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As I travel the world giving talks on wellbeing, people often ask me: “Where’s 
the best place to start when it comes to moving from a world of greyness 
towards a life that feels full of color again?” As I studied wellbeing alongside 
some of the world’s leading researchers and experimented with applications 
there have been five steps and three guiding practices that have moved me 
consistently from functioning to flourishing in life…

THE FORMULA FOR FLOURISHING
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THE FIVE STEPS

The path was laid out by Professor Martin Seligman’s theory 
of wellbeing and the pillars of positive emotion, engagement, 
relationships, meaning and accomplishment (often referred to as 
PERMA). Practically this created five steps to guide me:

THE GUIDING PRACTICES

Once I had the steps all figured out, there were three guiding practices 
I’ve found essential to ensure I flourish consistently through the highs 
and lows we each experience at work:

1: FEEL GOOD - Create some jolts of joy in your day – like 
spending time in nature, listening to a favorite song, finding 
something to laugh about – to spark heartfelt positive 
emotions and fuel your resilience. 

2: BE ENGAGED - Use your strengths – the things you like 
doing and are good at – to become completely absorbed 
in what you’re doing each day and fuel your confidence. 

3: GET CONNECTED - Make the time to genuinely 
connect with other people – by expressing gratitude, 
asking appreciative questions or showing kindness – and 
savor the feelings of warmth and trust that well up with 
others. 

4: LIVE PURPOSEFULLY - Know what gets you out of bed 
each morning. Try completing this sentence: everything I 
do is to ________________, so that ________________.

5: KEEP GROWING - Embrace a learning mindset and 
challenge your fears to cultivate the grit you need to 
achieve what matters most.

BE WELL - Choose to eat well, move regularly, meditate 
daily and sleep deeply each day to ensure you have the 
energy to consistently flourish. 

VALUE HABITS - Create small, busy-proof habits 
throughout the day to keep your wellbeing on track using 
the simple loop of cue, routine and reward.

KEEP IT FRESH - Be mindful that when wellbeing habits, 
experiences or outcomes no longer help you to feel good 
or function effectively then it’s time to get grateful, mix it up 
or reset your expectations to head off adaptation.

When I put my 5 steps together with the 3 guiding practices I was 
finally able to embrace the raw, messy, magic that is life and shape it 
in ways to authentically and consistently bring out the best in myself 
and others.  



Create some jolts of joy in your day – like spending time in nature, 
listening to a favorite song, finding something to laugh about, 
practicing meditation, exercising, connecting with a friend – to 
spark heartfelt positive emotions and fuel your resilience.

1. FEEL GOOD
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When I was studying my Masters in Applied Positive Psychology 
I discovered appropriate levels of negative emotions like sadness, 
anger and fear can keep you grounded in reality and help you to 
flourish by motivating you to improve your experiences of life. 
However, when you start experiencing stress not in moments, but 
in hours and sometimes even in months and years, the build-up 
of negative emotions can start to drag you down into the depths 
of helplessness, worthlessness and disgrace, compromising your 
ability to live the life you want in almost every single way. 

In contrast, Barbara Fredrickson from the University of North 
Carolina has discovered your brain is literally hardwired to perform at 
its best – not when it’s negative or even neutral – but when it’s positive. 
Her research has repeatedly demonstrated that experiencing 
positive emotions – like joy, gratitude, serenity, interest, hope, pride, 
amusement, inspiration, awe, and love – helps to: 

 • Broaden your mind to see new opportunities, think more 
  creatively and attune better to others. 

 • Build your resources psychologically, intellectually, socially 
  and physically. 

It appears heartfelt positivity makes you more optimistic, more 
resilient, more open, more accepting, and more driven by purpose. 
Leading her to conclude that feeling good isn’t just a luxury; it’s a 
basic necessity for optimal functioning in life. 

To monitor and maintain those good feelings, you can start by:

TAKING THE POSITIVITY RATIO TEST 

Take the free two-minute survey at www.positivityratio.com to 
measure your positivity ratio, at roughly the same time every evening 
for two weeks. Take note of where your ratio sits on your best days and 
think about how you can build more of these activities in your work. 

CREATING “JOLTS OF JOY” 

Sprinkle some Jolts of Joy– moments that bring a genuine smile to 
your face – into your day. This might include finding a quiet place to 
meditate, putting a favorite song on your iPod, taking a quick walk 
outside, watching a funny clip or calling a friend. 

PRACTICING KINDNESS 

Practicing kindness – even when it’s unpleasant or you expect to 
receive nothing in return – helps you see others more positively, 
feel more connected and be more grateful. Try letting others in 
front of you when driving, say something nice to someone or help 
someone even when you don’t have to. You’ll find more ideas at 
www.randomactsofkindness.org

MONITORING YOUR NEWS CONSUMPTION

Unfortunately, most of the media coverage you watch, listen to or 
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read contains more bad news than good 
news which can overload you with negative 
emotions. Be selective in the media you 
consume and mindful of the emotions your 
media habits are creating.

http://www.unc.edu/peplab/home.html
http://www.michellemcquaid.com/sick-of-feeling-stressed-out/
http://www.positivityratio.com
http://www.michellemcquaid.com/i-hate-my-job-solutions/#more-1505
http://www.randomactsofkindness.org
http://www.michellemcquaid.com/free-tools/positive-emotion


Discover your strengths – those things you like doing and are 
good – envision a strengths-fuelled future, craft your job to match 
your strengths. 

2. BE ENGAGED
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Engagement is the feeling you have when you’re one with the music, 
time stops and you lose all self-consciousness because you’re fully 
absorbed in what you’re doing. You may not be thinking or feeling 
anything and yet you’re learning, growing and advancing so you feel 
more capable, in control and satisfied afterwards.

Renowned professor Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi famously identified 
this state of engagement as the concept of “flow”. His research has 
found when you have a clear goal that balances your strengths you 
hit the state of flow. 

Strengths are your pre-existing patterns of thoughts, feelings and 
behaviours noticeable for the engagement, energy, and enthusiasm 
they generate. They might comprise your talents, interests, resources 
and/or character. They’re things you look forward to doing, you 
feel absorbed while you’re doing them and you feel invigorated 
and fulfilled after you’ve done them. They are where your greatest 
successes happen and where you experience enormous growth.

Science is repeatedly finding it is our strengths, rather than our 
weaknesses, that are our greatest area of growth. Developing 
strengths builds on neural pathways that are already dominant in 
your brain - advancing you towards the estimated 8,000 - 10,000 
hours of deliberate practice required for mastery. Whereas, 
overcoming a weakness requires you to literally rewire your brain, 
needing substantially more practice and effort to enhance poor 
neural connections. 

Having the opportunity to regularly use your strengths has been found 
to boost your level of engagement by up to six times and triple your 
feelings of satisfaction with life. In teams were most people get to use 
their strengths researchers have also found turnover is significantly 
lower, productivity is higher and so is customer satisfaction.

Three of my favorite ways to boost engagement include:

DISCOVERING YOUR STRENGTHS

The best way to identify your strengths is taking the free VIA Survey at 
www.viacharacter.org. Then pay attention to your best moments 
at work – when you feel really engaged, energized and enjoying what 
you’re doing – to see which of your top strengths are in play so you 
know how to apply them in your role and in your organization.

MEETING YOUR BEST POSSIBLE FUTURE SELF 

Once you’ve discovered you strengths boost your levels of optimism 
and self-belief by imagining what might be possible in the year 
ahead if everything went as well as possible and you were using 
your strengths each day. Journal whatever comes to mind for about 
15 – 20 minutes a day, for three days in a row. Try to detail what 
you’d spend your time doing, what your colleagues or clients might 
say and which strengths you’d be using.

RE-CRAFTING YOUR JOB 

No matter what your job description says it’s possible to re-craft your 
job by making some small changes. This might involve changing the 
type and number of tasks you undertake, who you spend time with 
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or how you think about your work to boost 
your levels of engagement, improve your 
motivation and enhance your relationships. 
For more visit www.jobcrafting.org.

http://www.viainstitute.org
http://www.michellemcquaid.com/free-tools/engagement
http://www.jobcrafting.org


Take a micro-moment to connect, be a giver, invest in five 
minute favors, ask appreciative questions, respond actively and 
constructively, spot strengths, show gratitude, act kindly.

3. GET CONNECTED
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You have a biological need for social support and each time you 
joyfully connect with another person, the pleasure-inducing 
hormone oxytocin is released into your bloodstream, immediately 
reducing anxiety and improving concentration and focus. This is why 
when employees report their immediate boss cares about them – 
employee satisfaction, retention, and productivity are higher and so 
is profitability. 

New research has found it takes just a micro-moment to genuinely 
connect with another person. You can do this by: 

 • Sharing of one or more positive emotions between you and 
  another person;  

 • Synchronizing your biochemistry and behaviours (by looking 
  into their eyes, mirroring their body language or matching 
  their vocal tone); and

 • Embracing the feelings of mutual care that arise.

It also pays to consider the attitudes and actions that shape your 
interactions with others with a growing body of evidence suggesting 
being willing to give and support others – rather than simply match 
what they’re willing to do for you or take as much as you can - plays 
as much of a role in our success as hard work, talent and luck. 

You can build stronger connections and create micro-moments by:

BEING A SUCCESSFUL “GIVER”

Givers who succeed place boundaries around when, how and to 
whom they give, look for win-win-win solutions and aren’t afraid to 
ask for help when they need it.  Try practicing five-minute favors, 
launching a personal generosity experiment or volunteering for two 
hours a week. Visit giveandtake.com for more.

RESPONDING ACTIVELY AND CONSTRUCTIVELY 

Next time someone shares their good news with you, try to respond 
actively and constructively by asking positive questions that allow 
the other person to continue sharing and savoring their good feelings 
like: “The promotion sounds so exciting, how did you find out? When 
will you start?  What are you most looking forward to?” 

SHOWING APPRECIATION 

Practicing appreciation and gratitude is a kind of mega strategy to 
improve levels of positivity in your relationships. It opens your heart 
and urges you to give back – to do something good in return – 
helping to nurture new relationships and improve existing ones. Try 
taking the time to genuinely thank one person each day and be 
specific about what they did that you valued.
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http://www.giveandtake.com
http://www.michellemcquaid.com/free-tools/relationships


Discover your ‘why’, turn your job into a calling, pursue purpose 
goals, prioritize growth, connection and contribution in your work, 
look for meaning in small tasks. 

4. LIVE PURPOSEFULLY
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Most of us long to be more than the sum of the tasks we perform 
and yet, for many of us, finding meaningful work feels like something 
we just can’t afford. 

When a sense of meaning is found in our jobs however, a growing 
body of evidence shows that we’re happier, more motivated, more 
committed, and more satisfied, which enables us to perform better. 

The fact is we have a universal need to feel we matter, and that our 
hard work isn’t futile.

In order to experience a sense of purpose, it’s vital the goals you 
set for yourself are intrinsically meaningful. They must be personally 
significant and in accordance with your own values and passions 
rather than dictated by your family, friends, workplaces, society or 
even your boss. 

The good news is studies show meaning can be found in any job. 
Take the tale of three men crushing stones. When asked what they’re 
doing the first replies “breaking big rocks into little rocks”, the second 
says, “feeding my family” and the third explains, “building a cathedral”.

Even if your organization isn’t proactive in providing meaning around 
what you do each day, there’s plenty you can do to make your work 
more meaningful – no matter who you work for or what your job 
description says.

A sense of meaning fuels our sense of self-worth and gives us a 
sense of control over our fate at work.

A few different approaches to create a more meaningful and 
purposeful life include:

START WITH WHY

Simon Sinek suggests one of the simplest ways to discover your why 
is to try and complete this sentence: Everything I do is to _______ so 
that ________. And then use this to prioritize the how and what you 
do each day at work.  For more visit startwithwhy.com.

F INDING PURPOSE IN LITTLE TASKS 

Rewrite your “job description” into a “calling description” by noting 
down a job task that feels devoid of meaning. Then ask: “What is the 
purpose of this task? Who does it help?” Draw an arrow to the right 
and write this answer down. If what’s written still seems unimportant, 
ask again: “What does this result lead to?” Draw another arrow and 
write it down.  Keep working through this process until you find a 
meaningful result and can see the sum of the tasks. 

PURSUING GOALS WITH PURPOSE 

Try to find your “want-to” goals rather just than “have-to” goals. Write 
down all the things you can do, select the ones you want to do 
and think about how these help you give to others. Then, reduce 
your choice further by zooming in on what you really want to do.  
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Go a step further to select the things that 
you really, really want to do and then start 
spending more time on these at work.

http://www.startwithwhy.com
http://www.michellemcquaid.com/free-tools/meaning


Ignite hope, play and explore, embrace mindsets that let you 
grow, value effort not just outcomes, prioritize learning over fear 
of failure, practice deliberately, ask for feedback and build grit. 

5. KEEP GROWING
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Born creatures of progress, we all need the chance to learn, grow 
and evolve or we risk becoming bored, restless, frustrated and 
ultimately unproductive. Unfortunately studies have found while 89% 
of us believe tomorrow will be better than today, only 50% believe 
we can make it so.

Accomplishing what matters to us most starts by igniting hope. The 
work of your head and your heart, hope occurs when you use your 
thoughts and feelings to temper your aversion to loss and actively 
pursue what’s possible. A sense of hope has been found to drive 
your persistence, motivation, goal setting and innovation. 

Having the confidence to turn these hopeful thoughts into actions 
is also helped by tuning into the beliefs you hold about your abilities 
and how you can improve upon them.

For example, Stanford psychologist Professor Carol Dweck has 
found the most successful and fulfilled people in life believe they 
can improve and learn new things. She call this a “growth mindset” 
and it keep us focused on the efforts we’re making, rather than just 
the outcomes we’re achieving, so we have the confidence to take 
on new challenges, learn from criticism and failure and have the 
resilience to keep getting better at our work.

Practical and tested ways to boost your sense of accomplishment 
involve:

MAPPING YOUR HOPES 

When you’re able to be clear about what you’re hoping for (your goals), 
your ability to make it happen (your motivations) and the steps you 
should take (your pathways) then you’re more likely to accomplish 
what you long for, even in the face of setbacks and challenges.  Take 
a page a note down a “want-to” goal, explore multiple pathways to 
reach it, identify possible obstacles and record what you can do to 
maintain your motivation, track and celebrate your progress.

CHALLENGE YOUR MINDSETS  

Tune into the stories you’re telling yourself when faced with challenges, 
criticism or failure. When these beliefs don’t serve you well ask: “Is this 
true?” Try to generate as many possible explanations as you can and 
choose the story that allows you to feel and act in a growth mindset.

BUILD GRIT 

When it comes to achieving long-term goals you’re passionate 
about invest in deliberate practice by setting specific goals for micro-
improvements; ensuring the level of challenge exceeds your current 
levels of skills; seeking immediate and informative feedback; and do 
it again and again until a point of mastery is reached.
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http://www.michellemcquaid.com/growth-mindset/
http://www.michellemcquaid.com/growth-mindset/
http://www.michellemcquaid.com/free-tools/accomplishment


Reach for green, red or blue fruit and vegetables, move every 
20 minutes for 2 minutes, create a bedtime routine, meditate 
regularly.

BE WELL

http://www.michellemcquaid.com


 

No matter how healthy you are today, you can take specific actions 
to have more energy and live longer. Small decisions – about how 
you eat, move, and sleep each day – count more than you think 
when it comes to your ability to thrive at work. 

It turns out everything from how well we sleep at night, the foods we 
put in our mouths, and how much we’re moving particularly while 
we’re at work, has a profound effect not only on our own levels of 
energy, happiness and productivity but on our colleagues as well. 

For example, a study of more than 80,000 people suggests the 
total intake of fruits and vegetables is a robust predictor of overall 
happiness. Every additional daily serving of fruits or vegetables, all 
the way up to seven servings, continues to improve our wellbeing 
and move us toward flourishing. 

And while working out regularly is a great habit because most of us 
spend around 9 hours a day sitting down it’s essential we’re active 
throughout the day if we want to remain healthy. 

Finally, while your natural tendency may be to get one hour less of 
sleep to tick that last thing off your to-do list or have a little fun, the 
exact opposite occurs the next day. When you lose an hour of sleep, 
it decreases your wellbeing, productivity, health, and ability to think. 

If you eat, move, and sleep well today, you’ll have more energy 
tomorrow. You will treat your friends and family better. You will achieve 
more at work and give more to your community.

Best-selling author and researcher Tom Rath suggests we start with: 

EATING

Try to avoid fried, fatty and sugary foods. Reach for a green, red or 
blue fruit or vegetables instead and buy use it or lose it foods and 
fewer packaged products. Set your sights on foods that are good for 
your near-term energy and long-term health. If you make a decision 
that does more good than harm, such as opting for water over soda, 
think of it as a net gain. When you pick a side of fries instead of 
vegetables, think of it as a net loss. Ask yourself if what you are about 
to eat is a net gain or net loss to make better decisions in the moment. 

MOVING 

Every hour you spend on your rear end saps your energy and ruins 
your health. The key is to stand, stretch, and increase activity as 
much as possible – every 20 minutes try to move for at least 2 
minutes if you can. Walk to someone’s office instead of calling. Park 
the car a block from where you need it. Grab a pedometer and try to 
get to 10,000 steps each day. 

SLEEPING

Losing 90 minutes of sleep has been found to reduce your daytime 
alertness by nearly one-third. To improve your sleep turn off technology 
an hour before you go to bed, make sure your room is 3 to 5 degrees 
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cooler than what you experience during 
the day and try to get up at the same time 
each morning – even on the weekend. 
For more visit eatmovesleep.org.

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/michelle-mcquaid/the-three-basic-steps-to-thriving-most-women-overlook_b_5550443.htmlhttp://www.huffingtonpost.com/michelle-mcquaid/the-three-basic-steps-to-thriving-most-women-overlook_b_5550443.html
http://www.michellemcquaid.com/wellbeing/
http://www.eatmovesleep.org


Cue your habits by anchoring them to existing one, embedding 
them in your environment, using when/then statements, practice 
your wellbeing routines, reward your choices and effort.

BUILD HABITS
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Researchers at Duke University estimate up to 40 per cent of 
our actions each day – that’s a little more than six hours – are not 
conscious choices but mere habits. Six hours a day! Imagine the 
wellbeing improvements you could create with that kind of time on 
your hands. 

The challenge of course is finding a way to direct this time towards 
the positive wellbeing habits you actually want to create, rather than 
spending it in a mindless haze. Professor Ann Graybiel at MIT has 
discovered our habits run on a simple loop of cue, routine and reward: 

 • A cue can be almost anything, from a visual trigger to a certain 
  place, a time of day, an emotion, a sequence of thoughts, or 
  even the company of particular people.

 • A routine can be physical, mental or emotional, and it can 
  be incredibly complex or fantastically simple. It all depends 
  on the wellbeing outcome you’re trying to achieve. 

 • A reward can be anything that produces a natural rush of 
  dopamine – the feel good chemical in your head – that gets 
  you craving more of the same behavior. 

To help you turn your wellbeing steps into actions – no matter how 
busy you are – try starting with some 11-minute habits. Use the first 
30 seconds to cue up your habit, the next 10 minutes to practice your 
routine and the last 30 seconds to reward yourself. You’ll be surprised 
what you can actually accomplish in this short amount of time.

To make success easier try using this formula to create your wellbeing 
habits: 

CUE - 30 SECONDS TO ACTIVATE

Reduce the amount of activation energy it takes to get started – 
even by just 30 seconds – by anchoring it to habits you already have 
(getting out of beda, turning on your computer, getting your morning 
cup of tea or packing up to go home), embedding them in your 
environment (setting an alarm on top of your running clothes, leaving 
a book you want to read across your computer keyboard or putting 
a post it note on your car keys), using “when/then” statements to 
program your brain (when I wake up, then I will go for a run or when I 
get into the office, then I’ll take the time to connect with a colleague) 
and maximizing self-regulation by acting early. 

ROUTINE - 10 MINUTES TO PRACTICE 

Once you’ve begun, try to spend a reasonable amount of time 
practicing the desired behavior to give the neurons time to wire 
together into well-formed neural pathways. The stronger these 
pathways, the easier and quicker the activity becomes.

REWARD - 30 SECONDS TO CELEBRATE 

The habit will stick faster when you celebrate what you’ve just done 
by checking it off the list, sharing the good news with someone or 
rewarding yourself with a cup of tea or something else you long to 
be doing. When you celebrate it activates a cascade of the happy 
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hormone dopamine in your brain, meaning 
you remember performing the habit fondly 
and helping to accelerate the creation of 
neural pathways.

http://cdp.sagepub.com/content/15/4/198.abstract
http://mcgovern.mit.edu/principal-investigators/ann-graybiel
http://www.michellemcquaid.com/habits/


Be mindful that when wellbeing habits, experiences or outcomes 
no longer help you to feel good or function effectively then it’s 
time to get grateful, mix it up or reset your expectations to head 
off adaptation.

KEEP IT FRESH
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Back in the 1970s psychologists monitored Illinois State Lottery 
winners who won between $50,000 and $1 million. A fairly positive 
life-changing event that most people expected would let them live 
happily ever after. It turns out however, just 12 months later, these 
winners were no happier than people who’d won nothing at all. 

Why? The truth is we are born with a tremendous capacity to adapt 
to new relationships, jobs, and wealth, with the result that even 
such positive life changes yield fewer and fewer rewards with time.  
Scientists call this phenomenon “hedonic adaptation.”  

What’s particularly fascinating is that it’s most pronounced with 
respect to our happiest experiences. It turns out we’re prone to take 
for granted pretty much everything positive that happens to us. It’s 
why happiness never seems to last. 

While the rate at which we adapt varies, there can be no doubt that 
our brains thrive on novelty which is why happiness and wellbeing 
should never be the destination but the journey. 

The good news is Professor Sonja Lyubomirsky and her 
colleagues have found it’s possible to train our brains to overcome, 
forestall or at least slow down hedonic adaptation and continue to 
thrive. Keeping things fresh by exposing our brains to variety and 
novelty and expanding our activities to yield new experiences and 
teach new skills ensures we continue to challenge ourselves to grow. 

Here are some tested ways you can keep it fresh in order to 
consistently thrive: 

PRACTICING GRATITUDE
Gratitude is a gateway to positivity. Look for new things to appreciate 
in all you already have and try to spend 5 minutes a day jotting these 
down in a gratitude journal. 

SPICING THINGS UP 
Don’t get stuck in your routines to a point where they undermine 
rather than enhance your wellbeing. Mix up your activities by building 
new skills, trying new experiences, inviting new people out or going 
to new places that can still achieve the same wellbeing benefits but 
ensure your habits remain enjoyable. 

BECOMING CLEAR
Get clear on why some activities are important to you even if they 
became a little boring. This will help you recognize the significance 
of the activity and encourage you to continue practicing it on your 
journey to wellbeing. As Neitzsche once said: “He who has a why 
can endure any how.” 

GIVING UP COMPARISONS
Stop comparing yourself to others to put an end to always wanting 
more, more and more to head off adaptation. With the advent of 
social media technology and other mass media it’s very easy to draw 
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comparisons between yourself and others. 
Try to remember that everyone has different 
mindsets, emotions and experiences. 

http://www.michellemcquaid.com/making-happiness-last/
http://www.michellemcquaid.com/making-happiness-last/
http://www.michellemcquaid.com/making-happiness-last/
http://www.michellemcquaid.com/making-happiness-last/


To guide your choices about where to invest and what to do, I have created 
the ‘Wheel of Flourishing’ for you to map where you are today on each of 
these steps and where you would like to be tomorrow. On this chart, you 
can also record the small tested practical changes you’re trying to make. 
Keep it somewhere you can see each day as the roadmap to guide your 
journey forward.

THE WHEEL OF FLOURISHING
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 Simply follow these steps:

1. Place a circle on the chart to indicate 
your current level of wellbeing on 
each of the 6 steps. 

2. Place a star on the chart to indicate 
where you would like your wellbeing 
to be three months from now for 
each of the 6 steps (it’s fine for some 
steps if this is the same as where 
you already are).

3. Note next to each step one small 
habit you can create from the tested 
approaches to immediately create 
a cue, routine and reward to begin 
moving you towards the changes 
you want to make.

4. Be sure to keep your approach fresh. 
Revisit this map in three months 
time and evaluate once more where 
you are and where you want to be. 
Spice up your habits it you need to.



It is my heartfelt belief that these eCards, and the resources it connects 
you to, will provide a simple roadmap to move you from functioning to 

flourishing. Thank you so much for reading. 

For more visit www.michellemcquaid.com.

Thank You
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