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HOW 
TO BE 
HAPPY

Our definitions of happiness vary, but the tools for achieving a blissful 
emotional state never change. From eating healthy food to living with 
purpose, the ability to be happy is within all of us. by RASHELLE BROWN 
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In 2013, 68 percent of 
Americans 

reported that they were happy with their 
lives. Now, just three years later, that 
number has dropped to 33 percent. While 
factors such as money, family, age, and 
jobs have played roles in this decrease, 
the main reason for the staggering 
number of unhappy Americans is the 
way we view ourselves. Rather than 
being comfortable and appreciative 
of who we are and the things we have, 
we tend to look outside ourselves for 
happiness. Often, we compare ourselves 
to our neighbors, siblings, and co-
workers, outwardly cheering others on 
when they are successful but inwardly 
becoming jealous. Needless to say, this 
mentality does not contribute to a happy, 
healthy attitude.

Fortunately, we don’t have to 

continue down this path of distress. 
Leading health experts say that the 
road to happiness might begin with the 
food we eat, while other professionals 
believe that happiness can be found 
once a person learns how to be 
grateful, humble, and mindful of his or 
her surroundings. 

Today, being appreciative and 
present are no longer values just being 
discussed in yoga class or on a spiritual 
retreat. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. 
As evidence, stroll through a bookstore, 
and you’ll find an array of titles adorned 
with smiley faces promising the secret 
to blissful living. Or try a quick Amazon 
search, which yields more than 2,200 
books published in the first 90 days of 
2016 with the word “happiness” in the 
title. Finding happiness has become a 
cultural movement, and everyone wants 
a taste of it.

Why happiness matters
If life seems better when you’re feeling 
happy, that’s because it is. And, 

according to a 2012 study presented to 
the United Nations General Assembly, 
there are even more tangible benefits 
from living a happy life than previously 
imagined. Compiled by psychologists 
Ed Diener and Louis Tay, the research 
suggests that happy people live longer, 
get sick less often, and are less stressed. 
When happy people do get sick, they 
tend to recover faster, and are more 
productive on the job, more creative, 
more altruistic, more giving and sharing, 
and more interested in helping others. 
They are also better liked among their 
peers and are more likely to have 
stronger, longer-lasting relationships. 
In short, when we are happy, everyone 
around us benefits.

Businesses and other organizations 
can also benefit by introducing 
happiness strategies. The UN report 

found that happy employees enjoy 
higher job satisfaction, longer retention 
rates, and an increase in productivity. 
In 2014, Amazon made headlines when 
the company started paying unhappy 
employees to leave. The study found 
that dissatisfied workers bring down 
office attitude and deplete resources, 
while upbeat individuals can positively 
influence those around them, which 
explains why management looks for 
happy applicants when determining 
whether a job candidate matches the 
company’s cultural fit.

When happiness interventions are 
applied to school children, similar 
results occur. A Harvard University 
Research Schools International study 
found that happy students reported 
higher levels of motivation and earned 
better grades. 

So happiness matters in a lot of ways, 
but how can we get more of it?

We are in control 
In her book The How of Happiness, Sonja 

Lyubomirsky says that while 50 percent 
of happiness appears to be genetic 
and 10 percent can be attributed to life 
circumstances, approximately 40 percent 
can be controlled by the individual. 
Thinking of happiness as a skill that can 
be learned and practiced significantly 
improves emotional states and allows 
people to reap the physical and mental 
benefits that come along with feeling 
happy. The first step in building that 
skill involves creating a new, more 
positive mental environment that makes 
happiness more achievable.

The PERMA Model—developed by 
positive psychology pioneer Martin 
Seligman, PhD—provides a framework 
for creating that positive mental 
environment. The acronym describes 
five key character traits happy people 
possess: positive emotion, engagement, 

relationships, meaning, and 
achievement. According to this model, 
Seligman explains, people can’t always 
control what happens to them, but they 
can control their attitudes regarding 
their surroundings. This control of 
emotions exemplifies the doctor’s 
definition of “positive emotion.”

Furthermore, being engaged in 
a meaningful project or task also 
lends itself to happiness. Acts such as 
volunteering at an animal shelter or 
teaching family members about the 
benefits of a vegan lifestyle help create 
positivity in our lives and in the lives of 
others. Immersing ourselves in issues 
about which we are passionate feels 
good and allows us to spread goodwill 
into our communities. The only thing 
better than this sort of outreach is when 
we spread positivity with a group of 
like-minded individuals. That’s where 
relationships become important.

Relationships are the core of the 
human experience, but we forget 
sometimes that they can be dynamic, 

WHILE 50 PERCENT OF HAPPINESS APPEARS TO BE GENETIC 
AND 10 PERCENT CAN BE ATTRIBUTED TO LIFE CIRCUMSTANCES, 
APPROXIMATELY 40 PERCENT CAN BE CONTROLLED BY THE INDIVIDUAL.
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HOW TO BE HAPPY

10 TIPS 
for  

Happier 
Conversations

Keep your conversations 
positive and productive 

with these tips from 
Unny Nambudiripad, 
Executive Director of 

Compassionate Action 
for Animals.

Stop, breathe, 
and find peace in 
yourself before 
you respond.

Show respect, 
and avoid 

sarcasm and 
condescension. 

Treat each person 
as an individual 
with his or her 

own needs, 
desires, and 
autonomy.

When communicating 
online, assume that 
your posts will be 
interpreted in the 

worst possible manner. 
Edit your words to 
help others better 
understand your 

perspective.

Listen to the other 
person, and ask 

genuine questions 
with the goal of 
understanding 

them better.

Model open-
mindedness. When 
people see you’re 

listening and trying to 
understand, they’re more 

likely to do the same. 

Give yourself 
time—there’s no 
need to respond 

right away.

Speak only for 
yourself, and don’t 

claim that your 
views are universal.

 Use 
conversations as 
an opportunity 
to find shared 

values and 
interests that will 
open the lines of 
communication.

When making factual 
claims, draw upon 

resources that most 
people would agree 

are credible. 
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ranging from amazing to awful. 
Surrounding ourselves and interacting 
with others who share or support our 
values can be key to boosting happiness 
levels. Of course, we can’t isolate 
ourselves from those who disagree with 
our choices, and sometimes it can feel 
like we’re all alone when our views aren’t 
in line with the people who surround 
us. Rather than getting discouraged, 
devote time and energy to finding new 
friends who share similar passions. 
Unny Nambudiripad, Executive Director 
of Compassionate Action for Animals, 
encourages animal-advocate volunteers 

to use positive communication 
techniques to keep conversations from 
becoming arguments.

“The essential skills to be an 
effective communicator are cultivating 
self-awareness, understanding your 
needs, providing empathy for others, 
and having the humility to truly listen,” 
Nambudiripad says. “Learning these 
skills will lead to greater fulfillment 
in life.” 

When we adopt a positive attitude, 
cultivate strong relationships, and 
engage strongly in meaningful tasks, 
achievement won’t be far behind. Be 
sure to step back and take a moment to 
appreciate accomplishments and all of 
the hard work that went into them. 

You are what you eat
There’s good news when it comes to the 
power of plants for boosting happiness. 
A large study of GEICO employees found 
significant improvements across a range 
of emotional markers among those 

who switched to a vegan diet. Similarly, 
a smaller study among Seventh-day 
Adventists found that vegetarians 
reported “significantly less negative 
emotion than omnivores,” and Michael 
Greger, MD, creator of NutritionFacts.org, 
and author of the best-selling How Not 
to Die, says a plant-based can help fight 
the blues.

“We don’t only have some evidence 
that a vegan diet combats depression,” 
Greger says, “we have the most robust 
level of evidence.”

Greger devotes an entire chapter of 
his book to discussing the links between 

diet and depression. “Nearly 40,000 
Americans take their own lives each 
year,” he says, “and depression appears 
to be a leading cause. Thankfully, 
lifestyle interventions can help repair 
your mind as well as your body.” Greger 
cites dozens of studies that demonstrate 
how plant-based food can reduce the 
risk for depression. He also points to 
research showing that animal products 
contain a compound that promotes 
inflammation, which may adversely 
impact mental health at the neurological 
level. Because many plant foods contain 
anti-inflammatory compounds, eating a 
diet rich in fruit and vegetables could be 
a recipe for happiness. Among Greger’s 
recommendations are greens, beans, 
grains, seeds, and fruit, especially 
berries. “And it’s not just about the food,” 
he says. “Exercise has been shown to be a 
tremendous mood-booster, too.”

Numerous studies have shown 
that physical activity immediately 
elevates mood, and exercising 

Feel-good 
Foods
Beat the blues with these 
mood-boosting plant-
based foods.

Nature’s anti-
inflammatories 
Dark leafy greens, beets, 
broccoli, berries, cherries, 
blood oranges, and green 
tea are just a few of the plant 
kingdom’s anti-inflammatory 
powerhouses. Chronic 
inflammation in the body can 
make you sick (and when 
you’re sick, you probably 
aren’t happy), but current 
research is also exploring the 
possibility that inflammation 
may have a more direct link 
to depression. 

Soy 
Traditional soy foods such as 
tofu, tempeh, and miso are 
high in isoflavones, which 
have been linked to lower 
rates of depression.

Spices 
Cloves, oregano, cinnamon, 
and nutmeg inhibit an enzyme 
that can disrupt serotonin and 
dopamine levels. In a head-to-
head study, saffron matched 
the effectiveness of Prozac, 
while turmeric contains 
curcumin—one of the world’s 
most anti-inflammatory 
compounds.

Seeds 
Sesame, sunflower, squash, 
and pumpkin seeds may 
have the ideal protein-
to-carbohydrate ratio to 
boost levels of serotonin in 
the brain. 

“WE DON’T ONLY HAVE SOME EVIDENCE 
THAT A VEGAN DIET COMBATS 
DEPRESSION,” GREGER SAYS, “WE HAVE 
THE MOST ROBUST LEVEL OF EVIDENCE.”

Happiness is when what you think, what you say,     and what you do are in harmony. —Mahatma Gandhi
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outdoors is even better. In a review of 
five different studies, the Journal of 
Environmental Psychology concluded 
that just 20 minutes outside per day can 
significantly boost our feelings of vitality. 
Sleep also plays a vital role in mood 
regulation. A study conducted by the 
National Sleep Foundation found that 
seven to nine hours per night is optimal 
for most adults. Routinely robbing 
ourselves of a good night’s rest can make 
us feel more stressed, sad, angry, and 
mentally exhausted.

Happiness tool kit
The PERMA model works well for 
big-picture issues, but there are also 
smaller, day-to-day habits that can 
help cultivate happiness. For starters, 
practicing mindfulness or meditation 
can help us focus on the moment 
and enjoy life as it’s happening. As a 
musician, spiritual guru, and creator of 
The Divine Throughline podcast, Julie 
Piatt believes meditation is central to 
human happiness. In the modern world, 
she says, our default mode is one of 
external focus, which is why we rarely 
find happiness.

“Not knowing who we are, not 
knowing our heart’s desires, makes it 
impossible for us to experience true 
happiness,” Piatt says.

Creating a daily habit of celebrating 
the good in our lives is an easy way to 
cultivate a more positive attitude. By 
being thankful for what we have and 
recognizing that we are fortunate, we’ll 
begin to view things more optimistically. 
On the other hand, if we view our glass 
as half empty, we’ll be hard-pressed 
to feel happy. Rather than focusing on 
the lack of vegan restaurants in our 
neighborhoods, be thankful that the 
restaurant down the street has added 
one or two new vegan options. Instead 
of dwelling on the plight of the animals 
on a nearby farm, be glad that local 
animal organizations are working hard 
to educate people in the area. We don’t 
have to ignore the issues that make us 
feel sad or angry, but we should start 

allowing an equal amount of room in our 
lives for optimism and gratitude.

Forgiveness is a tougher (but equally 
important) habit, because letting go 
of anger can create a positive shift in 
mood. For example, if we feel guilty 
for eating or wearing animal products 
in the past, we need to learn how to 
forgive ourselves and work through 
those feelings. Remember that these 
changes make us a different, more 
compassionate person now. If we feel 
guilt, anger, or shame for past actions 
against other people, make amends 
to those we’ve harmed. Extending 
compassion to ourselves is much easier 
once we’ve taken responsibility for past 
actions. Forgiving those close to us who 
continue to practice behaviors that are 
harmful to animals or people is not easy, 
but a daily ritual can help begin the 
healing process. Start by making a list of 
everyone for whom we harbor negative 
feelings. Then, spend a few minutes 
sending thoughts of peace and goodwill 
their way. Doing so can remind us that 
too often we forgive others much more 
quickly than we forgive ourselves.

Happy times ahead
Sir Isaac Newton taught us that an 
object at rest tends to stay at rest, while 
an object in motion tends to stay in 
motion. This same principle applies to 
our happiness. We can feel stuck from 
time to time, but happiness is within 
reach if we actively participate in things 
that make us feel good about ourselves. 
Regardless of our backgrounds or 
circumstances, if we stay positive 
and engaged in the moment, practice 
gratitude and forgiveness, and align 
our actions with our values, happiness 
will soon follow. As the Dalai Lama 
says, “Happiness is not something 
ready made. It comes from your 
own actions.” 

Rashelle Brown (@RashelleBrown1) is 
the creator of wellcuratedlife.com, where she 
shares stories about living a simple, happy 
life. Tammie Ortlieb contributed to this piece.

HOW TO BE HAPPY

Happiness is when what you think, what you say,     and what you do are in harmony. —Mahatma Gandhi

Happiness 
Checklist
Need a cheat sheet to 
remind you why happiness 
is important and what you 
can do to bring more of it into 
your life? Read our guide each 
morning to get your day off to 
a great start. 

Benefits of being happy
  Improved immune function
  Reduced stress and 
depression
  Longer life
  Increased creativity and 
productivity
  Stronger relationships
  Increased altruism

How to increase 
happiness

  Practice mindfulness/
meditate
  Be grateful
  Forgive others and yourself
  Eat well
  Be active
  Get ample sleep

Ideas for becoming a 
more joyful vegan

  Bake vegan desserts  
for friends
  Volunteer at an animal 
shelter
  Join a local veg meet-up 
group

 Grow your own vegetables

  Donate money to an  
animal organization

  Start a vegetarian  
book club
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