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APPLYING THE SCIENCE OF
HAPPINESS IN THE
CONSULTING ROOM

Bill O’Hanlon

Why we’re bad at predicting
what will make us happy
  The hedonic treadmill

 What initially seems to make us happy soon fades and we require
more and more of it to have the same effect or we have to wait a
while to have that “first experience” again

  Clinical implications:
 Tell them about the hedonic treadmill and find examples of it
in their life

When clients are about to make bad decisions based on what
they think will make them happy, re-orient them to previous
choices they have made that haven’t made them happy in the
long run even when they thought they would

Why we’re bad at predicting
what will make us happy
  Predictions about what will make us happy are based on

current desires and situations
 What initially seems to make us happy soon fades and we require

more and more of it to have the same effect or we have to wait a
while to have that “first experience” again

  Clinical implications:
 Tell them about the hedonic treadmill and find examples of it
in their life

When clients are about to make bad decisions based on what
they think will make them happy, re-orient them to previous
choices they have made that haven’t made them happy in the
long run even when they thought they would

What doesn’t influence happiness
levels (that we might expect would)
 Age
 Gender
 Looks
 IQ
 Mental/physical energy levels
 Education (well, only slightly, and

that is probably because of income
differences)
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What doesn’t make us happy
Trying to be happy or monitoring

your happiness blocks increases in
happiness
People were told to monitor their happiness or try to be
more happy while listening to Stravinsky’s Rite of
Spring. People who merely listened to it reported more
happiness afterward than people who were monitoring
their happiness or trying to be happy while listening.

Schooler, J., Ariely, D. and Lowenstein, G. (2003) “The
pursuit of happiness can be self-defeating,” in Brocas
and Carillo (Eds.) The Psychology of Economic Decisions,
Vol. 1, pp. 41-70. NY: Oxford University Press.

Money, work and happiness
 Happiness levels in the US and other industrialized nations

have not increased for the past 50 years, despite massive
increases in real income for every income level

  Americans work longer hours than any other industrialized
nations, yet we are not the happiest

 45% of the wealthiest Americans report being very happy;
33% of the bottom quarter of income level people report
being happy (and that also hasn’t changed for the past 50
years)

Money and happiness
  Increases in income have only a

short-term effect on happiness
  People in very poor nations

typically have lower levels of
happiness, but after a certain
annual income level (anywhere
from $9,000-$20,000/yr.),
happiness does not increase much
on a national basis

Happiness levels are generally
stable over time
 Most of us have a “set point” of

happiness and out levels stay
about the same over time

 There are some things that
temporarily raise happiness levels
and others that seem to
permanently raise or lower general
happiness levels
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What does make us happy
  Comparing oneself to others who are worse off makes some

people happier; if we compare ourselves to others who
are better off, we feel worse

 Good relationships (friends, family, workmates,
partners/spouses) are a big component in creating
lasting happiness increases
 We’ll get into more detail in this area next class

 Having a sense of hope for the future

Creating or restoring hope
Rehabilitating or inviting people into

preferred, compelling positive
futures

Future Pull
 Creating a sense of a problem-free future or

a future with hope and possibilities
 Assume change will happen
 Let your language reflect that sense of hope
 Presuppose change
 Tell stories of possibility without being

invalidating or “too positive”
 Help the person imagine a time after the

problem
 The miracle question

Elspeth McAdam
. . . A young girl I was working with had experienced

abuse. She walked into my office as a very large girl
with shaved hair, tattoos on her head, and I don't
think she had showered in a week. I had been asked
to see her because she was so angry. She clearly
didn't want to come and see an expletive expletive
shrink. She was very angry at being there. I just said
to her, 'You've talked to everybody about your past.
Let's talk about your dreams for the future.' And her
whole face just lit up when she said her dream was to
become a princess. In my mind I could not think of
two more opposite visions–but I took her very
seriously. I asked her about what the concept of
princess meant for her.
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Elspeth McAdam
She started talking about being a people's princess who would

do things for other people, who would be caring and generous
and a beautiful ambassador. She described a princess who
was slender and well dressed. Over the next few months, we
started talking about what this princess would be doing. I
discovered that, while this girl was 14 and hadn't been
attending school for a long time, the princess was a social
worker. I said, 'Okay it is now ten year's time and you have
trained as a social worker. What university did you go to?'
She mentioned one in the north of England. I asked, 'What
did you read [study] there?' She said, 'I don't know,
psychology and sociology and a few other things like that.'
Then I said, 'Do you remember when you were 14? You'd
been out of school for two or three years. Do you remember
how you got back in school?'

Elspeth McAdam
She said, 'I had this psychiatrist who helped me.' I

said, 'How did she help you?' And she started talking
about how we made a phone call to the school. I said,
"Who spoke? Did you or her?' She replied, 'The
psychiatrist spoke but she arranged a meeting for us
to go to the school.' I said, 'Do you remember how
you shook hands with the head teacher when you went
in? And how you looked and what you wore?' We went
into these minute details about what that particular
meeting was like–looking from the future back. And
she was able to describe the conversations we had
had, how confident she had been, how well she had
spoken, and the subjects she had talked about. I
didn't say any more about it.

Elspeth McAdam
About a month after this conversation

she said to me, 'I think it's about
time we went to the school, don't you?
Can you ring and make an
appointment?' I asked if she needed
to talk about it anymore and she said
no, that she knew how to behave.
When we went into the school she was
just brilliant. I first met that girl ten
years ago. Now she is a qualified
social worker. She fulfilled her
dream–although she didn't go to the
university she mentioned.

Relevant research
Several studies have shown that whatever the most recent or

last part of an experience is tends to color and strongly
influence our overall memory or sense of that experience. A
particularly graphic example involves people who were
undergoing proctological exams. Patients were divided into
two groups: the first was given the standard proctological
exam; the second was given the exam but the scope was left
in but not moved for an extra minute at the end (sorry for
the pun) of the exam. Those patients who experienced the
longer exam were more willing to undergo the procedure again
in the future. Ending on a good note makes a difference in
how the whole (sorry again) experience is remembered.

Reference: Redelmeier, D., and Kahneman, D. (1996) "Patients' memories of painful
medical treatments: Real-time and retrospective evaluations of two minimally
invasive procedures," Pain, 116:3-8.
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How to apply this to changework
  End sessions with compliments or

pleasant topics

Imagine a future without the problem

 Ask the person to imagine they didn’t
have the problem

 What would they be doing and
thinking?; What would be different?

 How would other people know that the
problem was no longer troubling them
if they didn’t tell them?

 Use metaphors and images to help the
person imagine a problem-free future;
miracle; time machine; crystal ball;
magic wand

What does make us happy:
The “big seven”
  Family relationships (good relationships)
  Financial situation (up to a certain level)
  Work (being employed and having meaningful

work)
  Community and friends (good connections)
  Health (subjective sense of good health)
  Personal freedom (feeling of government

oppression/restriction vs. freedom)
  Personal values (belief in God or bigger

purpose or meaning)

Source: U.S. General Social Survey

The Good Life
 What constitutes the “good life”
  This goes beyond happiness and

examines what is satisfying and
gratifying and makes life worth
living
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Seligman’s List of Virtues:
Six areas
 Wisdom and Knowledge
 Courage
 Love and Humanity
 Justice
 Temperance
 Spirituality and Transcendence

Wisdom and Knowledge
 Curiosity and interest in the world
 Love of learning
 Judgment, critical thinking and

open-mindedness
 Ingenuity, originality, practical

intelligence, emotional intelligence
 Perspective

Courage
 Valor and bravery
 Perseverance, industry, diligence
 Integrity, genuiness, honesty

Love and Humanity
 Kindness and generosity
 Loving and allowing oneself to be

loved
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Justice
 Citizenship, duty, teamwork,

loyalty
 Fairness and equity
 Leadership

Temperance
 Self-control
 Prudence, discretion, caution
 Humility and modesty

Transcendence
 Appreciation of beauty and excellence
 Gratitude
 Hope, optimism, future mindedness
 Spirituality, sense of purpose, faith,

religiousness
 Forgiveness and mercy
 Playfulness and humor
 Zest, passion and enthusiasm

Bill O’Hanlon’s info
Websites:
http://www.billohanlon.com
http://www.mypublishingcoach.com
http://www.thewebwhisperers.com

Email:
PossiBill@aol.com


