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Redefined

The latest research (and our collective recent
life) points to the fact that you may be
most likely to find joy where you least expect it.

By Nicole Blades
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Learn to Balance What You Need
to Do With What You Want to Do

Make your future self proud without neglecting necessary R&R.

When you ask people about the

happiest moments in their lives,
they’ll point to activities that gave
them meaning—running a mara-
thon, publishing poetry, raising
children. Butif you tap these peo-
plein the midst of their working
toward those achievements (say,
during along training run, a night
of writer’s block, or a child’s public
tantrum), they’ll tell you those

things are making them miserable,
studies show. Here’s why: The big
events contribute to what’s known
in psychology research as the “nar-
rative self,” or the version of your-
selfthat’s trying to create an identi-
ty and make you the hero of a
triumphant story. Unfortunately,
that narrative selfis often at odds
with what would make your “daily
self” happy (naps and Netflix).

Sohow do you stay motivated to
keep going after the hard stuff that
will make you smile with pride lat-
er? One strategy is temptation bun-
dling, says Laurie Santos, PhD, a
professor of psychology at Yale Uni-
versity and host of The Happiness
Lab podcast. This is when you pair
arewarding activity with a need-
to-do one that feels like a slog. (The
concept was developed by behav-
ioral scientist Katy Milkman.) “But
don’t do the rewarding thing after;
do it during the hard activity itself,”
Santos says. Need to get through
that hour of budgeting for your
business? Pair it with a nice candle
that feels special and indulgent, she
says. And use that candle only while
working. Time to hit that grueling
CrossFit workout? “Make that the
only time you listen to your favorite
podcast,” says Santos. Temptation
bundling is like that spoonful
of sugar to make the medicine go
down—it’s an excellent way to serve
both your narrative and daily selves
atthe sametime.

It’s also helpful to reframe how
you think about the middle of a
tough activity. Try to “make the
middle short,” says psychologist
Ayelet Fishbach, PhD, author of Get
It Done. So if you're writing a novel,
don’t think of your achievement
as completing the whole shebang.
Frame your goals as single chap-
ters, or 10-page units. The grind
will seem shorter because you'll
make it to the mini goal faster.

Another tip? Write down all the
reasons to stick with your objective,
says psychotherapist Amy Morin,
author of 13 Things Mentally
Strong Women Don’t Do. “Then
even on the days you don't feel like
doing it, you'll have a detailed list
reminding you that crossing the
finish line will be worth the effort,”
she says.

. “Happiness is...a mind-cleansing long run.” —Madeline Howard, Women’s Health editorial assistant
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. “Happinessis...drinking bubble tea, lighting a candle, and expressing myself through movement or art.”

—Jewelyn Butron, Women’s Health associate art director
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You've probably heard the old
adage that happiness is a journey,
not a destination. True! But it might
be even more productive to think
of it as a muscle, skill, or strength.
Hear us out: There’s a connection
between genetics and your baseline
happiness, a new study shows. Ba-
sically, a portion of your subjective
well-being may be predetermined
by your DNA and effectively out of
your control (a lot like your ability
to put on muscle mass), per Dutch
research. But the good news is that
no matter where your natural base-

lineis, you can build it up and es-
tablish a stronger one, just like you
would by lifting weights. This shift
of POV alone can increase your joy,
and there are cognitive skills you
can practice to help you strengthen
your capacity for bliss. “Your mood
and your life satisfaction can be
changed based on your behaviors,”
says Santos. “That means you en-
gage in habits [to bolster happiness]
similar to how you might go to the
gym regularly.” Three intentional
strategies to work that happiness
muscle, ahead.

Have Thanksgivin
Flex Your Mental Muscle EveryDay ©''"C
Open yourself up to the idea that happiness is a skill. Class is in session. oo

“People who count their blessings
instead of their hassles tend to be
happier,” says Santos. “The act of
writing three to five things you're
grateful for every single day

can significantly improve your
outlook in as little as two weeks.”

Be Here, Now

oo

Focus on being present. “There’s
evidence that a wandering mind
isan unhappy mind,” Santos
says. “Practices like meditation
and ‘savoring’—paying active
attention to an experience—can
bring you more mindfulness and,
by extension, more happiness,”
Santos says. For example, if
you're drinking a latte, take a sec-
ond to fully immerse yourselfin
the moment. Consider the tem-
perature of the cup, the color of
the coffee, the actual taste of the
drink, she says. “How might you
describe it to someone?”

Set Social Media
Boundaries

oo

Ifyou haven't set a social media
time limit on your phone yet,
prioritize it, stat. “People who
capped their social media at

30 minutes a day saw a reduction
in loneliness and depression and
asignificant improvement in
overall well-being within three
weeks,” says cognitive scientist
Sian Beilock, PhD, president of
Barnard College. Swap that scroll
time for (IRL) hangs with friends
for better cognition, motivation,
and health, research shows. The
more screen-free hobbies on your
cal, the better.
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Asa professor of more than 27
years who studied life transitions—
and particularly big career chang-
es—I thought I was prepared to
leave my work behind and retire.
But when that happened and my
husband and I moved to Florida, it
wasn’t the relaxing piece of cake I
thought it would be. I was restless
and had trouble adjusting to my
new routine. I missed feeling in-
spired. When I realized how hard
the change was, I started interview-
ing people about their experiences.

Ilearned that retirementisn’t a
one-time transition; it’s more like a
series of them. And the way you re-
act to the beginning of a transition
will most likely not be the way you
end up feeling about it. Between
one title (like “professor”) and an-
other (“retired professor”), there is
aperiod sociologists referto as “lim-
inality.” It’s the in-between, and
there are lots of ups and downs. The
typical retirement, where you stop
working altogether, doesn’t make
sense for everyone. Many of us
identify ourselves through our
work, so when that label is gone, it
can be daunting. For me, it was
better to make adjustments to how
I worked than to stop. I was happy
to step back from being a professor,
but not from work entirely.

/ TP Now, at 92,1 havg been retired
/ } Sullberg Y for 22 years and written three
4 / / / Defl ne books and conducted research in
/ that time. I've also cofounded a
group, the Aging Rebels, that

l ou r own focuses on feelings of invisibility

and irrelevance among the elderly,

N among other issues. My new label

o r ms for my identity is “explorer.” I'm ex-
ploring different paths and keeping
busy with work that feels meaning-
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Nancy Schlossberg, counseling

pSthOlOgiSt: aUthOC and ful. And along the way, I'm enjoying
copresident of consulting firm sunsets, my partner, and my kids.
TransitionWorks, on defying odds —As told to Fortesa Latifi
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Stuff—
Literally

Alifestyle of less can feel
unsettling, especially in such
amaterial world. But it
could clear space for more.
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. “If you’re intentional with your home, that
intentionality will trickle into every area of your life.”

—Christine Platt, author, The Afrominimalist’s Guide to Living With Less

Five years ago, I took a hard
look at my life and spending habits.
What I saw: debt from purchases I
didn’t need that I was trying to fit
into space I didn’t have. I'was al-
ways a bargain shopper who got a
jolt from a sale, but it was tempo-
rary. I'd get home and the thrill
would be gone. The items would go

in the closet, never to be used again.

Ifinally realized I had to do some-
thing different if I wanted lasting
happiness, and that’s when I began
my minimalist journey. Butasa
Black woman, I felt lost in what I
saw online. It seemed like you had
to be white and live in a tiny, mono-
chrome house with white walls and
white furniture. I wanted to show
other people of color that it was

possible to find their space in this
movement, too, so I wrote about my
process, leading to my book.

The biggest step has been focus-
ing on intentionality. If you're in-
tentional with your home, that will
trickle into every area of your life,
from work to friendships to how
you manage your time. You become
discerning. And it’s not like you
can’t shop. It’s more about the “why
behind the buy.” Are you seeking
purchases that bring you real joy, or
trying to fill a hole in your life? I
used to have attachments to objects
that were rooted in fear or the belief
that a material good could give me
comfort or impress someone. Now,
I choose authenticity over aesthet-
ics. —As told to Fortesa Latifi

' “Happiness iS...lOﬂg walks on the beach and jOU rnali ng.” —DeasiaLamar, Women’s Health assistant social media editor
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“Divesting from my
image helped me feel
comfortable with less.”

—Kristin Canning, Women’s Health
features director

When I put nearly all the con-
tents of my New York City apart-
ment into storage a year ago and
flew to Aspen, Colorado, to start
couch-surfing and car-camping for
ayear, I didn’t think of myself as a
minimalist. I just wanted to get out
of the city, reconnect with far-flung
friends, and spend more time in
nature. Paring down my posses-
sions to what could fitin a carry-on
suitcase was a by-product of being
nomadic, but it quickly made me
realize how much my stuff had been
weighing me down. Personally,
feeling comfortable with less most-
ly meant divesting from my image.
I quickly realized how unfulfilling
and stressful it was to constantly
worry about my clothes and acces-
sories and home decor and what the
cumulative appearance of those
things said about me.

With fewer options at my dispos-
al, the time and mental space I'd de-
voted to figuring out what I wanted
tolooklike every day was diverted
into creative pursuits that were
more “me,” like reading, planning
ahike, and journaling. What I lost
in outfits and comfort I made up
for in self-acceptance and mobility,
which brought me exponentially
more joy. Turns out, most of what
I owned wasn’t even for me, but for
looking a certain way for others.
Ineeded to spend time away from
my “typical” life, and all the stuff
that felt necessary there, to really
understand that. Holding on to less
created more room for the friends,
experiences, and connections that
were truly important to me. 'm
lucky I took the leap I did; it taught
me that I'm more at peace, active,
open, and happier this way. Now,
Thave more space to just be myself.

Forget
Positivity;
Reach for
Flexibility

Going with the
flow works better
thanforcing it.

® o [t might seem asifthe
key to happinessis having a
glass-half-full mentality,
24/7. But trying to focus on
the positive all the time
can actually become a hin-
drance to happiness, says
neuroscientist and author
Caroline Leaf, PhD, host of
the Cleaning Up the Mental
Mess podcast. The push to
be smiley at every turnis
when optimistic thinking
shifts into toxic positivity:
the misconceptionthatina
happy life, you never feel
sad, angry, or frustrated.

In fact, we *need* our
negative emotions. “They
exist to signal something to
us, teach us things,” says
Santos. They may be tem-
porarily unpleasant, but
you learn something impor-
tant from the experience.
(Thisisn’t tosay you
shouldn’t strive to be
thankful, as mentioned
earlier; rather, you should
create space forawhole
spectrum of feels. You can
even be grateful for what
those uncomfortable ones
are teaching you, but you
have to acknowledge and
experience them first.)

Soinstead of immediate-
ly going Positive Patty—or
Negative Nelly—on a situa-
tion, the more helpful ap-
proach is to be flexible and
adopt what Leafcallsa
“possibilities mindset.”

A positive mindset might
mask or suppress how you
feel, but a possibilities
mindset recognizes that
you have options, “allowing
flexibility in your path so
you can try anew direc-
tion,” Leaf says. Think of it
like this: Instead of looking
ataglassas half-full or
half-empty, what if you al-
lowed the glass to be either
option on any given day,
knowing you could handle
it no matter what? People
with a flexible mindset ex-
perienced less depression
and found better ways to
deal with negative moods,
studies show. Basically,
don’ttry to change how you
typically view the glass;
try to change how you’re
affected by what you see.
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