded and balanced in the digital era.”

—Laszlo Bock, former head of people operations at Google and bestselling author of Work Rules!

“Too often, the concept of personal happiness is left out of discussions about technology and the future of our world. The Future of Happiness is a timely reminder about the importance of happiness, meaning, and our fragile, promising selves.”

—Susan Cain, author of Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking

“The Future of Happiness gave me tactical tips in the first few minutes and a genuinely happier life by the end. In an age of endless interruptions, this book couldn’t have arrived at a better time.”

—Neil Pasricha, New York Times bestselling author of The Happiness Equation and The Book of Awesome

“I believe that virtually all of us on this planet are struggling with two core issues: how to feel happier every day and how to balance technology so we’re not overrun or dehumanized by it. Rather than fighting against the digital movement, we need higher-level help to harness it for our greatest joy, success, connection, and fulfillment. Amy’s book is the perfect pathway to this—offering amazing new strategies to help us access more joy and meaning while at the same time leveraging the power of technology to enhance and enrich our lives. Thank you, Amy!”

—Kathy Caprino, MA, “Brave Up” writer, speaker, coach, and leadership developer

“Sometimes innovation doesn’t have to be a brand-new technology, but a segment clearly redefined that can lead to greater well-being. I am so happy to see Amy address the link between technology and happiness. This book is long overdue for both professionals and parents, and I’m sure will be wonderfully received globally.”

—John Stix, founder of KidsWifi
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FOREWORD

During the past ten years, I traveled to more than fifty countries trying to understand the connection between happiness and human potential. In that time, I have witnessed the rise of a positive movement emerging in our companies and schools. But I have also observed how much people are struggling. Depression rates are unacceptably high, isolation has become cancerous, knee-jerk medication is rampant, eating disorders and bullying are infecting our schools, and divorce and suicide are ubiquitous. These trends can and must be reversed if we are to find a society that flourishes.

But just when our need is greatest, we seem to have lost the most important of human faculties: the abilities to calm the brain, to focus our attention, to scan for the good, to envision a better world, and to prioritize connection. As a researcher who observes trends, I believe we must ask a root question as we start this book: Does happiness have a future? I believe Amy Blankson has the most researched and most well-thought-out answer I’ve seen to that question and to one of the largest challenges in the modern world.

We are living through twin revolutions. There’s been a technological revolution that everyone knows about, allowing us to have smartphones and smartwatches. But hidden behind that technological revolution is a human one. Owing in part to that technology, we have been able to peer behind the curtain to understand what the human brain is doing as we construct our picture of reality. This has led to significant advances in the fields of positive psychology, neuroscience, and biofeedback. By combining these three fields with the technological revolution, we are beginning to see the most high-definition picture of human potential in history.

We now realize that (1) scientifically, happiness is a choice based on how we allocate our mental resources; (2) we can observe happiness spreading through social networks; and (3) we can now quantify how happiness is an incredible advantage in every domain of life. And technology can help us on that journey as we grow toward our true potential.

For those of you who don’t know, Amy Blankson is my sister, and more famously, the “unicorn” from my TED Talk. My sister and I have been best friends since she was born. We played T-ball together. We were state debate champions in Texas together. We attended Harvard together. When she got married to the famed Dr. Bobo and had kids, I moved from Cambridge down to Texas to live on the same street as her family. So when I wanted to start a company to bring happiness research out to other people, I of course partnered with one of my best friends (and closest neighbors).

Over the past ten years, Amy has helped lead a company that has now worked with almost half of the Fortune 100 companies. She and I have traveled everywhere together: from London to work with architects to build happier cities, to NASA to find ways of using happiness to help propel us to Mars, to brain-trauma centers to research how virtual reality can help soldiers returning from combat.

One of my favorite memories is of Oprah Winfrey, sitting in her backyard in Montecito, California, calling in a singsong voice through the microphones on the Super Soul Sunday set for “Amy the Unicorn” to come join her in her garden just to give Amy a hug. She then invited Amy for a private lunch at her house to talk about the work she’s doing in Africa. When you meet Amy, and I hope you will, you will see what makes her special. It’s the rare combination of kindness and positive energy paired with experience and wisdom.

Amy is one of those people whose charisma is due to her humility. Since she’s modest, I will brag on her. There is no one better to write this book than Amy. With her degrees from Harvard and Yale, her compassion and experience as the executive director of a nonprofit, with her understanding as the loving mother of three, and with her knowledge as a co-founder of the most well-known positive psychology consulting company in the world—Amy has her fingers on the pulse of what YOU can do in the midst of the busyness of life to harness technology to serve our true needs: social connection, meaning, and well-being.

What I like most about this book is that it avoids the pitfalls of condemning technology or becoming overly infatuated with it. Amy makes a fantastic research case about how we can lead, work, and parent during the largest disruption in human history. By keeping happiness, meaning, and joy as the true North, she provides a much clearer calculus for which technology to use, where to use it, and when to find safeguards against it.

I thought I’d be proud writing a foreword for my sister. I am, but that is not my overriding emotion. It is excitement. Excitement for the potential of this book to transform you and your family. Excitement for the massive companies and intrepid schools that have Amy helping them create well-being. Excitement for how small words in a Word document will eventuate in massive societal changes.

I am unapologetically biased. But I can also say with confidence that Amy has become the world’s leading expert on the connection between happiness and technology. And she will be standing shoulder to shoulder with you at the vanguard of this movement as we try to help ensure that happiness has a long and bright future.

—Shawn Achor
Happiness researcher and New York Times bestselling author of Before Happiness and The Happiness Advantage


INTRODUCTION

THE MODERN JUGGLING ACT

Technology is the biggest disrupter of happiness in human history.

This is the conclusion so many have come to in our world. In fact, in 2005, the MIT Tech Review, one of the centers of the technological revolution, posed a question: “Is technological progress merely a treadmill, and if so, would we be happier if we stepped off of it?” The author pointed to the Amish, who do without modern technology like cars and the internet, explaining that their depression rates are low, their happiness levels are high, and their life satisfaction rivals that of the top members of the Forbes 400.1

I travel around the globe speaking about happiness and technology. In fact, as I write this, I have just finished speaking to a group of 150 entrepreneurs in Munich, Germany. Before I began my talk, I was chatting with a few of the entrepreneurs about recent trends, and one of them leaned over to me and said, “Social media and technology are destroying our happiness, right?” I love the “right” at the end as if this is the only conclusion. But it is not. Disruptions only destroy when we cling to patterns that are failing.

While it’s tempting to think nostalgically about life before the smartphone, the truth is that teens still ignored their parents and got into trouble back then. Kids still watched too much television and did not eat enough vegetables. Business leaders still felt as if they needed more than twenty-four hours in a day. Parents still struggled to balance work and life. We’ve had these problems for a long time, but the ways that we address these challenges today are different. We have too many tools—now many of them digital—so many that it’s nearly impossible to decipher which ones to use effectively. They range from expensive to homemade, shiny to boring, sleek to cumbersome. And those characteristics don’t define their utility.

I am a happiness researcher who cries when I laugh too hard. I’m an introverted mother of three who thrives in the midst of the pure chaos of a bouncy house birthday party with kids high on cake. I’m an impressionistic artist who loves data and spreadsheets. I’m a spontaneous individual who can also be very type A (my family jokes about how I used to save exactly 3 percent of my weekly $1 allowance to donate to save the whales). I’m a technophile and a nature lover, a romantic and a pragmatist. Some of my happiest moments with my three beautiful daughters are ones I can look back at over and over because I had the brilliant presence of mind to capture them on my phone. I have also missed out on meaningful moments with my family because I was on my phone. Within each of us are beautiful contradictions that bring complexity to how we perceive and address the challenges in our lives.

Knowing that technology is here to stay, we need to learn how to live with the complexity of technology, not escape from it.

Knowing that technology is here to stay, we need to learn how to live with the complexity of technology, not escape from it. We need a strategy for using technology in a way that evokes our potential rather than hinders it. This book is about finding a balanced calculus that works in the modern world for deciding how to integrate the steady stream of technology into our lives in a way that fuels our success and happiness, instead of serving as a stumbling block.

The modern world is a juggling act, and sometimes it can seem like an all-out circus. A book that has a simple answer to happiness and technology is not one that works in a complicated world. And sometimes looking ahead seems like a luxury. But it’s suddenly a luxury we can no longer afford because, by waiting for the world to come to us, we find ourselves one step behind our children and their technology. Without consciously curating which tech is actually best for our lives and businesses, we set ourselves up for frustration, outstripping our ability to enjoy any benefits the new innovations bring. What we need is a strategy to think ahead about where we really want to be going and how to create that future with what we have now.

Without consciously curating which tech is actually best for our lives and businesses, we set ourselves up for frustration, outstripping our ability to enjoy any benefits the new innovations bring.

A STRATEGY OF EVOKED POTENTIAL

I started the journey toward this book about thirty years ago, although I didn’t know it. My dad, a neuroscientist at Baylor University, spent years studying perception and evoked potential (how the brain reacts to various stimuli). Despite the fact that he hooked my brother and me up to electrodes more than once to study our brain waves (I don’t remember signing a consent form, Dad!), my father was the one who was most shocked (pun intended) that Shawn and I joined forces to create GoodThink, to bring the science of positive psychology to life for others. When we started the company in 2007, its focus was to help individuals find happiness in uncertain times using research-backed principles and strategies for sustaining a positive mindset. We traveled to over fifty countries, sharing this research with anyone willing to hear our message; we spoke to farmers in Zimbabwe, schoolchildren in Soweto, South Africa; bankers on Wall Street; and even leaders in the White House. However, gradually the questions we heard at our talks began to change. Instead of uncertainty about the economic health of the world, we began to hear concern about how technology is shaping our lives and those of future generations:


       “Can happiness keep pace with innovation?”

       “Would we be happier without tech?”

       “How do we find happiness in spite of all this distraction?”

       “How can we teach our kids appropriate tech boundaries?”



This book emerged from those real-life conversations with individuals across the globe, across economic boundaries, and across ages. I don’t think I’m overstating it to say that the answers to these questions will define our time. These are the questions that undergird the modern family dynamic, that shape workplace efficiency and engagement, and that set the baseline for our interactions and communications with friends.

The future of happiness is up to us. By intentionally thinking about where, when, why, and how we are using technology, we can begin to actively shape the social scripts and market forces that drive our culture to create the future that we truly want to see.

A VISION OF THE BALANCED LIFE

In the last fifteen years alone, the number of patents granted by the US Patent and Trade Office doubled to more than 326,000 innovations being introduced every year.2 Technology is flooding into every crevice of our lives faster than we can currently assimilate and evaluate what this new technology means for us. We struggle to know which advances are best for us, especially when reports are released every day that change the script of how we are supposed to engage with technology. For example, we are now told:


       ✓    Place your devices at eye level so that your neck is straight and neutral.

       ✓    Take a twenty-second break every twenty minutes to look at something at least twenty feet away (the 20/20/20 rule).

       ✓    Stand up and move around every 1.5 hours.3

       ✓    During these short breaks, don’t get distracted because it will take you eleven minutes to refocus and potentially double your rate of error on tasks.



As I write this, I hear Charlie Brown’s teacher in my head . . . womp, womp, wa-womp, womp. In the course of writing this book on balancing productivity and well-being in the Digital Era, I’ve spent hours reading about how tech is killing me softly—leading to spinal deterioration, headaches, insomnia, blurry vision, carpal tunnel—and yet, I still have no intention of removing technology from my life. During this book process alone, I logged more than 500 hours on the computer, spent eighty-plus hours on my phone researching apps, downloaded and tested several dozen new apps—and visited the chiropractor six times for back and neck pain. The irony is not lost on me. I’ve got all this data and info . . . and yet I continue to delude myself that I will be the one exception to the rule. I might be slouching now, but I’ll go for a run later and it will all even out, right? Right?!

The truth is that I have developed selective hearing (my husband has suspected this for years). I know technology can be both helpful and harmful, but I’m so tired of hearing only one side of the story that I often tune that side out. What I want is a thoughtful, measured vision of what a balanced life could look like in the future, and then I want to know how to emulate that.

That, my friends, is why I’ve devoted the past few years of my life to researching how to balance productivity and well-being in the Digital Age. It’s why I have personally tested more fitness wearables, journaling apps, meditation timers, and posture-training devices than I can count. It’s also why I have spent countless hours collaborating with companies on the “digital frontier” like Google, Plasticity Labs, the Center for Brain Health, and Happify that are using technology to improve well-being. Through these experiences, I’ve gained some valuable insight and thought-provoking stories that I can’t wait to share with you. In Part One of this book, I’ll address the top three burning questions that I hear most often about the future of happiness; and in Part Two, I will outline five strategies for maximizing your productivity and well-being that I have collected from experts and innovators all over the world. My goal is to inspire through this book a new way of thinking, one that gives us a language with which to think about technology and happiness and a vision for how to balance the two effectively in the future.

THIS BOOK IS NOT JUST FOR TECHIES

It’s worth saying that this book is not just for techies. It’s for anyone who struggles with the growing number of charging devices taking over his nightstand. It’s for executives and employees who are striving for increased productivity but find their eyes burning and backs hurting after hours of staring at their screen. It’s for the minivan moms who love how devices help to calm their children while in the car or in public, but then have to deal with “tech tantrums” when the device is turned off. It’s for young professionals overwhelmed by their digital footprint and needing to strategically unplug.

If you would like to read this book as it unfolded in my head, I encourage you to read it from start to finish. However, if you have a particular area of interest, feel free to scan the Table of Contents and pick the strategy that speaks to you the most. Are you having trouble staying grounded? Are you frustrated with your work or home spaces being overrun with technology? Are you looking for fun, new technology to accomplish your fitness goals, improve your posture, or manage your time better? Whatever your personal interests, this book is aimed at helping you raise your consciousness about tech in your life and become more intentional about how you fuse (or lose) tech in your life to maximize productivity and well-being.


 




Throughout the book, you will see sections entitled “Happy Hacks to Get You Started” with practical tips for how you can start putting these ideas into action.




 




PART ONE
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THE THREE BURNING QUESTIONS OF THE DIGITAL ERA


WHERE ARE WE HEADING?

LURED BY THE LIGHTS

For thousands of years, baby loggerhead sea turtles have relied on the light of the moon and stars reflecting on the sea to find their way to the ocean immediately after hatching.1 This amazing process worked perfectly until beachfront developments along the coast in Florida began to change the landscape and lighting of the natural habitat. Disoriented by artificial lights, more than half of the baby turtles began to crawl toward the city within the first few minutes of their lives—straight toward the highway and other natural predators, creating a deadly trail of hundreds of endangered animals every night. In response, the City of Fort Lauderdale developed one of the strictest lighting ordinances in Florida, calling for an artificial-lighting curfew at 9 PM, literally blacking out 45,000 feet of beachfront property.2 However, the community pushed back both for safety reasons and for tourism. An article in the Sun Sentinel asked, “Which should get priority? A city neighborhood literally left in the dark or an endangered species harmed by street lights?” Tensions ran high until 2011, when turtle-friendly lights were introduced to the market. A cost-effective solution, turtle-friendly lights utilize an amber-colored light with a unique light-wave not visible to turtles. Since that time, the rate of hatchling disorientation in Fort Lauderdale has dropped from 50 percent to zero.3

DISORIENTED BY DISTRACTION

Like the sea turtles, we are drawn to the bright lights of our phones, tablets, laptops, and TVs, our minds and bodies becoming disoriented as we lose focus and direction. Each day, we are torn between the value of tech and the cost to our health. There’s no denying that we are in the midst of an incredible digital revolution that is rapidly morphing the landscape of daily life with new time-saving tech tools for productivity, efficiency, and communication. These tools should be fueling our happiness levels, but that doesn’t always seem to be the case. In fact, the timing of the digital revolution coincides with record-setting levels of depression and overall life dissatisfaction.

Since the advent of the personal computer in the 1970s, depression rates in America have increased tenfold.4 And over the past three decades, obesity rates in the adolescent population in particular have quadrupled (Centers for Disease Control, 2012). In my husband’s work as an adolescent-medicine specialist, he has seen this trend firsthand, as device-wielding tweens and teens strut into his office with little insight into the inverse relationship between their decreasing exercise and increasing screen time. Although tech offers many advantages in our lives, its deleterious impact on our health and happiness is not fully understood. We have spent 99.9 percent of human existence without high tech, and now that it’s here we have a lot of catching up to do from a biophysical/emotional standpoint. There has been a proliferation of new research on tech anxiety and social disconnection that warrants our taking a step back to think hard about where we are going in the future. The younger generation spends an average of six-plus hours per day on their phones, literally changing a quarter of their life experiences from what we have known in the past.

As devices become smaller and more sophisticated, we are taking them into the bedroom and disrupting a basic human function—sleep. Clinical psychologist Amanda Gamble explains that many people have begun taking their devices to bed—a phone as an alarm clock, a tablet as a book, or a laptop as a television—which deprives the brain of the downtime that’s necessary in sleep.5 Like sea turtles, our brains are getting confused by the artificial screen lights, signaling our brains to stay awake, thinking that light means it is daytime, and creating a break in our natural circadian rhythms. As a result, our brains produce less of the hormone melatonin, which helps regulate sleep and further entrenches the problem. The problem especially poses a danger for still-developing children and teens, as this learned association puts them at much greater risk of developing mental health disorders like anxiety, depression, and addiction to substances, as well as physical problems like poor glycemic control, diabetes, and insomnia.

With 95 percent of Americans now spending two or more hours each day using a personal digital device, a new host of medical complications is just now beginning to emerge.

With 95 percent of Americans now spending two or more hours each day using a personal digital device, a new host of medical complications is just now beginning to emerge. “Texting thumb” is a new repetitive-stress injury, like carpal tunnel syndrome, attributed to texting and video games. In addition, 70 percent of millennials report symptoms of digital eyestrain (that’s more than baby boomers at 57 percent and gen-Xers at 63 percent). Doctors are also reporting increased spinal and muscular tension due to what has been termed “text neck,” which refers to an overuse syndrome or a repetitive-stress injury in which the head hangs forward and down while the person looks at mobile electronic devices for extended periods.6 A study led by Erik Pepper of San Francisco State University showed that 84 percent of subjects reported some hand and neck pain during texting.7 Moreover, subjects also displayed other signs of tension, like holding their breath and increased heart rates. Dr. Kenneth Hansraj, chief of spine surgery at New York Spine Surgery & Rehabilitative Medicine, explains that when the spine is in a neutral position, the head weighs about ten to twelve pounds. However, when the head leans forward just fifteen degrees, the neck feels like it is supporting the equivalent of twenty-seven pounds; when the head bends down forty-five degrees, the neck feels forty-nine pounds; and at sixty degrees, it feels sixty pounds. As Dr. Hansraj expounds, “That’s sixty pounds of weight stress on muscles and nerves that are meant to handle ten to twelve pounds of stress, and that much load can do a lot of damage over time.”8 The cervical discs take on this additional load, causing premature disc degeneration twenty or thirty years earlier. Concurring, Dr. James Carter, a former governor of the Australian Spinal Research Foundation, said “text neck” can lead to a four-centimeter spinal shift with repeated head tilts, a particularly sobering statistic given that he has seen a 50 percent increase in the number of patients who are school-age teenagers.

The implications of our physical bodies’ morphing in response to external devices are far-reaching. Harvard professor Amy Cuddy even found that hunching over your phone can foil your workplace confidence—not only does slouching hurt your back, but the posture also hurts your ability to speak up and be assertive.9 At this rate, imagine what the next iteration of the famous “evolution of man” illustration will look like in fifty more years—no longer will we be a species walking straight and tall, but rather we will be curved and hunched human forms gripping a cellphone with a grimace on our face. Is this who we want to become?

[image: ]

The modern evolution of man by Kevin Renes/ShutterStock.com.10

CHOOSING OUR ADVENTURE

Technology intersects with our lives constantly, shaping not only our health but also our livelihood. Despite wonderful intentions, in many ways the technological revolution has left us more fragmented and insecure. Software and IT experts have never been busier as they seek to find better ways of processing high volumes of data. Millennials, a group that should be comfortable with this emerging tech, often find themselves in digital overload. And parents feel exasperated trying to keep track of their children’s online activity, while stressing about their own online identity and privacy. We have amassed an overabundance of data without knowing how to use it or even where it all goes. The data in many ways is disconnected from our daily lives, and when it does emerge, often it’s as a nasty surprise in the form of identity theft or lawsuits.

I don’t know about you, but sometimes I feel saddened by our reliance on technology. Nothing makes that sentiment more real than sitting in a restaurant and looking around at “families” having dinner together. I use “together” loosely because it really appears that four or five individuals are having personal dinners at the same table, each person zoned out on a hand-held electronic device. One recent story I heard from an NPR host was that his child drew a family picture and in his hand there was an iPhone. Another woman at a conference I was at joked that her son didn’t even draw her face in the family picture—he drew her as a laptop. It was her wake-up moment. When I give talks around the country, I see employees in the back row of the conference hall entranced by the shiny screens of their laptops or cellphones (maybe they are all taking notes of me speaking about happiness? I’m an optimist). As tech advances and we accept these changes without pause, I worry that maybe our happiness is getting left behind, moving further down the priority list.

Technology has come barreling into our lives like a wild stallion in recent years, leaving us with two choices: jump on and hold on for dear life, or let the stallion gallop past (until we realize there’s a lasso attached to our ankles and we are dragged along anyway). For those of us who jumped onto the horse, we are just beginning to realize that we have no idea where the stallion is going . . . and this bareback riding has us exhausted. We are at a crossroads—and in desperate need of a saddle and bridle. How can happiness keep pace with technological development in our lives? As much as we love the novelty and excitement of tech, it’s time for us to take control so that we can harness the speed and power underneath us. For those of us being dragged along, maybe now we wish we were “back in the saddle with a whip and stirrups,” anything to provide some semblance of control since Techbiscuit shows no signs of slowing down. It’s time to choose our adventure: Are we going to succumb to this wild ride as overwhelmed consumers? Or are we going to take charge of the future by becoming co-creators in the way that new inventions intersect with our work, our families, and our communities?

As much as we love the novelty and excitement of tech, it’s time for us to take control so that we can harness the speed and power underneath us.

WOULD WE BE BETTER WITHOUT TECH?

BEFORE PANDORA’S BOX

Remember “the good ol’ days” when we used to make calls on telephones attached to walls? I recently asked my eight-year-old what a dial tone was and she just stared at me blankly. Now almost everyone (and their mother and possibly their grandmother) has a smartphone. And they expect to be able to reach you at all times. If you don’t pick your phone up, they can and will use other means of communication: voice mail, text, email, calling people who might be near you. And if all else fails, and they have this ability because you share an account with them (disdainful throat-clearing), they may ping you as if you were a lost homing beacon (I do love my husband’s concern for my well-being and his need for an immediate answer to that oh-so-important question of “leftovers or meet out for dinner?”)—which will alert everyone around that you have (a) been trying to avoid someone, or (b) incompetently left your phone on vibrate and misplaced it.

I’m not a particularly superstitious person, but every time I leave the house, a little voice in my head pipes up, “Don’t forget your phone. If you leave it, something will happen.”

Of course, that one time I left my phone at home, my car was struck by a hit-and-run driver, and I had no way to
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