
 
 

 

 

What is Happiness? How do You Know when you’re Happy? 

Take time to answer these questions. Share with your neighbor. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Happiness: Some Definitions & Reflections 

“A lot of people think of happiness as a very, very exciting emotion. They expect it to be 
this constant state of ecstasy — as opposed to equanimity, which is a more sustainable 
and attainable form of happiness, almost like a quiet joy. It doesn’t look like winning the 
lottery. It looks much more like sitting quietly and noticing that your life is actually 
wonderful.” —Hedy Kober, Yale University 

 

“One thing people get wrong about happiness is they focus on the extraordinary instead 
of the ordinary. We think that happiness comes from big or transformative experiences, 
but we neglect how we can spend moments in happier ways on a daily basis. All my 
research says that the best way people can be happier is to spend $40 on a time-saving 
service. Instead of fighting with your spouse over who should do the laundry, hire a 
laundry service. Forgo that time fighting to make a meal together or go for a walk with 
the person you love.” —Ashley Whillans, Harvard Business School 

 A happy person is someone who experiences frequent positive emotions, such as joy, 
interest, and pride, and infrequent (though not absent) negative emotions, such as 
sadness, anxiety and anger (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). Happiness has also been said 
to relate to life satisfaction, appreciation of life, moments of pleasure, but overall it has 
to do with the positive experience of emotions. 

  



 
 

 

What keeps you from being happy? What are the stumbling blocks to your own 

happiness?  

 

Victimhood In what ways to you play the victim to life? 

Avoiding responsibility – Someone else is always responsible for our happiness 

Choose & Take Responsibility – We are only choosing. Every moment.  

All of life is Dissatisfaction (Dukkha) 

The Buddhists name the basic human condition: All of life is impermanent & 
dissatisfying 

The Preacher Ecclesiastes says, “Vanity, Vanity, all is Vanity” (Eccl 1:2) 

LOCUS of Control – external or internal. Where is your point of control? 

What old (self-limiting) stories do you tell yourself? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

What old beliefs that no longer serve you are you holding on to? 

_______________________________________________________________  

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

Every thought, belief and emotion is a CHOICE 

SIMPLY Notice – without judgment 

Simply notice your thoughts 

Simply notice your beliefs 

Simply notice your BODY 



 
 

 

Homework 

Simply notice ~ Then Breathe 

Breathe out (what no longer serves). 

Breathe in God (Spirit, love, acceptance). 

Breathe out with God (Spirit, love, acceptance). 

 

Acceptance 

 

  



 
 

 

 

7 Stories You May Tell Yourself That Invariably Arouse Anger: Cultivating 

more realistic narratives is a pathway to healthy anger. 

 

1. Fable: I should not have to suffer. 

You may tell yourself that suffering is for other people. Or, you tell yourself you 
shouldn’t have to suffer because of your specialness, intelligence, past lack of suffering 
or the severity of past suffering. Realistic narrative: We all suffer. 

Suffering is part of being human. Unfortunately, some of us suffer more than others. 
The challenge is to identify strategies that can best reduce your suffering. 

2. Fable: I deserve to hold onto anger because of past wounds. 

This story implies it is helpful to embrace anger and dangerous to let go of it. Realistic 
narrative: Letting go of anger can help heal my old wounds. 

It makes perfect sense that hurt leads to anger. And, understandably, I may be 
fearful that I’ll be vulnerable to wounds if I let them go. However, healing from old 
wounds helps can help me to make room for greater life fulfillment, in the present and 
in the future. 

3. Fable: I should not have to be frustrated. Things should be easy for me. 

This storyline may imply that you don’t deserve to be frustrated or you are flawed or 
“less than” if you are frustrated. Realistic narrative: Frustration is a natural part of life. 

Frustration may arise when I experience challenges to my goals and ideas of how I think 
things “should be”. I can develop frustration tolerance, in part, by accepting it. 
Additionally, I can be mindful to identify when your unrealistic expectations foster such 
frustration. 

4. Fable: Life is (or should be) fair. 

This is a sequel to the storyline that you shouldn’t have to suffer. Realistic narrative: 
Life just is–and, at times may not be fair. 

Bad things happen to good people and good things may even happen to bad people.  I 
can assertively take actions to try to increase greater fairness in my life: in my personal 
relationships, at work or as a citizen. 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/intelligence


 
 

 

5. Fable: I shouldn’t make mistakes. I am weak, flawed or ignorant if do. 

Realistic narrative: Making mistakes is part of being human. 

I could only strive to do my best and try to recognize and overcome barriers that 
interfere with doing so. Striving for perfection is very different from feeling compelled to 
be perfect. I need to remind myself that we all make mistakes–sometimes because we 
don’t have sufficient information, have reduced attention or lack specific skills. 

6. Fable: I need everyone to love and respect me. 

A part of this story may include the belief that you need to please everyone or you will 
greatly suffer if you can’t achieve this goal. Realistic narrative: I need some love and 
desire respect. 

I need some love, from myself and in my most intimate relationships. While I care what 
people think about me I can’t, nor do I need to, please everyone. In fact, the more I am 
true to myself, I may invariably disappoint some people. 

I recognize that respect is earned and I desire it most from those who are important to 
me, both in my personal relationships and in the workplace. 

7. Fable: If I do good deeds, good will always come my way. (This may be 
considered a chapter of the “Life is fair” story.) 

Realistic narrative: Doing good deeds may increase the likelihood of good coming my 
way. 

I could savor doing good because that is what I value and it makes me feel good to do so. 
And, I could hope or wish for good to come my way, but it may or may not happen. 

Ask yourself the following questions regarding your stories: 

1. How rigidly do you hold onto each of these stories? 

2. To what degree does each story make you vulnerable to anger arousal? 

3. To what extent do you wish to revise any of your stories? 

_____________________________________________________  



 
 

 

_____________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________  

_____________________________________________________  

_____________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________  

_____________________________________________________  

_____________________________________________________ 

 

Self-reflection regarding such fables offers you a pathway to mindfully cultivate stories 
that reflect who you wish to become. Reviewing and revising these fables is a powerful 
and essential approach for cultivating healthy anger. 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/overcoming-destructive-anger/201707/7-
stories-you-may-tell-yourself-invariably-arouse-anger 

What's Your Definition of Happiness? 
Learn from other people's happiness and see what reflects your own happiness 

What's your definition of happiness? Research in the field of positive psychology and 
happiness often define a happy person as someone who experiences frequent positive 
emotions, such as joy, interest, and pride, and infrequent (though not absent) negative 
emotions, such as sadness, anxiety and anger  (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). Happiness 
has also been said to relate to life satisfaction, appreciation of life, moments of 
pleasure, but overall it has to do with the positive experience of emotions. 

The key to these definitions is that positive emotions do not indicate the absence of 
negative emotions. A "happy person" experiences the spectrum of emotions just like 
anybody else, but the frequency by which they experience the negative ones may differ. 
It could be that "happy people" don't experience as much negative emotion because 
they process it differently or they may find meaning in a way others have not. In fact, 
using the phrase "happy person" is probably incorrect because it assumes that they are 
naturally happy or that positive things happen to them more often. Nobody is immune to 
life's stressors, but the question is whether you see those stressors as moments of 
opposition or moments of opportunity. 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/overcoming-destructive-anger/201707/7-stories-you-may-tell-yourself-invariably-arouse-anger
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/overcoming-destructive-anger/201707/7-stories-you-may-tell-yourself-invariably-arouse-anger


 
 

 

Regardless of where you are on the happiness spectrum, each person has their own 
way of defining happiness. Philosophers, actors, politicians, and everybody in between 
have all weighed in on their own view of happiness. Read some of our favorite 
definitions below and let us know what resonated with you.  

The ancient Greeks defined happiness as: "Happiness is the joy that we feel when 
we’re striving after our potential." 

Shirley MacLaine, Academy Award winner, said: "To be happy, you have to be willing to 
be compliant with not knowing." 

Michael J. Fox said: “My happiness grows in direct proportion to my acceptance, and in 
inverse proportion to my expectations.” 

Mastin Kipp, the founder of Daily Love, said: "I don’t expect to always be happy, I simply 
accept what is. And that acceptance is key. This is what self-love is all about, really, 
acceptance and the ability to love yourself right where you are." 

Gabrielle Bernstein, author, said: "Choosing happiness is the path of least resistance." 

Aristotle said: "Happiness is a state of activity." 

Dr. Shefali Tsabary, psychologist and author, said: "Only when we fill our own need and 
feel satiated from within can we truly be fulfilled and happy." 

Eleanor Roosevelt said: "Someone once asked me what I regarded as the three most 
important requirements for happiness. My answer was: A feeling that you have been 
honest with yourself and those around you; a feeling that you have done the best you 
could both in your personal life and in your work; and the ability to love others." 

What's great about all these definitions is that commonalities start emerging. Shirley 
MacLaine and Michael J. Fox tell us to accept life's situations and to accept uncertainty 
as a natural part of life. And the greater we are able to do that, the greater we can lean 
into happiness. Mastin Kipp tells us it's ok to not strive to be happy, but accept whatever 
we're feeling. He hints at an important concept, which is that we so often try to fix things 
and get to be "happy" or "at peace" or "over a situation," but sometimes we need to 
acknowledge what we're feeling (whatever that is). What you often find is that 
acknowledgement will allow you to move into the "happy space" more quickly because 
your emotions aren't trying to get your attention. Your emotions aren't screaming at you, 
telling you that you're sad or angry. You've already begun the work of processing it. 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/relationships


 
 

 

Lastly, Aristotle shares a crucial part of happiness, which is staying active. How many 
"happy" people do you know who sit at home all day, everyday? They might be content 
or "ok" temporarily, but are they truly thriving in happiness? Happiness is often found in 
the doing of what you're passionate about and in building connections that are 
meaningful to you. Research has supported this with findings showing that strong social 
support is correlated with a number of positive outcomes. You might be in a rut now and 
you might have moments where you lose your connection to life, but you always have 
the opportunity to rebuild that connection. 

So now it's your turn to begin finding the happiness in you. What brings you joy? Maybe 
it's a night in watching TV. Maybe it's a night out at a new restaurant in town. Maybe it's 
staying up late watching a movie with your significant other. Maybe it depends on your 
mood. Wherever your happiness resides, go enjoy it. And tell us which of these 
definitions of happiness resonated with you most. Leave a comment and let us know 
how you define happiness. 

Rubin Khoddam is a PhD student in Clinical Psychology at the University of Southern California whose 
research and clinical work focuses on substance use issues and resilience. He founded a website, Psych 
Connection, with the goal of connecting ideas, people, research, and self-help to better connect you to 
yourself and those around you. You can follow Rubin on Twitter by clicking here! 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-addiction-connection/201506/whats-your-
definition-happiness 

 
NOTES and REFLECTIONS (Notice your Feelings) 
What feelings came up for you this week?  Circle the most common below: 
 

http://www.rubinkhoddam.com/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/resilience
http://facebook.com/PsychConnection
http://facebook.com/PsychConnection
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/self-help
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/social-networking
http://twitter.com/RubinKhoddam
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-addiction-connection/201506/whats-your-definition-happiness
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-addiction-connection/201506/whats-your-definition-happiness


 
 

 

 
  



 
 

 

Suggested Reading on Happiness 

 

☛ Nudge, by Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein. Why we 
make bad decisions and how to make better ones; may be 
most-cited book on the syllabus. 

 

 

☛ Authentic Happiness: Using the New Positive 
Psychology to Realize Your Potential for Lasting 
Fulfillment, by Martin Seligman. A primer from the pioneer 
of positive psychology. 

 

 

☛ The Happiness Hypothesis: Finding Modern Truth 
in Ancient Wisdom, by Jonathan Haidt. An ethics professor 
from NYU explores how recent research intersects with 
religious traditions. 

 

 

☛ Excellent Sheep: The Miseducation of the American 
Elite and the Way to a Meaningful Life, by William 
Deresiewicz. Argues that Ivy League schools instill the wrong 
values in students. 

 

 

☛ Flourish, by Martin Seligman. A new understanding of 
life’s greatest goals and what it takes to reach them. This 
book offers a new theory on what makes people flourish and 
how to truly get the most out of life. 

 

https://www.amazon.com/Nudge-Improving-Decisions-Health-Happiness/dp/014311526X?ascsubtag=%5b%5dc2%5bp%5dcjhnhz7hl003zegy63e20qo07%5bi%5ddVvpVT%5bz%5dm%5bd%5dD&tag=thecutonsite-20
https://www.amazon.com/Authentic-Happiness-Psychology-Potential-Fulfillment/dp/0743222989?ascsubtag=%5b%5dc2%5bp%5dcjhnhz7hl003zegy63e20qo07%5bi%5dmEIRK6%5bz%5dm%5bd%5dD&tag=thecutonsite-20
https://www.amazon.com/Authentic-Happiness-Psychology-Potential-Fulfillment/dp/0743222989?ascsubtag=%5b%5dc2%5bp%5dcjhnhz7hl003zegy63e20qo07%5bi%5dmEIRK6%5bz%5dm%5bd%5dD&tag=thecutonsite-20
https://www.amazon.com/Authentic-Happiness-Psychology-Potential-Fulfillment/dp/0743222989?ascsubtag=%5b%5dc2%5bp%5dcjhnhz7hl003zegy63e20qo07%5bi%5dmEIRK6%5bz%5dm%5bd%5dD&tag=thecutonsite-20
https://www.amazon.com/Happiness-Hypothesis-Finding-Modern-Ancient/dp/0465028020?ascsubtag=%5b%5dc2%5bp%5dcjhnhz7hl003zegy63e20qo07%5bi%5dTJ6WLG%5bz%5dm%5bd%5dD&tag=thecutonsite-20
https://www.amazon.com/Happiness-Hypothesis-Finding-Modern-Ancient/dp/0465028020?ascsubtag=%5b%5dc2%5bp%5dcjhnhz7hl003zegy63e20qo07%5bi%5dTJ6WLG%5bz%5dm%5bd%5dD&tag=thecutonsite-20
https://www.amazon.com/Excellent-Sheep-Miseducation-American-Meaningful/dp/1476702721?ascsubtag=%5b%5dc2%5bp%5dcjhnhz7hl003zegy63e20qo07%5bi%5dUloSr3%5bz%5dm%5bd%5dD&tag=thecutonsite-20
https://www.amazon.com/Excellent-Sheep-Miseducation-American-Meaningful/dp/1476702721?ascsubtag=%5b%5dc2%5bp%5dcjhnhz7hl003zegy63e20qo07%5bi%5dUloSr3%5bz%5dm%5bd%5dD&tag=thecutonsite-20
https://www.amazon.com/Oh-Places-Youll-Dr-Seuss/dp/0679805273?ascsubtag=%5b%5dc2%5bp%5dcjhnhz7hl003zegy63e20qo07%5bi%5dX7O82z%5bz%5dm%5bd%5dD&tag=thecutonsite-20


 
 

 

 


