
Science is confirming what  
 many suspected—happiness is 
        a choice we make

Aristotle. Now there’s a person who most likely had it all 
figured out; or at least attempted to. Accordingly, it’s very 
significant that this great philosopher spent many of his 
contemplative hours pondering the big question of happiness 
and how it relates to our complex human nature, just as the 
multitudes have universally been assessing, examining, and 
analyzing it endlessly ever since. 

He was in very good company, with such luminaries as 
Plato, Socrates, and Buddha regularly broaching the daunting 
subject. Even Confucius offered this paradox of profound 
proportions: “To be truly happy and contented, you must let 
go of what it means to be happy or content.” Around 350 
BC, Aristotle started to form his own working definition of 
happiness in the Nicomachean Ethics. He speculated, “happi-
ness, or ‘being well’ and ‘doing well,’ is the only thing that 
humans desire for its own sake, unlike riches, honour, health 
or friendship.”   ›

Written By Christine Darragh
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"Happiness is the meaning and the  
purpose of life, the whole aim and end  

of human existence.” ~Aristotle
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Happiness in Perpetuity by Artist Paul Bond
Oil on board, paulbondart.com
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e had wisely observed 
that other things in 
life are sought after 
for their own benefits, 
but are also pursued as 
a means to one, clear 

objective: to attain happiness. For Aristotle, 
the concept of happiness eventually evolved 
into more of an activity that must be bound 
to the practice of virtue along with reason, 
rather than the buoyant emotion we now 
culturally view it as. However, his awareness 
that “happiness is characteristic of a good 
life, that is, a life in which a person fulfills 
human nature in an excellent way,” does tie 
a nice bow on a lofty idea we continue to 
hold in high regard.

These days, an actual dictionary definition 
of happiness reads more like: “Happiness is 
a state of mind or feeling characterized by 
contentment, love, satisfaction, pleasure, or 
joy.” The recent happy-tsunami of self-help 
material, television shows, and personal 
coaches, proves there is no shortage of assis-
tance to help you on your way to achieving 
an acceptable, personal level. A local happi-
ness club has even sprung up in the Niagara 
region, as part of a growing international 
movement to celebrate and increase the  
joy juggernaut. 

This enthusiasm is a direct result of 
a growing field of study into positive 
psychology, largely initiated by University 
of Pennsylvania psychologist Dr. Martin 
Seligman in 1998. Prior to becoming the 
newly appointed president of the American 
Psychological Association, he had grown 
increasingly dismayed by a discipline that 
“had concerned itself with all that ails the 
human mind: anxiety, depression, neurosis, 
obsessions, paranoia, and delusions.” 
Instead, his decisive goal was to “look at 
what actively made people feel fulfilled, 
engaged and meaningfully happy.” A bold 
step at the time into an area of research that 
was decidedly vacant and wanting. Since 
then, he has heralded a vision of mental 
health being more than just the absence 
of mental illness, but rather insisting, “It 
should be something akin to a vibrant 
and muscular fitness of the human mind  
and spirit.”

It’s a strategy of positivity that appears to 
be bearing plentiful, smiley-faced fruit. A 
recent Globe and Mail online poll, plainly 
questioned, “Are you happy?” prompted, at 
last glance, a 67- per-cent Yes, 33-per-cent 
No, split. Is a two-thirds positive response 
accurately reflective of a public content 
with their levels of happiness? It definitely 
is. Without fail, across socio-economic 
demographic variables, the majority of our 
population generally, and earnestly, describe 
themselves as “happy.” 

Michael Busseri, assistant professor of 
psychology at Brock University, often sees 
this self-assurance in his research, where he 
has spent much of it focusing on “subjective 
well-being,” studying how people experi-
ence and evaluate their lives in positive ways. 
Research consistently shows that “many 
people are, on average, above the ‘neutral’ 
point on the happiness/satisfaction ther-
mometer.” In fact, to go even further, “many 
people, particularly young and middle-aged 
adults, tend to see their lives on an upward 
trajectory,” he relates. “This sense that ‘life 
gets better and better’ is so common in 
Western cultures, we even see this type of 
optimism during rough economic times. It 
seems like a culturally-shared delusion.”

On a global scale, this “culturally-shared 
delusion” is greatest in Denmark, where 
their life satisfaction rates come in at an 
almost “deliriously happy” 8.2 out of 10, 
even as compared to Canada’s “ecstatically 
happy, yet slightly more reserved” index 
score of 7.6. 

ut these high numbers aren’t 
anomalies, and are now 
proving to be quite typical 
around the world, causing 
quite a stir in academic circles. 
Based on 17 years’ worth of 

national surveys conducted from 1981 
through 2007, the World Values Survey 
from the University of Michigan’s Institute 
for Social Research measures both happi-
ness and life satisfaction in people from 88 
countries, and comprises over 90 per cent 
of the world population. Those involved 
with this study use an accepted research 
method for finding such data: individual 
index measurements obtained by two stan-
dard questions, one addressing perceived 
happiness, and one concerning general life 
satisfaction. When the results are merged, 
they reveal an interesting indication of a 
person’s “subjective well-being,” a term used 
to express how content people are with 
their lives. Analyzing this data by country 
provides a further, surprising insight. The 
world’s happiness index actually rose over 
the time period in a whopping 87 per cent 
of the countries studied! 

Why all the big hype over this joy to 
the world? Well, it wasn’t so long ago that 
most researchers hypothesized increases to a 
nation’s happiness weren’t even possible, let 
alone quantifiable; and an almost 40-year 
flat rate of increase in countries that did the 
same survey prior to 1981 appeared to bear 
out that stagnating theory. Therefore, no 
one expected to wind up refuting this belief 
or to find any real differences from previous 
data. Ronald Inglehart, political scientist 
and director of the review, says the findings 
were shockingly unexpected, explaining, 
“It’s widely believed that it’s almost impos-
sible to raise an entire country’s happiness 
level.” Never mind most of the world! So, 
what could potentially be driving this over-

whelmin-g, global well-being? Could it be 
increased health? Access to education? More 
cellphones per capita? No, try again.

The expert reasoning behind these glad 
tidings is one common factor that the 
gleeful respondents share. “The happiest 
societies are those that allow people the 
freedom to choose how to live their lives,” 
Inglehart reveals. “Since 1981, economic 
development, democratization, and 
increasing social tolerance have increased 
the extent to which people perceive that 
they have free choice, which in turn has 
led to higher levels of happiness around the 
world.” Furthermore, this three-pronged 
trinity of free choice is independent of other 
factors that one might assume automati-
cally increase happiness levels. For citizens 
of these countries, aspects such as personal 
wealth, education, or health, provided only 
negligible increases to their overall happi-
ness. Even those countries that appear to 
lack these individual qualities in their soci-
eties, such as Ukraine, Nigeria and Russia, 
show a marked national happiness increase. 
Their happiness is “closely linked with 
in-group solidarity, religiosity and national 
pride,” says Inglehart. This manifests itself 
through newfound, perceived free choice, 
he says, trumping any other challenging 
personal elements. 

University of Illinois psychologist Dr. 
Edward Diener, reverently known as Dr. 
Happiness to those in this field, was the 
first to find from his research that once basic 
needs of survival are met, specific life factors 

 “The happiesT socieTies  
are Those ThaT allow people  
The freedom To choose how  

To live Their lives.” 
                     ronald inglehearT, political scientist
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in excess enter only minimally into the 
equation of happiness, and many defy our 
conventional wisdom. Think having scads of 
cash might help promote happy? Research 
by Diener shows that additional income 
does little to raise your sense of satisfaction 
with life. Imagine that a good education can 
assist with cheer? Neither higher learning 
nor a high IQ provides a surefire path to 
happiness. Believe the flush of youth prob-
ably piles on the joy? No, again. It seems 
older people are more consistently satisfied 
with their lives than the young. By compar-
ison, what life factor really makes a promi-
nent difference in happiness? A 2002 study 
conducted by Diener and Seligman found 
that “one of the most important characteris-
tics shared by people with the highest levels 
of happiness and the fewest signs of depres-
sion were strong ties to friends and family 
and a commitment to spending time with 
them.” Diener concluded: “Word needs to 
be spread. . . It is important to work on 
social skills, close interpersonal ties and 
social support in order to be happy.”

ould it be reasoned, 
however, that some 
people are just posi-
tive by nature? It does 

seem to play a part. There is certainly one 
consistent element that keeps surfacing 
among scholars: we each have a built-in, 
basic level of happiness. Psychologist Dr. 
David Lykken’s pioneering research, a series 
of extensive studies conducted on identical 
twins raised miles apart, provides strong 
genetic support for this. The findings reveal 
that, no matter where we live or what we 
do, we have a consistent, individual “set 
point” of happiness to which we automati-
cally revert, likely accounting for about 50 
per cent of our total capacity. Regardless 
of positive or negative changes to life’s 
circumstances—whether it is ongoing, 
like an illness or career success, or if you 
suddenly become a lottery winner or a para-
plegic—people, on average, return to their 
pre-determined, baseline levels of happiness 
within a year. Our brain desperately wants 
to integrate our life satisfaction and bounce 
back to the level of normal that it’s familiar 
with. Psychologists call this adjustment to 
new circumstances “adaptation,” and our 
brain’s acrobatic ability at it is remarkable.  

However, that’s not to say happiness is 
genetically predetermined and completely 
out of our control. University of California 
research psychologist Sonja Lyubomirsky 
offers this brain-science-based conclusion 
from over 20 years of experimental data: 
While an additional 10 per cent of our 
capacity for happiness is comprised of rela-

tively stable, circumstantial life factors, such 
as, age, gender, ethnicity, etc., the remaining 
40 per cent is prominently separate from 
the combined 60 per cent, essentially “up 
for grabs” and within our power to change. 
This is partly due to the brain being a highly 
malleable organ that is always at the ready, 
waiting to be influenced by various sources, 
both to the good and the bad. 

Just as the environment you are exposed to 
influences whether certain genes are turned 
on or off, so too, your thoughts and behav-
iors can also turn genes on or off. You can 
have much more influence over your mood 
than you may have thought,” Lyubomirsky 
explains. Her numerous studies show that 
“intentional activity,” or how you person-
ally choose to live your life—what you do 
with it and how you decide to think—plays 
an enormous role in an impressionable 
brain’s ability to be happy. It allows you to 
consciously take the reins of your life and 
improve your level of happiness, following 
your own course of action. Make the effort 
to surround your brain with positivity, and 
your available 40 per cent will attract the 
good vibes; mire it in negativity, and do 
so at your own peril, your 40 per cent will 
respond accordingly. 

Luckily, our incredible potential for 
happiness is close at hand and readily 
accessible. Everyone—from the mindfully 
aware Dalai Lama (“Happiness can be 
consciously achieved by training our hearts 
and minds,”) to the logic-seeking clinical 
community, represented by psychologist 
Jonathan Haidt (“Increasing your happiness 
involves consciously taming your mind as 
an elephant trainer trains an elephant,”)—
is merging on one similar point: We must 
make the conscious choice to create happi-
ness for ourselves. Happiness doesn’t always 
just happen.      

Dr. Martin Seligman suggests in his 
book, Authentic Happiness, that cultivating 
happiness really involves working on three 
integral components: “pleasure (the smiley-
face piece of savoring sensory experiences), 
engagement (the depth of involvement with 
one’s family, work, romance and hobbies), 
and meaning (using personal strengths 
to serve some larger end).” Although he 
concedes that “you’re never going to make 
a curmudgeon into a giggly person,” it does 
benefit happiness to focus your attention 
on these deeper levels of personal develop-
ment. Interestingly, of these components 
to a satisfied life, pleasure happens to be 
the least consequential of the three from 
his research. “This is noteworthy because 
so many western cultures build their lives 
around pursuing pleasure. It turns out that 
engagement and meaning are much more 
important.” For this reason, his one piece of 

“my mantra for inner 
happiness is: misery is 
optional. in other words, 
you control your own 
behaviour and reaction to 
situations. i try to redefine 
a negative issue, focus on 
the positive things and 
manage/lead what i can try 
to influence.”  
~Dan patterson, 
  niagara college

a few thoughts
       on the side...

“happiness is when  
you are smiling and have 

a warm feeling in your 
heart and a skip and hop 
to your step not because 

of things you possess  
or people that surround 
you, simply because you 

love who YoU are.” 
~tina Dias, 

leadership coach

i’m lucky i live the 
way i do, i have lots 
of opportunities for 

happiness. seeing hard 
work pay off as the  

gardens grow, bringing 
in food i grew to feed my 

family, seeing the wonders 
of nature every day. i 
 love what i do at its  

most basic level.”   
~linda crago, tree &twig 

Heirloom Vegetable Farm
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sage advice from his clinical observations is 
simple: choose to spend money on experi-
ences, not on material things. Satisfying 
memories will make you happier in the long 
run more than that new leather jacket ever 
could! 

To reinforce these factors, Lykken and 
other like-minded researchers suggest the 
key is “identifying the various aspects in our 
lives that bring us individual contentment, 
peace, and satisfaction.” And as you learn 
to recognize those aspects that resonate and 
encourage real happiness, it will also help 
to distinguish those that bring the opposite 
reaction. He continues, “It’s also important 
to acknowledge the subversive emotions 
that act to derail our happiness, such as fear, 
anger, or shyness, because these can be iden-
tified and counteracted in a positive way.” 

n her professional study, Lyubomi-
rsky often advises people to journal 
their thoughts to gain added insight 
into what they are truly feeling. 
Quite regularly, people sincerely 

don’t know what they feel until they make a 
cognizant effort to focus and put it to paper. 
Her findings show that beginning to do this 
just once a week significantly increased her 
subjects’ overall satisfaction with life over 
just six weeks. What usually stems from 
this practice is enormous gratitude for 
what people have and a renewed optimism 
and anticipation for future positive experi-
ences, and that can radically transform your 
current perspective. 

Harvard professor Daniel Gilbert, in 
his recent book Stumbling on Happiness, 
likewise emphasizes, “It’s our perspective 
that determines our experience of happi-
ness, and therefore our ability to change 
our perspective can bring us even greater 
happiness.” Unfortunately, it’s frequently 
this perspective that also becomes so easily 
skewed by life’s circumstances. It may help 
to remember that there is a real nugget of 
truth to the common equation, CRISIS = 
OPPORTUNITY, derived from the fact that 
the Chinese word for “crisis” is an exciting 
combination of the Chinese characters for 
“danger” and “opportunity.” It reinforces a 
confidence that in any personal crisis there 
lies the great potential of opportunity. Our 
perspective of a situation always allows for 
a mind-shift from pessimism to optimism, 
helping to pivot away from impending 
disaster into a proactive and attentive real-
ization to embrace a moment fully, as the 
opportunity it is meant to be. Events and 
outcomes that we initially dread may, when 
they come about, actually turn into new 
opportunities for added happiness.

Similar to the experts’ theories, the Leba-

nese philosopher Kahlil Gibran speaks of 
what he believed to be our ongoing reality, 
utilizing beautiful imagery to illustrate the 
inevitable balance of life as being “suspended 
like scales between your sorrow and your 
joy.” He proposes that both experiences 
come into your life together and are always 
present at the same time. So, when you 
are conscious of one, the other is waiting 
for its moment, and vice versa. If joy and 
sorrow are inseparable, the challenge of life 
is to keep the scale balanced, level and true 
with the benefit of perspective. Perhaps this 
truth might be witnessed in realizing great 
joy despite facing a personal illness, where 
acceptance of the situation frees you to 
glean whatever lessons can be had from it. 

This philosophical message becomes not 
so much a denial of sadness or hard times, 
but rather an acknowledgement to mind-
fully label the condition and choose to move 
past it—to allow the ebb of pleasure and the 
flow of trouble to enlighten our lives on the 
whole and to become better for it. If these 
two emotions/feelings come from the same 
source—laughter rises amid tears, elation 
mingles with despair, inspiration soars 
alongside heartache—then within each of 
us there is a capacity, not only to endure 
but also to flourish and prosper. Inherently 
happy people certainly have countless lows 
intermixed with the highs. It’s just that 
they have affirmative ways of dealing with 
circumstances in their lives—a reflexive 
ability to come to terms with both joy and 
sorrow and move forward.

Thankfully, it’s not just an abstract idea 
to change the way you think; it is a physio-
logical possibility. Recent scientific research 
is now catching up to the gurus who always 
touted this was possible, and supports the 
idea that new pathways of thinking can 
emerge for all of us. Through increased 
understanding of the brain’s complex func-
tions, neuroplasticity is a field of study 
devoted to the “ability of the human brain 
to change as a result of one’s experience.” 
This is possible due to the interconnected 
network of nerve and glial cells that map it 
and help perform its tasks. Any changes to 
these connections, either through strength, 
addition or removal, result in our receptive 
brain adopting a new normal for us. 

This concept is a far cry from previous 
scientific belief that the brain doesn’t 
continue to change past early childhood. 
In fact, your brain is hungry for the chance 
to flex its “plasticity,” essentially waiting for 
you to test it, stretch its limits, and form 
new connections to entice it to its full 
potential. It can continue to do this for us 
well into old age.  

Dr. Paul Bach-y-Rita, well known as the 
“father of sensory substitution and brain 

happiness is the  
product of one’s  
lifestyle and is influenced 
by success at work,  
home, life and leisure 
interests. money does  
not make happiness.”
~tom Rankin,  
   Rankin construction

a few thoughts
       on the side...

“Knowing i changed 
the world a little, or left 
something behind that 

people enjoy and love, is 
most gratifying and  

makes me most happy.” 
~Kerry painter, niagara 

scotiabank convention  centre

“when i truly live in 
the present moment 
and accept that there is 
meaning and purpose in 
everything that happens, 
i see with clarity that how 
i choose to react to each 
situation determines my 
inner state of mind.” 
~cindy Moore, 
Reflexology practitioner

when you’re faced with 
something like [breast 

cancer], you see each day 
is a gift and you have to 

find peace with who you 
are. appreciate life and 

what you’ve got, instead 
of what you don’t.”

~Maria Kloukou, artist & teacher  
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plasticity,” often explained the field he 
helped discover by using a simple analogy. 
“If you are driving from here to Milwaukee 
and the main bridge goes out, first you are 
paralyzed. Then you take old secondary 
roads through the farmland. Then you use 
these roads more; you find shorter paths to 
use to get where you want to go, and you 
start to get there faster. These ‘secondary’ 
neural pathways are ‘unmasked’ or exposed 
and strengthened as they are used. The 
‘unmasking’ process is generally thought to 
be one of the principal ways in which the 
plastic brain reorganizes itself.” We can see 
this is highly evident in the case of brain 
injuries, such as a stroke, when different 
areas of the brain learn to eventually adapt 
and compensate around the diseased or 
injured portion to regain functionality. 

Experts in this field are just beginning 
to realize the immense implications brain 
plasticity has for changing our patterns of 
thought, moods, and awareness—and how 
reinforcing positive aspects can, literally, 
change our minds. While one doesn’t have 
to become a Buddhist to experience greater 
joy, neuroscience professor Dr. Richard 
Davidson’s groundbreaking neuroplasticity 
studies, scanning the minds of Buddhist 
monks, show that the part of their brain 
responsible for positive emotions physically 
change in structure and function from their 
dedicated meditation practices. As Dr. Kelly 
Traver advises, the trick to changing any 
behavior or thought process is employing 
a powerful will to make it so. “Repeti-
tion is required so that there is strong and 
consistent signaling to stimulate the brain 
to strengthen the synapses of existing nerve 
connections and to build up new and 
improved networks.” So, the power of posi-
tive thinking isn’t so outlandish after all, 
it only has to start with the effort to make 
a change. Is this mantra easier said than 
done?     

recent interview with a 114- 
year-old man, notably the 
world’s oldest, served up some 

great inspiration. He boldly proclaimed 
wisdom gleaned from a life filled with 
ups and downs, affirming, “All change is 
good.” And after living in three different 
centuries, he has definitely seen his share 
of it! He urges us to not be afraid of any 
change and the new realities it brings. Wrap 
your arms around it. Take it out to a fancy 
restaurant and get to know it. Even kiss 
it on the mouth if you must, but learn to 
acquaint yourself with it fully and become 
best friends. The quote, “The only thing 
constant in this world is change,” exposes 
this truth, and fighting against it only serves 
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to make existence a serious, uphill struggle. 
Change can intentionally be looked upon 
as a great benefit in life and one advantage 
to being alive. Condition yourself to see it 
as signifying the beginning of something, 
rather than the end, and it will foster extra 
happiness.

Although initiating change can some-
times seem like a challenge, it is heartening 
to know that the brain is your ally in the 
endeavor, not your opponent. And this new 
information affirms we can consciously 
strengthen other, more beneficial connec-
tions. This idea is truly exciting because it 
opens up the infinite possibility for personal 
change. Consequently, happiness can be a 
choice, and our brains naturally want to 
help us turn that tide for the positive. 

he pursuit of happiness isn’t just 
for the young, the Zen-seekers, or 
the navel-gazers among us. Even 
if you already count yourself 
among the percentage of people 

who identify themselves as happy, it is well 
worth any introspective effort devoted to 
this cause. We now know that happy people 
are physically healthier, they live longer, and 
they enjoy a higher quality of life, and those 
are benefits we should all continue to fight 
for, strive toward, and aspire to. Personal 
happiness is undeniably an admirable goal. 
And the real reward becomes a profound 
component of a life well lived.   NM

Work exercise into your daily routine. This is the  
most tangible of the ten strategies to improve your  
happiness. When you exercise, you change the chemistry  
in your brain, but, more important, you ultimately change  
the very structure of your brain.

Dr. Martin Seligman and Positive Psychology: 
www.authentichappiness.sas.upenn.edu

Happiness Club of Niagara & International Clubs: 
www.happinessclub.com

The How of Happiness (Dr. Sonia Lyubomirsky): 
http://chass.ucr.edu/faculty_book/

lyubomirsky/

Stumbling on Happiness  
(Professor Daniel Gilbert):  

www.randomhouse.com/kvpa/gilbert/

The Brain That Changes Itself  
(Neuroplasticity): www.normandoidge.com

The Program: the Brain-Smart Approach to the 
Healthiest You (Dr. Kelly Traver): 

http://authors.simonandschuster.com/Kelly-
Traver-M-D/60002232

Referenced Excerpt from The Program: 
The Brain-Smart Approach to the Healthiest You, by Dr. Kelly Traver, M.D.

The Simple Ten ~ 
 no fail, scientifically proven 
                      steps To greater happiness! 

Count your blessings and appreciate what you have. Every day, 
write down three things you are grateful for. The more you think this way, 
the more your brain will lay down new nerve paths, and the more reflex-
ive and second nature this positive way of thinking will become.

Practise optimism. When people see the best in 
people, situations and circumstances, they are more 
likely to persevere when they hit roadblocks. 

Focus on your own life and making it  
everything you want it to be. People  
who live life without making comparisons  
are happier.3

12
4 Surround yourself with loving, supportive, positive friends 

and family. Social interactions change the very chemistry within 
your body. In your brain, serotonin and dopamine levels increase 
in response to positive social interactions. In women, positive 
social interactions cause oxytocin levels to rise, and, in men, 
vasopressin levels rise. People with strong, supportive social 
networks live healthier, happier, longer lives.

5Learn to manage stress. Stress plays a pivotal role in initiating 
depression because the high cortisol levels associated with stress 
disrupt the brain’s ability to modulate the feel-good chemicals of 
serotonin, norepinephrine, and dopamine.

6Live in the present. Enjoy the moment. Stop thinking so 
much about everything you need to do tomorrow. Savor 
the little things along the way, like the way the grass smells 
when you leave for work in the morning or how comfortable 
it feels to sit down and relax at the end of a day

Strive to be part of something bigger than 
yourself. People who turn their focus away from 
themselves and toward something in which they 
find true meaning often find themselves happier 
and more passionate about life in general. 7

Volunteer. Studies show people are much happier when they give 
to others. Buying things for yourself or receiving gifts may bring 
happiness briefly, but once you get past the basic essentials for 
survival, such as food, clothing, and shelter, material wealth does 
not translate into happiness. 8

Learn to accept what you can’t change.  
If you can accept that there are things in  
life that aren’t always ideal but that life can be 
good anyway, you’ve taken a giant step  
closer to happiness.910

click

Go online and take a brief test and find out: 
www.niagaramag.ca

Happiness-related websites  
of interest:

How Happy are you?


