Daniel Gilbert sometimes acts on
his own happiness research, like
when he proposed to his girlfriend

NAPPINESSs

N pUrsurt of

What on earth do we mean by "happiness”? Jessica
Griggs talks to Daniel Gilbert, who is trying to nail it by
charting the ups and downs of 5000 lives worldwide

What's so tough about studying happiness?
One problem is that researchers often
measure different things and then talk about
them as though they were interchangeable
measures of the same thing. We can measure
how happy someone is in the moment or how
satisfied they are with their lives, and while
both are interesting, they are not the same.
For instance, we now know that once you
earn about $75,000 per year, your happiness
won't increase with more income but your
satisfaction will. So the public policies that
will lead citizens to say “I'm satisfied” are

not necessarily the same as those that will
lead them to say “I'm happy,” and so when
we make policy we must first decide which
of these we want to maximise.
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Can we trust what people say about happiness?
There is a widespread belief that it is
“objective” to measure muscle contractions
and cerebral blood flow but “subjective” to
measure happiness by asking people how they
feel. That's rubbish. People’s reports of their
emotions are incredibly reliable and they
wouldn't correlate with all the other indicators
of emotion if they weren’t. The issue isn't what
you ask, but when. Asking people to report
how they felt yesterday when watching TV is
not particularly useful because retrospective
reports are notoriously biased. Ideally, you
want to ask this question when people are

in the middle of watching TV. Unfortunately,
until recently, collecting data this way has
been wildly impractical.

How have you tackled this timing issue?
Trackyourhappiness.org is a research project
that uses smartphones to solve the problem.
We send volunteers text messages asking
them to report how they are feeling and
what they are doing at that very minute.

Over 5000 people from 83 countries have
signed up. Are there any surprises in the data?
Yes. For example, most of us think that it is fun
tolet our minds wander (which happens about
half the time). But our data show that when
the mind is wandering, people are less happy,
not more. People are happiest when thinking
about what they are doing and not something
else. This is true even when commuting or
washing up.

Why? Surely happy thoughts make us happier.
Ialways thought so, and so did everyone

I know, but we were wrong. People who are
“here and now” seem happier than those who
aren’t. That’s onereason social interaction
makes people happy. When you talk to
someone, your mind rarely wanders because
you are listening and thinking about what

to say. Interaction keeps us tethered to the
moment. It doesn't allow us to float away.

What else makes us happy?

There aren’t many surprises. As your grandma
might have said, the listincludes friendships,
health, money, sleep and sex. To my mind, the
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but reliably negative impact on happiness.

Isituseful to measure national happiness?
Idon’t think it is important to come up with

a single number - the equivalent of a gross
national product index. What we really want
toknow is whether and why Liverpudlians are
happier than Mancunians, whether and why
people in this job are happier than in that one.
Public policy has always sought to maximise
the well-being of citizens, and the reason so
much policy is meant to promote economic
growth is because we believe it enhances well-
being. Now we can measure well-being directly
and put such assumptions to the test.

Will austerity bring new ways to be happy?
When peopie have less wealth than they had,
they feel miserable. So people who were doing
fine are going to experience pain. But the
greatest pain will be felt by those who aren’t
doing fine —namely, the middle class and the
poor. People have basic needs, and when those
needs aren’t met they feel unhappy. New ways

of seeing things won't fill their stomachs.

Should states push to measure happiness?

Of course. If your salary were suddenly halved
you would want to know which of your current
expenditures contribute to your well-being
and which don’t. Similarly, we need to know
which areas of state spending give us the
biggest bang for our buck.

Does your research make you change your life?
I believe my data and I incorporate the lessons
into my life when I can. A few years ago, we

“The only real surprise

is children, who have a
small but reliably negative
impact on happiness”

found that people are much happier with
irreversible than reversible decisions because
we rationalise the former but not the latter.
Someone mentioned this was the essential
difference between living with or marrying
your girlfriend. If your wife does something
mildly annoying you shrug your shoulders,
but when your girlfriend does it you wonder
if you shouid keep shopping. As soon asIsaw
that result Iwent home and proposed. ®

Daniel Gilbert, professor of psychology at Harvard
University, wrote Stumbling on Happiness (2006)
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Do we really needa global project called Action for
‘Happiness? One o ! C
explains his thlnklng

The Act_i_t_m for Happiness project meking others happy and becoming
is based on two simple ideas: if we happier yourself? Sometimes. But we
want ahappier society, wem have evidence that people who care

more about others are happi

we live: and the science of ha pmess more:s selflsh people. And brain-

now gl\(es us the tools for the job. scanning studies show that someone
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that despite bigincreasesinincome,  game (a problem that shows why two

UK ancl US citizens are no happler people mlght not cooperate even if

about theirincome, they value more reward centre as when they have
how income relates to the p_l_'evaillng any other rewarding experience.
norm. Butsinceitis wnpossuble for This provides huge ground for
asociety toimprove relative income, hope, because effarts to produce

better behaviour are doomed if they

the variation of happiness, income s deveioped_as a habit, so “virtuous
not the main driver. For thatweneed  actionsin themselves give pleasure”.

to look at the quality of people’s Of course, there is a deeply selfish
reiatlonshlps and thelr rnental health. sideto ournature, butitis the job
upport our natural

Action for Happiness asks people
has fallen. There has also been a to commit to increasing happiness
collapse of trustin the UKand the US.  and to decreasing misery -and
In the 1960s, around 60 per cent equips them with the tools to do
i ithat “mostother peo so. Our website offers 10 evidence-
”based keys to happier hvmg, and
50 actions ng from private
strategle_s, such as meditation,
Health problems to better ways of child-rearing, to
Mental health s, if anythmg, worse  happierworkplaces, and lobbying
today than in the 1960s. For young for well-being policies.
i i Wh ly new here is that this
isasecular movement for radic
cultural change. Thereis aclear
hunger: before launch we had over
4000 members from 60 countries,
studentsin the US and Australia. including scientists such as Robert
The good newsis thereis muchwe ~ May and Colin Blakemore. We appeal
: ; dy who feels that, based
f ] rather than assertion,
butin recent decades, social science,  the things we hold dear must not be
psychology and neurology have sacrificed to the god of growth. &
given us a new ability to manage our
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