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Hold on, how do you measure 
happiness? Isn’t it subjective? 
“We use data. Lots of data. At the 
Happiness Research Institute, we 
conduct vast studies, asking people 
how they’re feeling at different 
times of day, different times of year, 
controlling for who they’re with, 
what they’re doing. GPS data helps 
us figure out if somebody is happier, 
say, in the city or the country. With 
enough data over a long enough 
time, you can build a fairly complete 
picture. Most people are happier on 
a Friday, it turns out.”

No way. Is your workplace as 
wondrous as I’m imagining it is? 
“People expect it to be a magical 
realm, with one room full of 
puppies, another full of ice cream. 
Sorry, it’s mostly people staring  
at computers – but our work 
encourages us to think about ways 
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of making other offices happier. 
One idea we’re keen on is ‘quiet 
Tuesday’, when we ban all 
interruptions, reports and pointless 
meetings, and let workers focus on 
solving complex problems. It works 
and people are happier.”

But surely there are some people 
who are just naturally happy or 
naturally grumpy? 
“There is a genetic component  
to happiness. We know this from 
studying identical twins, who 
exhibit similar ‘baseline’ levels of 
happiness. Still, it’s useful to think of 

f you’ve ever 
participated in the 
Danish ritual of 
‘hygge’ – cosying  
up in a blanket with 
a loved one, pretty 

much – you have Meik Wiking to 
thank. Not that he invented the 
concept, exactly, but his 2016 
bestseller, The Little Book of Hygge, 
elevated the idea from obscure 
local custom to international 
meme, thanks in no small part to 
his lucid, funny writing style. 
Wiking’s ludicrously brilliant-
sounding day job is CEO of the 
Happiness Research Institute in 
Copenhagen and his latest book 
argues that the surest route to 
sustainable, long-term happiness 
is through proactively making new 
memories. Travel, he says, is central 
to that mission, which is obviously 
fine with us. 
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happiness the same way we think 
about health. Some people are 
predisposed to certain diseases, 
but that doesn’t mean you 
shouldn’t exercise or quit smoking.”

So making memories is sort of 
exercising the happiness muscle? 
“People think of memories as 
something random, that we have 
no control over, but we do. I want 
people to think of themselves as 
‘memory architects’ and build a 
bank of happy memories. Novelty  
is key – chase new experiences and 
make them multisensory affairs.” 

Sounds pretty racy. 
“Andy Warhol changed his perfume 
every three months, so whenever 
he wished to return to a particular 
time in his life, he opened a bottle 
from that period. We know how  
a certain flavour or a song on the 
radio triggers recall. So, when you 
travel, eat the local dish and make 
a playlist of the local music.” 

Denmark often tops the league of 
happiest countries – why is that? 
“The Nordic social model. Access to 
healthcare, free university, relatively 
equal opportunities. We’ve 
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eliminated a lot of the structural 
societal problems that make 
people anxious or sad. The rankings 
only tell you the national average. 
Nordic people may not salsa dance 
down the street, but we are the 
least unhappy people on Earth.”

Finland just took top spot…
“Good for them. Should we focus  
on making ourselves happier or the 
Finns less happy? Thrashing them 
at ice hockey should do it.”

The Art of Making Memories by 
Meik Wiking is out 19 September. 

WINNIE-THE-POOH
Meik is fond of the tubby ted’s 
immortal maxim: “We didn’t 

realise we were making 
memories, we just knew we 

were having fun.”

DECK OF CARDS
In his new book, Meik learns 

how to memorise the order of 
a deck of cards by applying 
the fancy-sounding ‘palace 

technique’.

NOTEBOOK
He secretly notes down 

when people in cafés 
smile, and why. 
Spoiler: it’s when 

they’re with others.

PINEAPPLE
Meik regularly takes the spiky 
fruit on stage at conferences, 

because it helps people 
remember ‘the pineapple guy’.
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remember ‘the pineapple guy’.

NOTEBOOK
He secretly notes down 

they’re with others.
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