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            THE RECIPE FOR HAPPINESS 2.0 made me jump for joy on the inside! The book is bursting with Jesper’s revitalizing playfulness and with the mental vitamins we all need, especially in times of a crisis, where both our individual and collective happiness is challenged. The book is based on the latest research incorporating positive psychology and existential, philosophical, humanities and especially health perspectives – and is essential reading for so many people, if not all of us.
      

            – Helle Trankjær, general practitioner and specialist in clinical sexology
      

            As a reader, you will gain knowledge and the tools to understand and explain happiness and a wide range of concrete methods to action a happier life. Perhaps more importantly, the book introduces the reader to topics that have yet to receive attention in positive psychology. These include finding meaning, blossoming in adversity and finding faith and hope at a difficult time or in the midst of grief – themes that are topical in the time that we live in.
      

            – Ebbe Lavendt, Health Psychologist and Master of Applied Positive Psychology
      

            Jesper Bay-Hansen has done it again. He has written a book that helps us to become wiser about ourselves, the people around us and in life in general. The book is not only about our own personal happiness, but also about achieving a collective happiness, which is essential for our joy of life and quality of life. In my job as a job satisfaction consultant, I deal specifically with collective job satisfaction – it starts with ourselves, but without good relationships with colleagues, it is difficult to find joy in your work. We see this in particular at this time, where many work from home (or have been made to work from home) and miss the camaraderie. Read this book if you want to learn how to work your way towards a happier work life and private life.
      

            – Arlette Bentzen, owner of the consultation firm Work Happiness Now (Arbejdsglæde nu)
      

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Prologue
      

         

         We need to understand and approach living in the world in a new way
      

         It is truly a strange and turbulent time we live in. This requires understanding the world in a new way – and the need to live in the world in a new way – it requires demonstratively living life and not just surviving.

         We can all do a great deal to foster our well-being and happiness. Ten years ago, I wrote the book TheRecipe for Happiness, which was about all the things we as individuals can do to enhance our joy of living and happiness. In the book, I used the term a happiness action to describe initiating – a positive psychological intervention – which by acting out can promote joy and happiness.

         Of course, we still should be interested in what we all need as individuals to thrive and be happy. Yet, the time has come to aim towards a collective happiness. Therefore, we should be concerning ourselves more with what makes us happy? Here, “us” can represent a couple, a family, a community, a subculture, a nation, a continent or all of humanity. The good life is not just for you and me, but it is for all of us.

         It is also time to refine our understanding of a crisis, and what crises do to us as people. Crises are a fact of life. Try as we might to prevent and minimise the risk of a crisis arising – and it is rare that we can – sooner or later our lives present us with resistance and crises. Sometimes, the resistance is so large that it can represent lost happiness, which for a while can strike us off kilter. Thus, making us sad, joyless and putting us in a time of crisis.

         Crises can be personal such as an existential crisis, a marital crisis or a crisis due to illness or a death in the family. Or our crises may concern everyone, for example – as a nation or humanity – the global climate and environmental crisis, and currently, the health and financial crisis brought on by COVID-19. But it is time to face up to, handle, and undergo these crises in a new way.

         Positive psychology has, for instance, taught us that lost happiness has the potential for what is known as post-traumatic growth = flourishing. Thus, humans have the ability to evolve and flourish, especially in the time of a crisis. This is possible both as individuals and collectively as a people. This is one of the common themes of this handbook.

         All in all, we must learn to live in the world in a new way. Our changing life conditions and needs entail that we constantly must change and adjust to our way of conducting our lives. Now, I am not only referring to recycling, the climate, and environmentally friendly consumption habits. This is something that is not achieved by throwing empty wine bottles in the recycling or by turning our underwear inside out to use them one more time before throwing them in the wash.

         In the last decade, people have lived with an abundance of information and misinformation. With so many people expressing themselves as though they were experts, it is not easy to navigate all this information. Thereby, messages from actual experts are watered down: When everyone is an expert, no one is an expert. The global pandemic has only fuelled this further and has brought with it a pandemic of information and misinformation regarding coronaviruses and COVID-19 – it has been an info-demic. It is a reality that we all must cope with and navigate to gain sufficient and necessary information. And to not be overwhelmed by the info-demic’s constant news feed, diverging messages, fake news, conspiracy theories, and so on. If we did not sort through all of this, it would become a happiness killer.

         After all, the time has come, that we, both individually and collectively, make the necessary efforts to humanise our lives in this digital world, which we ourselves have created and embraced, and often a little too uncritically. We cannot continue to quantify our lives and quality of our lives in the form of numbers – we must challenge this mode of thinking more than ever before. The number of working hours per week, the number of pounds in the bank, the number of times we have sex each month, the number of grey hairs or haemorrhoids we have, and the number of years we have left, and so on, does not necessarily say anything about how we are feeling. We must adjust our understanding of progress, development and growth, and take an interest in how we can humanise our own lives and the lives of others. Among other things, positive psychology can offer the concrete tools needed to increase intimacy, our joy of togetherness, our ability to forge emotional connections and to strengthen human unity.

         A humanistic way of life is not just about being a good colleague, or about us as a society having a humanitarian approach of treating vulnerable groups, such as the sick and senior citizens. Primarily, it concerns each of us making a conscious effort to humanise a society, which to a large degree has been dehumanised over several years. Throughout our lives, we meet people we know and people who we do not know, and the time has come to raise the decency of these human interactions.

         To a large extent, our understanding of what it means to live a good life could do with an update. Ten to fifteen years ago, it meant purely joy, pleasure and happiness, then it meant to be harmonious and gain a work-life balance, and in recent years, the focus has mainly been on living authentically and meaningfully. But a love of life, desire, happiness, harmony, work-life balance, authenticity or meaningfulness cannot do it alone.

         A good life is not just about avoiding sadness, joylessness (known as anhedonia), imbalance, loss, sorrow, meaninglessness, etc. Because, severe emotions, losses, sorrows and meaningless episodes are, too, a part of life. It is more relevant than ever before that we nuance our understanding of the multifaceted, value-laden expression: a good life.

         A good life is subjective. It can mean a lot of things: being satisfied, grateful, happy and full spirited, having a zest for life and optimism. It can also mean being well-balanced, using your strengths, living out your passions, and feeling mentally and physically healthy. And it can mean finding purpose and dealing with stress, loss and trauma in appropriate ways. Furthermore, it means feeling and promoting hope – even when you think there is a lot to lose hope over. What characterises people in the 21st
          century, is that nowadays, we ourselves can create a good life. You can, I can, we all can – and it means freedom and privilege to many, and it can be a curse and a burden to others.

         It is said that happiness is fleeting and that there is an art to living a good life. It is, nevertheless, good fortune to live a good life. Which raises the question: Is there a recipe for happiness and, if so, what does it consist of? Is the recipe different in a time of crisis with its uncertainty, despair and fear, than the recipe for times of inner peace and social stability?

         The short answer is: Yes, there is a recipe for happiness – however the recipe can change over time, just as our needs and living conditions do. And: Yes, the recipe for happiness is different at a time of crisis. This is why this book is called The Recipe for Happiness 2.0 – for the book you hold in your hand now offers recipes to provide a perspective on, and directions for, what you can do to promote your own and others’ well-being and happiness through good times and bad. It is time to understand and live in the world in a new way.

      
   


   
      
         
            Introduction
      

         

         The time has come to focus on both individual and collective happiness
      

         On 11 March 2020, the Prime Minister of Denmark made Danish history when she announced at a press conference in the Prime Minister’s Hall of Mirrors: “Denmark is locking down”. We all know the basis for this; the corona epidemic, which began in the Chinese city of Wuhan, had hit us and was soon to become a worldwide pandemic. The catastrophic thoughts of many Danes had suddenly become a reality. Thousands of Danes would be infected, and hundreds hospitalised. Of those, many would be on respirators and sadly also die, leaving behind relatives in deep despair and grief. Our reality was as if it was taken straight out of a disaster film. A reality which suddenly turned everything upside down and created uncertainty, despair and fear. Public servants were sent home. Assemblies with more than one hundred people were banned and church services and Friday prayers were cancelled. It affected us all as a nation and a society. Insecure and anxious Danes hoarded everything from hand sanitiser and facemasks to bread and toilet paper. Holiday homes across the country were occupied by Danes in quarantine and those who feared infection. For a while, the lives of Danes were put on hold.

         A few weeks earlier to this, stock and bond prices had peaked, and COVID-19 was a virus that caused problems primarily in China and northern Italy. But now everything was different, and the nation was in a state of shock. You probably remember the day that Denmark locked down. Perhaps, you also remember how Mette Frederiksen’s speech made you feel that day. I will admit that I had a lump in my throat from equal parts emotion, shock and insecurity. Only twice before had I experienced being in a similar state to what I was feeling that day. When the Berlin Wall fell on November 9, 1989, and when terrorism suddenly hit New York City on September 11, 2001 – the whole world witnessed the World Trade Center collapse leaving over 2,600 Americans in its ruins.

         However, something was markedly different this time. Mixed up with my feelings of concern, sadness, worry and insecurity, I felt a different, warm feeling present itself. A feeling that, both then and now, I can best describe as a feeling of national pride. For me, the pandemic, and the decision to lock down the country, was not the result of a broad political decision. To me, it was proof that in Denmark we have, among others, a political system, a health service, a police force, and a leader who dare to assert themselves and take significant co-responsibility to create the greatest possible stability and security for our society. Seen through my eyes, this mission was fundamentally about safeguarding happiness, and not to mention our collective happiness. I believe as a nation we can and should do even more to be aware of and promote this.

         I share my experience because, once and for all, I want to kill a tenacious happiness myth: People generally believe that a country’s leadership does not relate to their individual happiness – but this is not true. A country’s leadership has a decisive influence on the individual and collective happiness of its population. That is why the OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development) is interested in measuring the satisfaction and well-being of individual member states and it annually publishes reports which very eloquently carry the slogan: Better Policies for Better Lives. Furthermore, in these reports Denmark – together with other Scandinavian countries – has been at ranked at the top for several years.

         The way we measure happiness says a lot about how we understand the concept of happiness. In the context of research, researchers seek to uncover what genes, upbringing, chance occurrences and positive interventions mean for an individual’s happiness. (Since the Recipe for Happiness, published in 2011, I have renamed positive interventions to happiness actions). However, researchers also measure the average happiness – or rather life satisfaction – in a society. In addition to this, the happiness equality and inequality in a society can also be measured. These vastly different ways of measuring happiness/life satisfaction express that we can understand happiness as an individual phenomenon or collectively. But what implication does this have for the individual – for you and for me? The different perspectives on happiness make it clear that we all have a shared responsibility for our own happiness, and also a shared responsibility for the happiness of others. You are not only the co-creator of your own reality, but also the co-creator of the realities of others.

         In her speech, Mette Frederiksen used the word community spirit to address the shared responsibility we all must have to safeguard our collective health and well-being – our collective happiness. Danes have since turned out to have vastly different perceptions of what it means to show a sense of community spirit. Cold summer beers at the Sandkaj boardwalk in Nordhavn and illegal parties around the country were probably not exactly what Mette Frederiksen had in mind when she used the term community spirit. It suddenly became central to the policies the government pursued and a buzzword. Everyone can agree that as a nation we should stand together and show community spirit. However, the concept of community spirit is so broad that it is open for subjective interpretation. When a word can mean many things, they can end up meaning nothing, which – in my eyes – is a great challenge for the politicians leading the country, and for the country’s virologists and health professionals who set the guidelines for how we can work together to prevent and limit the spread of the virus in Denmark.

         On March 11, 2020, the Prime Minister and Queen Margrethe both proved themselves as national rallying points in a time of crisis. In my opinion, this was wisely done; it is certainly my impression that the Danes – regardless of their political persuasion and the degree of their support of the monarchy – generally welcomed the message to stand together and supporting each other through the crisis. Societal crises often test a country’s form of governance – which in Denmark being a democracy is so important for our needs, living conditions and happiness. And COVID-19 was no exception. In Denmark, we live in a time and a society that we consider to be one of the world’s most democratic. However, democracy must persevere in a time of health and financial crisis. Changing times give rise to new questions: How much should political parties outside of the elected government be involved in the political leadership of the country? In a time that demands quick political decisions, listening to far too many and differing opinions may come at a price, but it can certainly be consequential not to do so. The current health and financial crisis make it topical to ask: How much democracy do we really want? Where is the line between democracy and autocracy? In which situations do we want or accept undemocratic decisions? And if so, is it the country’s elected politicians, the National Board of Health, the country’s leading virologists or our economists who must make such a decision, in hope that they will guide the country through the crisis in the best possible manner? From a happiness perspective, I think it is important to keep in mind that our subjective experience of security, stability, socio-economic security, life satisfaction and health all mean a lot to our well-being and quality of life.

         To go back to my experience of the Prime Minister’s speech on March 11. Her important message, in light of the deadly and senseless viral disease, evoked momentary discomfort, insecurity and fear in me – a fear no lessened by the fact that I had to go home from my clinic that day with chills, a high fever and a number of COVID-19 symptoms. Nevertheless, it was a fear that – as the days went by – became less and less. Over several years and up until that day, I had built up a large concern that Danes were developing into a group of individualists who all chased happiness based on the motto: If this does not benefit me, it is of no interest. This fear diminished in the weeks following the historical speeches as Danes, to a large extent, attempted to show community spirit by partaking in sing-alongs to keep their spirits up, by helping each other, by keeping a distance from others, and by limiting social activities. And although there is room for improvement as far as a difficult-to-define community spirit is concerned, I can only interpret it in one way: Danes are not indifferent towards collective happiness and, fortunately, the country’s elected politicians are not either.

      
   


   
      
         
            Part 1
      

         

         
            The most rewarding feeling of happiness is not always related to what you do for your own gain – it is often more strongly correlated to who you are and what you do for others.
      

            – Jesper Bay-Hansen
      

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Are you happy?
      

         

         How are you today? A new perspective on well-meant questions
      

         Generally, in the Western world, we think a lot about what brings us joy and happiness, and what a good life consists of. We talk a lot about happiness and just as we think we have a grip on it, it slips from us once again like a slippery bar of soap. We also ponder questions about how to gain happiness and the good life – and especially in a time of crisis. At the end of the day, personal crises and societal crises fuel existential reflections and conversations about everything that means a lot to us – and questions fuel crises. In this case, it is important to be aware of what we want to know and how we ask questions. For even the most well-meant questions can have effects that only few imagine.

         A historical question for well-being: How are we today?
      

         In an essay from 2018 published in the Journal of Research in Disease and Society, Carsten Obel, a Danish professor of general medicine and children’s mental health, along with co-researchers explored the question: How are we today? Last century, this is what chief physicians asked their patients, while they stood at the foot of a patient’s bed in the hospital ward. Typically, they did not speak directly to their patients. Perhaps, in the past, the argument of doctors was that patients should not worry but be calm to aid their recovery. The patient was never involved much, and the medical paradigm focused on the doctor’s authoritative monopoly for knowing best. This is decisively different today, as everyone has a monopoly on knowing best; everyone must be the expert of their own lives and, thus, everyone must take an interest in what a good life is for them. From this point, it is not a stretch to relate to big philosophical questions regarding happiness, the meaning of life, and so on. However, it does not stop here, as the questions we ask ourselves, we also ask others.

         Well-meant binary questions can lead to sadness and anhedonia
      

         Undoubtedly you have been asked, “Are you happy?” – and you have probably asked others the same. You have to stop! Binary questions regarding, for example, happiness, desire, the good life are reductive in a complex reality. Are you happy? Do you have a high libido? Do you live a good life? All three are examples of well-meaning questions, which risk doing more harm than good. Happiness researchers, authors and psychologists in the field of positive psychology have recently pointed out the potentially harmful effect of these kinds of questions. The question “Are you happy?” can make a person answer no, because he or she is not happy all the time. Who is? If you answer no to the question of being happy enough times, you risk locking the answer in your mind as the truth. Thereby, the thought of living an unhappy life becomes self-fulfilling and results in sadness, anhedonia (joylessness), feelings of emptiness, meaninglessness, discouragement and hopelessness.

         In my private sexology clinic, I meet many clients who have been asked: “Do you have a high libido?” – either by their loved one, a therapist or by their doctor. No matter how well-intentioned it is to ask about another person’s sex drive, this question makes many people feel that their sexual appetite is far too small and much smaller than other people’s. They, of course, are not always in the mood for sex. In particular, men seem to be affected by this question, because of a prevailing myth that real men are always in the mood. There seems not to be the same expectation for women, as culturally we accept that women are not always in the mood for sex.

         Similarly, “Do you live a good life?” is a binary question that you can only answer yes or no to. However, this is an even more complex question than asking about a person’s happiness or sex drive. Because happiness and desire are easily defined by psychologists and outlined by professionals, philosophers, etc. The good life is a value-laden expression that can be perceived in many ways. Conversely, most people have an interpretation of what a good life is or could be for themselves. At the same time, we have all learned that life is not good – or equally good – all the time. Even when life feels really good and happiness spurts through us like an Icelandic geyser, there can be suffering in our happiness. For example, we may worry about losing our happiness or that others will become jealous of our happiness. In the latter case, many will tone down the happiness they show. It can feel completely wrong being happy if others cannot be happy on our behalf.

         The question: “Do you live a good life?” sows a seed for existential thoughts such as: Do I live the life I most want? and: Are there things I still need to achieve? These questions can be important to ask yourself every now and then – but not all the time. Because particular existential questions can lead to uncertainty and doubt about the life one lives, and they can shatter your passion for life and your self-satisfaction.

         On the contrary, positive self-talk can have an opposite effect and elevate your satisfaction of life and joy. For example, by using positive self-talk you can tell yourself that your life offers many instances of happiness and happy occasions, that your libido is high enough, or that you live a good life. Thus, the key to a happier life lies in nuancing your perception of reality and focusing on what you are satisfied with and what you feel happy about – a relationship that will be elaborated on and exemplified through several sections of this book.

         A Doctor’s question for well-being in 2021:How are you today?
      

         “How are we today?” was a question that doctors asked their patients right up until the 1960s. Since then, there have been major changes in doctor-patient relationships and in the way conversations between them are conducted. Today, there is an expectation that a doctor speaks on equal terms with their patient and does not withhold “bad news” from them. Instead, a doctor uses empowerment, where the focus has changed from doing something about a disease or for a patient to do something togetherwith their patient. This is a very important and necessary shift in focus in the present-day treatment of patients and, of course, in conversational therapy. It is not just a matter of communicating good or bad news with a patient or starting a patient on an assessment or treatment plan. The uncovering of a patient’s strengths, health resources and available options takes place in conversation with them. That is why communication is so important.

         The patient could, perhaps, lack the courage and willingness to take co-responsibility in their treatment, so the doctor must accommodate for this. Other patients may have the courage and willpower but require tangible suggestions for what they can do. In these situations, it is not easy to be the expert of your own life. Here, a healthcare professional can be an inspiration and a sparring partner for the patient to provide ways to live a good life. This includes the mobilisation of a patient’s strengths and resources.

         In 2021, a doctor at their practice or in a hospital ward, will ask the patient questions such as: “How are you today?” – or: “How’s it going today?”. However, the doctor will not blindly trust the patient’s response. The patient’s own assessments and description of their well-being will be included in a doctor’s objective assessment, which also includes staff observations, a methodical examination of the patient, laboratory tests and other paraclinical examinations. However, a patient’s involvement does not stop here. It is common practice today for a patient to regularly report on their health and their perceived quality of life (so-called Patient Reported Outcome, PRO). Today, developments in patient care and a desire to ensure high-quality treatment have meant that a patient’s experience and satisfaction with their course of treatment is an important part of the quality assessment of the healthcare provided (this is done in Patient Reported Outcome Measures, PROM).

         The policy should be that patients are asked about their physical and mental well-being from their first to last contact with the healthcare system. In any case, this an ideal and reflects a societal tendency to take interest in each other’s well-being and satisfaction; therefore, we ask each other many questions concerning these things. As Carsten Obel and his co-researchers describe in the aforementioned essay, a narrative of feeling good or bad has become the central focal point for communication about well-being. This is true in the press, on social media and in society in general, and helps to create an inappropriate worry culture, which can trigger unhealthy emotional processing. When is something good enough? How does it feel? And couldn’t it feel just a tiny bit better? This hedonistic, self-centred approach was used in well-being research for decades and it still is to a degree. Today’s understanding of mental and physical health calls for a progression of our understanding of well-being, which can be achieved through new perspectives and by developing a common language for health and well-being, especially within the mental field. Which raises a key question: How can we talk about health, happiness and well-being in a respectful way and on equal terms – without inadvertently triggering emotional processing that can lead to varying degrees of dissatisfaction, sadness and anhedonia?

         The Good Life – how do we talk about it and perceive it?
      

         It is easier to talk about something which you understand and have some insight into. Therefore, seen from the perspective of positive psychology, I will highlight below ten conditions and dimensions that characterise a good life. The ten dimensions of a good life are:

         
            1st
          dimension: Cheerfulness, a zest for life, feelings of happiness and other positive emotions are an invaluable part of a person’s well-being and contentment.
      

            2nd
          dimension: Positive emotions take place in light of negative emotions. Negative emotions do not only drag people down mood-wise – when life gives us a storm, difficult emotions can act as a keel to lead us through the storm. Severe emotions can cause important changes in our lives and cause flourishing.
      

            3rd
          dimension: Life satisfaction is the ultimate focus for human lives and development. Many perceive and describe this satisfaction as happiness. Others argue, however, that meaningfulness is the road to life satisfaction.
      

            4th
          dimension: Having realistic psychological, biological and relational expectations is crucial for life satisfaction. Herein lies the belief that positive outcomes and successes in regard to happiness align with reality.
      

            5th
          dimension: Good physical health and healthy habits are essential for your physical and mental well-being. This includes having confidence, high self-esteem, valuing your own body and the bodies of others.
      

            6th
          dimension: Relaxation and recovery, such as a good night’s sleep, is the basis for enjoyment and functionality. Enjoyment is just as important as being able to function.
      

            7th
          dimension: Appreciating different, new and varied experiences and giving up the “need” for perfect performances makes it possible to overcome excessive self-control, performance anxiety and the fear of failure and rejection. This provides a protection against happiness oriented self-goals and dissatisfaction.
      

            8th
          dimension: Personal differences are respected, and these differences and similarities are appreciated. This means that other people’s happiness is recognised and respected, and the diversity of happiness is valued.
      

            9th
          dimension: The joy of life, satisfaction, and feeling happy are part of real life, and real life is part of the joy of life, satisfaction, and feeling happy. Herein lies the fact that feeling satisfaction, joy and happiness are already a part of our lives, although sometimes there could be more of these feelings.
      

            10th
          dimension: Satisfaction, well-being and living a good life are personal. Unique to the individual, happiness can be playful, seductive, pleasurable, enjoyable, energizing, meaningful, and spiritual.
      

         

         A good (sex)life is seldom perfect or problem free
      

         The above aspects of a good life are inspired by the 12 dimensions in a model developed by Americans Michael E. Metz and Barry W. McCarthy, who, based on conversations with thousands of couples, have conceptualised a Good-Enough Sex Model. Taking a starting point in sex-positivity, the model suggests that sex is an invaluable part of a person’s and a couple’s long-term well-being, and that sex is about intimacy, relationship satisfaction and trust. Metz and McCarthy outline that for satisfaction within the sexual sphere it is essential to have realistic psychological, biological and cohabitational expectations. Such realistic expectations allow us the flaws, shortcomings and inadequacies that naturally come with being human. This is what positive psychologist Tal Ben-Shahar calls the permission to be human. We must all give ourselves – and our fellow human beings – permission to be human. It is a permission that extends into the bedroom, where pleasurable sex can include far from perfect performances, such as an uncomfortable overstretch of an inner thigh or getting an elbow to the eye – just as you thought, your luck was in! It is also a permission with a fundamental understanding and acceptance that your emotions are as they are and that tough emotions belong in life too – regardless of whether you are in relationships or not.

         Conflicts in relationships, small and large, are inevitable. To which, John Gottman, one of the world’s leading marriage researchers has several important insights. Based on his research, Gottman has introduced a 5:1 ratio, which states that in the context of a conflict within a relationship, it is important to maintain five positive interactions for every negative interaction. In the positive interactions, the couple listens to each other, and approach each other with understanding and empathy, whereas in an negative interaction the couple draws away from each other, which easily generates, maintains, or enhances negative emotions towards each other within the relationship.

         A good (sex)life is seldom perfect nor problem free; this is applicable whether you are single or in a relationship. Today, there are infinite ways to be in a relationship and to be single. Some choose a loving relationship where they call themselves a couple but live separately, known as COLA relationships (Couples Living Apart). Others choose an active single life for the freedom that brings. Yet others, for one or another reason are involuntarily single, and this is not necessarily synonymous with less happiness in the sense of well-being and satisfaction. To be single is obviously just something else than being in a relationship, and it is important not to make the conversation around it value laden.

         Researchers from around the world have thus explored the good life – from living together and to a lesser degree single life – from different angles and have made their claim on what characterise a good life. And up until this point, as a rule this knowledge promotes the quality of the conversation surrounding the good life.

         Fishing for difficult emotions
      

         In February 2020 – before the corona pandemic locked down the country – I had a nice brunch meeting at a café in the Lyngby shopping centre. It was one of those cafés where you sit at small square tables that are so close together that you must concentrate to follow the conversation happening at your own table. When my friend went to the toilet and the conversation at our table was paused, the flow of words from the adjacent table caught me. And I could not help but overhear the conversation of two women who had just sat down. “How are you doing?”, A red-haired woman asked her friend on the other side of the table. “I’m actually doing okay,” the friend replied. That was apparently not a satisfactory answer. “No, how are you?”, the red-haired woman asked now. “I’m fine; it’s as if everything is just working out for me at the moment”, the friend replied and smiled. Her smile seemed genuine, so from the outside it was a little hard to understand what was going on. My astonishment did not diminish when the red-haired woman apparently doubted her friend’s answer and asked: “No, tell me, but how are you really?”.

         This example may sound rather banal and unproblematic, and yet questions of this kind can produce what they are looking for. If you fish for difficult emotions, you can create difficult emotions that were not there in the first place, or you could end up making difficult emotions even more painful. This kind of emotional fishing can create a breeding ground for uncertainty, doubt and worry. This is illustrated by the friend who replied: “I’m fine, like all in all, but I must admit that I still have a few things outstanding at work, and I also feel that my boyfriend is not as supportive as I wish he would be”. Her smile had now disappeared, and her face was marked by a furrowed brow.

         But the woman recovered quickly and asked: “But how are you?”. Whether the motive behind this question was a desire to shift the focus away from herself, I could not determine. It could also have been that the woman sensed that her friend wanted to be asked this question in return. We humans often ask others something we ourselves would like to be asked about. But one thing I was sure of: The two women were co-creators of their own and each other’s reality, and with their questions to each other, they sowed the seed for worry. In today’s culture of worry, we burden each other with too many questions which are difficult, fear inducing, problematic and risky. On the other hand, we are generally far too uninterested in what is already working well or really well, the unproblematic and the sometimes safe and boring.

         Happiness in not getting hung up on details
      

         When we ask questions about well-being, the good life and much more, it may be with the intention of uncovering what is happening to us or the state of the world. It can be very healthy to do. However, it is not healthy to look for conditions or finer details that you have no control over. On the other hand, it is far more uplifting and constructive to ask about things that work reasonably well or brilliantly. And if asked questions which are fishing for difficult emotions and problems – which may be there to some extent but do not make a huge impact on your overall happiness – you must be allowed not to take the bait. Questions about how you really feel must be answered with a mantra like: “I feel good when I do not get hung up on the details”.

         Some would translate this into never mind. “You just have to say never mind”, has in some years become the advice we give each other – and again it comes from a well-meaning place. But if you have a deep-seated problem, this particular advice may sound like a provocative simplification. That said, there is happiness in not getting bogged down in the details. Here, many can benefit from finding a mantra; it can easily be done without going full-blown Hare Krishna about it. It must be a mantra you believe. Let me share a recent example from my clinic where a woman in her mid-forties consulted me as she did not feel completely satisfied with her work as a secretary. She was also unhappy in her relationship, where she craved more desire and love. The woman worked on herself and her relationship in different ways, and it boosted her zest for life and life satisfaction tremendously. The woman also wrote a mantra that she thought was too private and “silly” to share with me. In our final session, however, she could not help but ask me: “Do you want to hear my mantra?”. In response to this question, I nodded restrainedly to underplay my accumulated curiosity. The woman continued: “I feel good when I smile on the phone, and smile under my face mask, I smile to the whole world – and it does not matter that I look good while doing it”.

         How do you ask about happiness and the good life?
      

         From the aforementioned, it becomes clear that questions concerning happiness and the good life should not be binary; they should, on the other hand, be open, revealing and explorative with the overall purpose being becoming wiser about each other and about life. Incidentally, it is difficult to listen to other’s descriptions of what they understand about happiness and living a good life without it resonating in your own life. And this is not bad at all, because it helps to give us an insight into a multifaceted reality that is constantly influenced by the time and the culture we live in.

         Open-ended questions can be asked in several ways. For example, you can ask about joy and meaningfulness with questions such as: What do you like? and: What gives you purpose? If one wants to stimulate existential thought and reflection, this can be done very simply with an additional question: What do you like? And how often do you do it? Or: What gives you purpose? And how often do you do it? Such questions have been widely used in coaching and therapy for several years and have undoubtedly helped many to focus on the important aspects of living a good life and have contributed to creating direction in life for them.

         In a conversation you can also identify situations where a person is doing well: In which situations do you thrive? The power of example should not be underestimated here. Examples can encourage the individual to live in greater harmony with the values they believe in. A satisfied life is very much about living authentically. What this means is also subjective.

         It may sound as if we are only talking about the enjoyable, meaningful and authentic life, and refraining from talking about all that is difficult. We should not do that either. But we will likely have to practice talking about difficulty in new and more nuanced ways. For example, without a doubt stress is a killer of happiness for thousands of Danes and millions in the Western world. There is a lot of talk about stress and all the unfortunate consequences that stress has. When we talk up the harmful effects of stress in this way, it is easy to overlook the potential of experiencing stress in measured portions. Stress undoubtedly kills but it is also a mental vaccine that prepares us for life, and it makes it possible for us to build strength and resilience. When burdening and stressful experiences are handled in appropriate ways, it can also build our self-esteem over time. Psychologist Kelly McGonigal describes in her book The Upside of Stress thebenefits of experiencing a degree of stress every now and then, including better focus, more energy flow, greater creativity and productivity. McGonigal’s research shows that stress in itself is not harmful to health. To her, it is the combination of being stressed and being convinced that all stress is dangerous and that stress can harm our health. The way we ask questions about stress can help to simplify our understanding of stress as a phenomenon that always without exception impacts our happiness and well-being, whereas reality is far more nuanced.

         It is difficult to ask humbly, if you believe you know everything about happiness
      

         Perhaps open-ended questions; questions that set-in motion existential thoughts and considerations; as well as questions of well-being and what it means to live authentically; are just tools that can be compared to the ribs of an umbrella. The umbrella itself consists of something else, which is more like – and here is my best guess – humility.

         In the Western world, our relationship with ourselves has generally outweighed our relationship with others. That does not have to be the case. Ethically, we can make time for others through our humility – as an approach to life and as a virtue. Humility does not conflict with basic psychological ideas or with all that happiness research has shown us – however, it is time to think more collectively about happiness, and this is where humility is a really good starting point.

         Humility is not about being ignorant about who you are, but it is rather about realizing and accepting all that you are not in relation to others. Without humility the ego takes over and you have a monopoly of what it means to live a good and happy life. At the same time, your fellow human beings are reduced to objects or are used for your own gain. With humility, the situation is quite different: your ego gets a healthy counterplay from other people’s egos, and you recognise that you know something – maybe even a lot – but not everything; nor do you know everything about what a good and happy life consists of. At the same time, you see the opportunities in learning new things and gaining new understandings through meeting other people. Others are met with respect and are given time and space in recognition that they are worthwhile. At the same time, your own urge for self-profiling and self-staging lessens. In conversation, humility will mark the questions you ask other people regarding happiness and the good life. In other words, humility is a particularly good starting point for new perspectives on well-meant questions.

      
   





What is the good life all about?



Satisfaction, happiness, meaningfulness, well-being, health or…?

“I will build a great wall – and nobody builds walls better than me, believe me – and I’ll build them very inexpensively. I will build a great, great wall on our southern border, and I will make Mexico pay for that wall. Mark my words.” There are probably few who are in doubt about who said these words in October 2015. On the other hand, there are probably many who may be in doubt about why a quote like this is in a book about the art of happiness and living a good life. It may be worth thinking about what the purpose might be with including this quote.

In a book where I point out how important it is to see the nuances of life, I took up the challenge to ask myself what I have a hard time nuancing – no, what I really, really have a hard time nuancing. And my decision fell on former US President Donald Trump: I do not like his attitudes, his views on people and political methods in the four years he ran the world’s most powerful office. I also do not like his hairstyle, gestures, rudeness and appearance. And if possible, I like his rhetoric even less. What positives could I say about this man, though? I actually thought about this question for several months. I even went so far as to float it with an ex, although without it bringing me much further. Suddenly it dawned on me that it was possible to say something positive: Trump is, after all, a true master at using value-laden words and expressions; they almost flow out of his mouth when he opens it. (I am fully aware that in this statement I have been quite generous as far as value-laden words are concerned).

However, this challenge to myself and to my nuances did not stop here. I could have just been lucky. Therefore, I set out to find another thing about Trump that in my eyes could be categorised as good, positive, or just neutral. This challenge occupied me for most of January and February of 2020. In March, the corona pandemic and crisis came, which diverted my attention, as it did for the rest of the world. And then something almost magical happened: At the end of March, Trump said something that surprised me and gave me food for thought: “The cure must not be worse than the problem.” This statement spoke to me because it brought a new dimension to dealing with the corona pandemic. No one knew the truth. Were we too slow to respond to the threat of the virus from the beginning? Or did we overreact? Were we too slow – or fast – to reopen the country in April and May? Was the cost from dealing with the corona pandemic too high – measured in side effects such as unemployment, company closures, expenditure, and not to mention emotional currencies such as happiness, security, and well-being? No one will ever come to this conclusion. That was not the answer I was looking for either. On the contrary, I had got what I was looking for: something – in this case a statement – that could nuance my understanding of a man with whom I did not diplomatically sympathise with. And I had got it now. I then left the challenge with an intensified belief that almost anything can be nuanced.

The good life – a value-laden expression with several nuances

We often use many more value-laden words than we are aware of. It can cause problems if, for example, we think something is right or good just because we say it is right or good. This also applies to the term: the good life that many use as if it were a unique entity – and something which everyone knows what it is just like a shoe, a star or a backpack. As far as the presumption of values go, the good life can easily be compared to Trump’s great, great wall. This does not change the fact that the term is here for good. But what is the good life really about? It largely depends on who you ask:



	According to the Greek philosopher Aristotle (384-322 BC), we get a good life, in the sense of a successful life, if we are good people with virtues such as courage, honesty, wisdom, self-control and a sense of justice. Our virtues are thus the recipe for a good, successful life. Eudaimonia is Aristotle’s ancient Greek word for success. The word consists of two words: eu which means good, and daimon which means spirit. It refers to the qualities and actions that lead a person to welfare and well-being. You cannot decide for yourself whether you have eudaimonia – whether your life is successful. Only others can assess whether you are living a virtuous and thus successful life. In international happiness research today, the word eudaimonia is often used to describe how meaningful a person finds life, or how much a person feels that they utilise their own potential as a human being.

	According to the Russian American psychologist Abraham Maslow, the good life is about meeting your needs, as he showed in the famous Maslow hierarchy of needs from 1943. Our needs must be met from the bottom up. The physiological needs for food, drink, sleep etc. are at the bottom of the pyramid and the growth needs of recognition and self-realization at the top.

	In Article 25 of the 1948 UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights from 1948 the fulfilment of human needs is the starting point for a good life: “Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control”.

	According to the Danish Health Act from 2005, the good life is about our physical and mental health and the absence of illness, suffering and disability. It is evident from section 1 of the Health Act, which describes the purpose of the health service, which consists of promoting the population’s health and preventing and treating illness, suffering and functional limitation for the individual.

	Based on positive psychology, the American psychologist Tal Ben-Shahar believes that the good life is about happiness, which in the book Happier from 2007 he describes as the ultimate currency.

	In 2011, one of the founders of positive psychology, American psychology professor Martin EP Seligman, suggested that the good life is about well-being. Seligman introduced the well-being model PERMA, which is an acronym for: Positive emotions, Engagement, positive Relationships, Meaning and Achievements.

	Since 2012, both the United Nations (UN) and the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) have chosen not only to look at economic indicators when measuring the development of a country. The OECD conducts annual well-being surveys to get an impression of the welfare of its 36 member countries. These measurements are based on the population’s subjective experience of security, socio-economic conditions, health and life satisfaction – all factors that mean a lot to people’s quality of life. The Secretary-General of the OECD, Ángel Gurría, has also pointed out that the ultimate goal for politics should be to increase the quality of life of people.

	For the Australian nurse Bronnie Ware – who has worked for several years with palliative care for dying people and in 2012 published the book The Top Five Regrets of the Dying – a good life is associated with as little regret on their deathbed as possible. It can also be interpreted as follows: Life consists of very many choices, and we should preferably feel as good as possible with the choices we make – and thus regret as few things as possible.

	For American psychologists Mary and Kenneth J. Gergen, the good life is about positive aging. For twenty years, the spouses have disseminated experiences and research-based articles on why it is important to dispel the myth of a sad old age. The book Roads to Positive Aging from 2017 outlines the concrete ways in which a person can grow up, live and feel a unique joy and vitality in getting older.

	For the Danish businessman and philosopher Morten Albæk, the good life can be boiled down to living meaningfully, which he explores in the book One Life: How We Forgot to Live Meaningful Lives published in English in 2019.

	Religions have also given their views on how one should live a good life. In the Old Testament alone, there are over 600 commandments, laws and rules for this. The Ten Commandments in Martin Luther’s small Catechism has a special status for many Danes. Of these, the first three commandments describe man’s relationship with God and the last seven outline how people should treat one another. The Book of Ecclesiastes, chapter 3, of the Old Testament can also give an idea of what the good life is about: “Wherefore I saw that there is nothing better, than that a man should rejoice in his works; for that is his portion: for who shall bring him back to see what shall be after him?” In other words, the happy life must not go out of fashion.





Throughout history, people have strived to live a good life. As it has been shown above, historically there have been countless suggestions as to what the good life is all about. Today, there is a general agreement that intangible factors such as perceived security, freedom, equality before the law, co-determination, sexual well-being, spirituality and faith also mean a lot to our experience of living a good life.

Seen through my eyes, however, there is another dimension that means a lot to each of us: the realization that the definition of the good life changes over time, and we must be able to embrace all of it. Just as there is a time to cry and a time to laugh, there is also a time to live humbly and frugally, and also a time to live wastefully and hedonistically. And a time to live superficially and a time to live with deep meaningfulness. A time to live impulsively and spontaneously and a time to live controlled and thoughtful, and so on.

A reasonably good life or a good life often gets even better when we allow ourselves to be content with what is, rather than chasing something we imagine might be even better. This chase is the Achilles heel of the modern person when it comes to the art of living. Incidentally, there is no simple, universal recipe for a good life, although many scholars and worldly-wise people have given several suggestions on this. Your understanding of what makes life good changes throughout life and usually takes on more nuances over time. What you as a child experienced as a good life could concern a trip to a fun fair. And what you as an adult experience as a good life can – believe me! – be about anything but a trip to a fun fair.

You can write your own script for the good life

“Existence is really loathsome, but, of course, you have nothing else than it”, said Robert Storm Petersen. Such a statement would give a start to a positive psychologist who encounters life with a completely different understanding. A positive psychologist would say that life is loathsome if you focus on the loathsome parts of life – but life is also good and full of joy if you look for the good and the joy. A positive focus creates a positive reality and a good life. A positive psychologist would also emphasise that every human being is the co-creator for their own life – and of their life’s own script. However, it is not a script, like a film director’s final, detailed script, but a screenplay that must be constantly rewritten and expanded upon. The script is based on culturally rooted values, life values, ethics, morals, and so on. And it includes among others, happiness activities and relationships that build our mental and physical resilience.

We all have experience of life. You have probably also noticed that some people complain a lot about life and approach it with the understanding that life is loathsome, just like Storm P. – if you take his quote at face value. Others, on the other hand, are very content with life and some would even describe themselves as happy. This difference could be an indication that some people live better lives than others. Is it because some people are better at writing their life’s script than others? Many people seem to have difficulty finding the recipe for a good life and seek help from doctors, psychologists, therapists, sexologists, coaches, mindfulness instructors and more. It is about taking responsibility for your life and making choices and therein for becoming the co-creator of your own happiness. It is a tradition with ties back to Søren Kierkegaard and existentialism. Professional help can be supportive, and it can make life more fun and more bearable in times of crises. Overall, professional help can give us guidance in writing our script for a good life. But perhaps you do not have to sit mindfully in a lotus position or throw yourself onto a Freudian divan to find exactly what enhances life and provides life quality. In my experience, many can go a long way by taking a glance over what observational studies of happy people show – because perhaps these people have truly reinvented the happiness-wheel, and there is no shame in copying it.

Observational studies of happy people show …

Researchers have looked at what characterises people who see themselves as happy.

Happy people:



	spend a lot of time with friends and family, and they nurture and enjoy these relationships.

	can easily rejoice with others and feel genuine compassion.

	can easily feel and express gratitude.

	are quick to offer a helping hand.

	enjoy the good things in life and are able to live in the present.

	are optimistic when they picture their future.

	have set themselves life goals and ambitions.

	have made exercise a weekly or daily habit.

	eat a healthy and varied diet and have healthy drinking habits.

	Have their share of stress, crises, and even tragedies.





Perhaps from here, it is not such a leap to compose a recipe for happiness. A woman in her forties came up to me during the break for a lecture I was giving on the art of joy. We were in the canteen at Aarhus University. I clearly remember this interruption because I was just about to take the first bite of a delicious slice of cake with a thick chocolate base when a woman introduced herself as Laura and asked if I had a few minutes. My gaze darted between my cake and the uninvited guest. “Of course,” I replied, immediately regretting my response. Whatever Laura had to tell me, it could not possibly surpass the glorious combination of marzipan, pastry, and dark chocolate. Imagine being so close to a glimpse of happiness and yet so far … But I was pleasantly surprised; Laura proved to make a good evening even better surpassing my delicious cake by a mile.

“I read your book,” said Laura, taking out a copy of The Recipe for Happiness from a small black nylon backpack. This was not a bad opening remark to capture the attention of a writer who enjoys conversation and debate. Her book was completely bent and had clearly been read many times over with a large number of post-it notes sticking out the top. I believed her and acknowledged this with a nod.

“I would have liked to have read your book before I started studying psychology and before I had spent thousands on therapy,” said Laura, who in just a few sentences had gained my full attention and aroused my curiosity. What did this woman want to share with me? “I have been looking high and low for a recipe to a happy and a good life. For many years, I have thought that happiness was something that I should find …” A touch of melancholy moved like a shadow over the woman’s face. “Something I had to find from a partner, from my dream education, or from a gap year volunteering in Mongolia. But I never found the recipe. Had I just known about the observational studies you have just lectured on, I would have saved myself a lot of time and effort. I do not have to invent everything from scratch. I – and everyone else – can just copy-paste the things that characterise happy people. It is not wrong or a crime to copy what works for others”. To that I nodded eagerly and knew immediately that for the next lecture at the university I would make a new slide with two quite simple and down-to-earth happiness strategies about creating a good life.

The next day I sat down at my desk to adjust my slide show and I sent grateful thoughts west, towards Aarhus the “City of Smiles”, towards Laura, who had inspired me to describe two different strategies of happiness for a good life. I called the strategies plan A and plan B:






	
	


	
		Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy The Recipe for Happiness 2.0.

		Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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