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APPLYING THE SCIENCE OF
HAPPINESS IN THE
CONSULTING ROOM

Bill O’Hanlon
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Signature strengths:
Transcendence

!Spirituality and transcendence

!Gratitude

!Forgiveness and mercy

!Humor
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Religiousness/Spirituality:
Positive Psychology definition
! Having coherent beliefs about the

higher purpose and meaning of the
universe

! Knowing where one fits within the
larger scheme

! Having beliefs about the meaning of
life that shape one’s conduct and
provide comfort

Source: Peterson, C. (2006). A Primer in
Positive Psychology. NY: Oxford.
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Spirituality and Transcendence

!  A definition of spirituality:
!Something beyond individual

personality and ego

!Connection to something bigger
within or beyond oneself
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Spirituality

!  Three Cs of spirituality:

!Connection

!Compassion

!Contribution
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Seven Pathways to Connection

!Soul/heart/deep or core self
!Body
!Another
!Others
!Nature
!Art
!Bigger meaning or purpose (could

involve God, higher power, cosmic
consciousness)
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Connective rituals

! A review of 50 years of research on family rituals showed
that regular routines had a positive effect on health and
family relationships

! Of the 32 studies reviewed, one of the more common
routines identified was dinnertime, along with bedtime,
chores, and everyday activities such as talking on the
phone or visiting with relatives. The most frequently
identified family rituals were birthdays, Christmas, family
reunions, Thanksgiving, Easter, Passover, funerals and
Sunday activities including the "Sunday dinner."

Fiese, Barbara H.; Tomcho, Thomas J.; Douglas, Michael; Josephs,
Kimberly ; Poltrock, Scott; and Baker, Tim. (2002)."A Review of 50
Years of Research on Naturally Occurring Family Routines and Rituals:
Cause for Celebration?," ; Journal of Family Psychology, Vol. 16, No. 4.
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Connective rituals

! Rituals involve repetitive activities that connect one to
oneself, others and/or to something beyond self and
others (God, higher power, bigger meaning and so on)

! Can be daily, weekly, monthly, yearly or seasonally
repeated

! Religion has been shown to be correlated with positive
mental health (less depression, anxiety and major mental
illness) and more stable relationships (more marital
stability and lower divorce rates); Perhaps rituals built in
to religious traditions might explain some of this positive
correlation

See: Koenig, Harold George; McCullough, Michael E.; Larson,
David B. (2001) Handbook of Religion and Health.

Oxford: Oxford University Press.
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Forgiveness

Anger can be helpful to protect us or

resolve a problem in the short run,

but when it persists long after the

original situation, it is usually harmful

to the person who feels angry.
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Forgiveness

A grievance results from:

1. Something happens we don’t want

to happen;

2. We take it personally;

3. We think about it too much or it
intrudes on our thoughts quite a
bit
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Forgiveness

Preparing to forgive:

1. Acknowledge what happened and

your feelings about what

happened;

2. When the time is right,
deliberately decide to forgive
(not forget or excuse)
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Forgiveness
It’s for the forgiver, not the perpetrator or injurer:

1. Find a way to view the injury as less personal to
more of impersonally;

! See the hurt as more common in that this kind of hurt
has happened to others

! If possible, find a way to think about the injury as not
aimed at you, but perhaps more of a comment about
the person who hurt you

2. Change your grievance story to a hero story
! Stop organizing your life story around the injury
! Become a hero of your story by choosing to forgive

Adapted from Forgive for Good, by Fred Luskin, Harper
SanFrancisco, 2002
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Forgiveness Letter
Think of the people who have wronged you whom you

have never explicitly forgiven, although you would
like to do so. Write a letter to one of these
individuals describing in concrete terms why you
forgive him or her and what, if anything, you hope
will happen between you in the future.

Do not send this letter unless you really want to do so
and are sincere in your forgiveness.

Derived from Chris Peterson’s A Primer in Positive
Psychology. NY: Oxford University Press, 2006.
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Forgiveness

The stupid neither forgive nor forget;

the naive forgive and forget; the

wise forgive but do not forget.

–Thomas Szasz
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Forgiveness

Always forgive your enemies; nothing

annoys them so much.

 –Oscar Wilde
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Forgiveness research

The act of forgiveness can result
in less anxiety and  depression,
better health outcomes,
increased coping with stress, and
increased closeness to God and
others.

Worthington, E.L. (ed.)  Dimensions of Forgiveness:
Psychological Research & Theological Perspectives
(Templeton Foundation Press; 1997)
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Gratitude
!  Expressing gratitude has a short-term

positive effect (several weeks) on
happiness levels

!  Those who are typically or habitually
grateful are happier than those who
aren’t habitually grateful

Park, N. Peterson, C. and Seligman, M. (2004).
“Strengths of character and well-being among
youth,” Unpublished manuscript, U. of Rhode
Island.
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The Gratitude Exercise
At the end of each day, after dinner and before going to

sleep, write down three things that went well during the
day. Do this every night for a week. The three things you
list can be relatively small or large in importance. After
each positive event on your list, answer in your own words
the question: “Why did this good thing happen?”

This exercise was found to increase happiness and decrease
depression up to 6 months after the week [note: 60% of
participants carried on the habit]

Seligman, M.; Steen, T.A.; Park, N.;  and Peterson, C. and (2005). “Positive
psychology progress: Empirical validation of interventions,” American
Psychologist, 60:410-421.
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Humor
Having a sense of humor includes many

mental health benefits. Individuals with a

greater sense of humor are more

motivated, cheerful, trustworthy, and have

a higher self-esteem. They are also more

likely to develop close, social

relationships

Kelly, W.E. (2002). “An Investigation of worry and

sense of humor,” Journal of Psychology, 136,

657-666.

Science of Happiness 20

Humor
Humor has an indirect effect on stress

levels. By having a humorous outlook on
life, stressful experiences are often
minimized.

Humor corresponds with positive emotional
states and is known to be an indicator of
mental health.

Martin, R.A. (2001). “Humor, laughter, and physical
health: Methodological issues and research
findings,” Psychological Bulletin, 127, 504-519.
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Humor
A study done at the University of Maryland

Medical Center suggests that a good
sense of humor and the ability to laugh at
stressful situations helps mitigate the
damaging physical effects of distressing
emotions and may be involved in
decreasing the risk of heart attacks.

Miller, M. "Divergent Effects of Laughter and Mental Stress on
Endothelial Function: Potential Impact of Entertainment,"
presented at the Scientific Session of the American
College of Cardiology, March 6-9 2005, Orlando, Fla.
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Clinical take away

Using humor in sessions can help
clients reduce stressful emotions.

Encouraging clients to use humor to
deal with stressful situations in
their lives can help them become
less angry and stressed.
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Humor and Problem Solving
One study involved two groups of college students who

were shown two different video tapes and then given
some creative problems to solve. The first group saw
a five-minute clip of bloopers from the old TV shows
Gunsmoke, Have Gun, Will Travel and The Red
Skelton Show. The students in the second group
were shown a math video called Area Under A
Curve. The students who saw the funny bloopers
were 300% to 500% more likely to come up with
successful solutions to problems they were asked to
solve than those who saw the boring math video.

Isen, A. M., Daubman, K. A., & Nowicki, G. P. (1987). “Positive
affect facilitates creative problem solving,” Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 52, 1122-1131
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Clinical take away

Using humor in sessions can help
clients to be more effective
problem solvers.
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Humor

After twelve years of therapy my

psychiatrist said something that

brought tears to my eyes. He said,

'No hablo ingles.’

–Ronnie Shakes
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Applying The Science of HappinessApplying The Science of Happiness

http://www.billohanlon.com
http://www.thewebwhisperers.com
http://www.getyourbookwritten.com
http://www.getovertrauma.com

Bill O’Hanlon, Possibilities
223 N. Guadalupe #278
Santa Fe, NM 87501
PossiBill@aol.com
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Applying The Science of HappinessApplying The Science of Happiness

This PowerPoint presentation was
created by Bill O’Hanlon ©2007.
You have my permission to use it
for non-commercial purposes (like
sharing it with your colleagues or
studying it yourself). If you want
to use it in any commercial
(money-making) activities, please
contact me for permission and
discussion.


