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Praise for The Happiness Experiment

“I love this book! I couldn’t put this book down; it’s a real page-turner. My wife actually got mad at me because reading it kept me up late at night. I wanted to see what the next person did to increase their happiness. The lessons learned from this happiness experiment are something everyone can apply to their life. I promise if you read this book, you’ll learn how to be happier.”

—Jack Canfield, coauthor of the Chicken Soup for the Soul® series and The Success Principles™

“One of the most compelling aspects of The Happiness Experiment is Barney’s concept of ‘pre-quests.’ This forward-thinking approach is exactly the kind of disruptive idea that resonates in our era of exponential change. It encourages a paradigm shift, urging us to think bigger and act sooner in our pursuit of both personal fulfillment and positive impact.”

—Peter H. Diamandis, MD, founder and chairman of XPRIZE Foundation; author of Abundance and Bold

“Carl Barney’s work beautifully reminds us that longevity isn’t merely about extending our years but enriching them. The Happiness Experiment is an essential read for anyone looking to cultivate not just a longer life but a more joyful and fulfilling one.”

—Peter Attia, MD, author of Outlive: The Science and Art of Longevity

“This book is a guide to a happier life providing lessons, tools, stories, and a new mindset for what happiness means and how to achieve it. I was entertained by the relatable stories and empowered by the message.”

—Alexander McCobin, CEO of Conscious Capitalism, Inc.

“Carl Barney has found a way to stimulate curiosity around the true meaning of happiness and then coach them to embody the full-hearted feeling of delight. This inspiring and practical book will help you integrate happiness into your daily life.”

—Marcia Reynolds, PsyD, author of Outsmart Your Brain and Coach the Person, Not the Problem

“Carl is an extraordinary self-made entrepreneur who has realized in Aristotle’s context that ‘a life well lived’ is the foundation for genuine happiness.”

—John Allison, retired chairman and CEO of BB&T; retired president and CEO of the Cato Institute

“For those fortunate enough to have created an estate sizable enough to outlive the owner, The Happiness Experiment provides an outstanding opportunity to invert conventional wisdom regarding estate planning and wealth transfer. Rather than donating large sums of money to just enshrine one’s name upon a building, why not provide the seed capital to those most important in your life’s journey so their happiness can be witnessed? Carl’s book is a very enjoyable and thought-provoking read while causing genuine reflection on how best to create happiness in others during your own life. Remember, no one has ever seen an armored car at a funeral!”

—David Sokol, chairman of Teyton Capital, LLC; author of Pleased But Not Satisfied; coauthor of America in Perspective: Defending the American Dream for the Next Generation

“The Happiness Experiment is a profound and refreshing exploration of how we can develop wealth, relationships, and thoughtful planning to unlock greater joy and fulfillment in our lives. Carl delivers a deeply personal and practical approach to achieving happiness, weaving together real-life stories, innovative tools, and transformative insights. This is not just a book—it’s a guide to rethinking how we use our resources to enrich our own lives and those of the people we care about most.”

—Dr. Marshall Goldsmith, Thinkers50 #1 Executive Coach; New York Times best-selling author of The Earned Life, Triggers, and What Got You Here Won’t Get You There
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INTRODUCTION

In Search of Greater Happiness


“It is not how much we have but how much we enjoy that makes happiness.”

—CHARLES SPURGEON



THIS HAPPINESS EXPERIMENT involved real people, real events, and real results. The experiment was unique—it had never been done before. The purpose of this experiment was to determine whether people’s happiness could be increased by using an innovative process of Happiness Planning, Happiness Coaching, and Happiness Grants (inheritances provided to the grantees while the grantor is still alive).

This wasn’t an academic experiment; it didn’t involve recruiting volunteers to test ideas about happiness. This happened in the real world. Twenty friends embarked on a journey in pursuit of greater happiness. The experiment began when their lives were turned upside down by an outrageous, massive surprise.

As a result of the Happiness Grants and my friends’ Happiness Planning, their lives were changed forever. This book describes how recipients reacted to their grants, the thinking and planning that went into what would have the greatest impact on increasing their happiness, and the results they experienced.

The most surprising outcome of the experiment was that it wasn’t simply the money that increased my friends’ happiness. In fact, even before my friends spent a dollar, their happiness had already increased, and not only because they had more money to spend. They were happier because they had begun thinking more deeply and seriously about achieving greater happiness. They engaged in Happiness Planning and Happiness Coaching. These two activities had the biggest impacts on their happiness. This book will guide you through the Happiness Planning process, which will increase your happiness also.

This book will also be helpful if you have wealth and/or property. It shows how you can use your wealth to increase your own happiness and the happiness of your friends and family. It provides a novel way to use your wealth to enhance your own life, your loved ones’ lives, and others whom you care about.

Coaches, financial planners, estate planners, lawyers, accountants, and wealth managers/advisors: This book provides a completely new way for you to help your clients significantly increase their happiness.

Ironically, The Happiness Experiment began with a terrifying explosion on an airplane and one hundred passengers plummeting toward the ground.


A Gift for You

To increase your happiness, get a Happiness Checklist free from my website, HappinessExperiment.com
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CHAPTER 1

An Explosion on the Plane


“Having near-death experiences makes you see everything in a whole new light. It’s like getting a second chance at living—and thinking.”

—MITCH ALBOM



THE JET WAS RACING DOWN THE RUNWAY, engines at full throttle. We took off and began a steep climb.

I had enjoyed countless flights, and this one, out of Reno, Nevada, on a clear evening, felt completely routine. I had to prepare for an important meeting regarding a credo for the colleges I managed, so I took the opportunity to review my notes for the presentation. I started reading:

“We’re entrusted with the hopes and aspirations of our students who seek a career and a better life. We’re dedicated to helping them graduate. We pledge to provide the finest education possible, and to—”

KABOOM!

The plane was blasted by a massive explosion. It sounded like a bomb going off.

I thought the entire back of the plane had been blown away.

In a mere instant, everything froze for me. Nothing came to my mind, and nothing was in my mind: It was totally blank. Nothing else existed for me—just the plane and the moment. Time stood still. It’s hard to explain because there’s nothing to describe except nothing else existed.

There was total silence. Not a sound. There was no engine noise, no talking, no screaming, not even the sound of the air-conditioning.

Eerily, the plane continued to climb. We floated upward, soundlessly, with no engine. It was surreal, like something from The Twilight Zone—climbing . . . without engines. It felt as though an invisible force was carrying us higher and higher.

But then, inevitably, the nose of the plane turned down. We headed toward the ground in a steep dive.

I expected to hear screams and cries from my hundred or so fellow passengers. But not a sound. None at all. Just that eerie silence. Somehow, the silence was comforting. I flipped up the shade on my window and saw the lights on the ground a few thousand feet below. They were approaching fast. Too fast.

It’s funny what comes into your mind during such a crisis. I remember, vividly, my exact first thought: Oh crap! This is it. I’m going to die. I’m going to miss my meeting.

I don’t know why, but I wasn’t scared. Somehow, it was as if the quiet, the silence of floating downward toward the ground, were comforting. It was going to be a fast way to die.

My life didn’t flash before my eyes. Instead, I thought of the will I had recently updated, and of my family and friends who would each receive a lot of money. This included April, my executive assistant, without whom I couldn’t function or maintain my sanity; Jonathan, the CEO of the colleges I had built, who had done such an amazing job of growing them; and Collin, a brilliant, creative executive who launched innovative initiatives that significantly expanded and improved the colleges. I thought about the others also named in my will—family, dear friends, associates, and former employees.

How surprised and pleased they’ll be when my will is read. They’re each about to come into a lot of money. That made me happy. But what a shame. I won’t be there to see their faces . . .

Snapping out of my reverie, I looked out the window. The houses on the ground had grown bigger. This was it! We were going to crash into those people’s homes. I felt so sorry that these homes would be destroyed, and a lot of innocent people would die.

I had enjoyed a long, full, and successful life. I had worked hard building some great colleges. I had earned millions and created a comfortable, even luxurious, lifestyle. I had traveled all over the world, experienced wonderful relationships, and surrounded myself with dear friends and family. It had been a great run. But now, my time had run out.

Crap!

A flight attendant appeared at the front of the plane and took out a long piece of paper and announced: “Ladies and gentlemen, we have a technical problem.”

I swear, that’s what he said: a “technical problem”! We’re going down without engines, we’re all going to die, and he calls it a “technical problem”! Really?!

Trying to reassure us, he added, “We’re heading back to the airport.”

No, my friend, we’re heading into the ground.

As the plane continued to fall, he asked with admirable calm, “Are there any airline personnel on the plane?” What are they supposed to do—serve coffee? “Show of hands, please. Any first responders? Any firefighters?” He continued through a long list as I stared at him in disbelief.

Then he described the emergency crash position—fold your arms on your knees and rest your head there. I thought: Or put your head between your legs and kiss your butt goodbye. I had never read the safety instructions before. Who does? Now, I grabbed the card and started speed-reading as we fell from the sky.

Between looking out the window watching the houses on the ground getting closer and speed-reading the safety instructions, I had no time to look at other passengers. Were they frozen, petrified, silently weeping, praying? I didn’t know. No one screamed or even cried audibly. Were they struck dumb? Maybe, but I heard not a sound. It was surreal.

Too soon, we were just a few hundred feet above the rooftops. I tightened my seat belt, bent over, pressed my face against my folded arms, and braced my feet against the floor.

Suddenly, the plane made a sharp curve and leveled out. We glided with no engines, just above the rooftops. It felt magical, like something out of a science-fiction movie. We simply glided silently—no sound at all.

After what felt like a minute of this, a joyous noise broke the eerie silence. It was the sound of an engine coming on! Then, a rising whine of increasing power. It started to dawn on me that we might survive.

Very slowly, we gained speed. I poked my head up and snatched another glance out the window. We were flying right above the rooftops. It must have terrified the people in those homes.

I thought about how Captain “Sully” Sullenberger had crash-landed his airliner on the Hudson River in New York, saving everyone. But this is Reno—there are casinos, but nothing like a Hudson River. Still, I felt a surge of relief and hope. Perhaps the pilot is going to try to land the plane on a highway or maybe on a lake . . .

We continued to glide above the rooftops; then, very gradually, the plane started to rise—more and more, until we had cleared the houses and were heading straight for the surrounding mountains. Thankfully, we cleared those, too.

I didn’t know it at the time, but I later learned that one of the engines had exploded. The pilot, fearing a fire, shut everything off. Thankfully, we still had one engine, and with the increased air speed from the pilot’s steep, deliberate dive, it was just enough to keep us airborne. We circled for what seemed like an hour on that single engine. After clearing the mountains, we were heading back toward the airport. The pilot was going to try to land—with one engine.

As we descended, the flight attendant told us that we were going to land and that we should assume the emergency crash position. He said, “Tighten your seat belt firmly.” I tightened my seat belt so much it hurt.

On the ground, fire engines and ambulances, with hundreds of bright lights flashing like a Fourth of July fireworks display, raced to positions along the runway. Then I did get scared. I wondered if we could land. Who knew what damage the plane had suffered from the explosion? Again, it was amazing—no panic, no wails of fear, no screams—just the humming of that solitary engine. Everyone remained astonishingly calm.

The plane approached the runway, rocking back and forth steadily. The flashing lights of the trucks and fire engines came level with us, racing to keep up. They sped along on each side as we touched down.

The landing was intense: white knuckles, heads on folded arms. We touched down. It was a perfect landing. When the plane slowed to a stop, the applause was deafening.

As a line of traumatized but relieved passengers filed off the plane, the pilot stepped out of the cockpit. He stood up straight in the aisle at the front and, with a little smile, said calmly, “Thank you for flying Delta.”

As I neared him, I paused and looked into his eyes. “Captain,” I said, “thank you for saving our lives.”

He smiled and nodded. Though he tried to suppress it, I could see just how pleased and proud he was.

His expertise—his calm, his competent handling of a crippled aircraft—had spared us all from catastrophic death. He and his crew spared our loved ones from incalculable trauma and grief, and they had also spared all the people on the ground who would have died in a fireball had we crashed into their homes. That was something to be proud of.

After I got off the plane, I called Peggy, my romantic partner at the time, and she asked, “Did you get there already?”

“No, I’m still in Reno.”

“Well, what are you doing there?”

“The plane had a problem.”

“What do you mean, ‘a problem’?”

“No big deal, but the plane almost crashed.”

“Oh my God! What are you talking about?”

I then told her the story of how the engine had blown up and how, as we were diving to the ground, we almost crashed. I made a joke of it. But that only made things worse.

“You could’ve died!” Peggy wailed.

“I nearly did,” I said. Then she started to cry.

She asked me if I was coming home, and I said I’d get a hotel at the airport and fly out the next morning.

“I hope you’re not going to be flying Delta again!”

“No other airline’s going to get me there by tomorrow morning. But don’t worry. Delta has great pilots!” I chuckled.

Once I was in the terminal, everything around me seemed brighter than normal, sharper, more colorful. It was as if some brain chemical had been activated. I spotted a bar with some of my fellow passengers inside. I sat down next to one and said, “That was a close one.”

He turned to me. “I thought we were going to die.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“That pilot was amazing!” he added.

“Yeah, if it weren’t for him, we would be dead. He’s a true hero.”

I noticed that he was drinking a large something or other, and I figured that was a great idea, so I ordered a double of the same.

“That really shook me up. It’s got me thinking about my life.”

I nodded slowly.

In the airport hotel that night, I couldn’t sleep. I tossed and turned in the dark, reliving the flight and thinking about my life.

During those harrowing moments, I knew I was going to die. And in the hands of a lesser pilot, I would have. Thankfully, I lived, and what was left of my life felt more important, more precious. What was I going to do with it? How could I make the most of it? Was I doing what I really wanted to do?

The first thing that occurred to me was that I was spending almost all of my life at my desk, with a huge workload. I had been putting off simple pleasures—not taking weekends off, not going on vacations, not spending time with family or friends. I was too busy working all the time. I really must change that.

I thought about my family and friends. There was a lot of affection and love in my life. I was grateful for them—their goodwill, their generosity, their support, their friendship—which is why they were in my will.

Suppose I had died, and some lawyer was reading my will to them. How would that have gone? I imagined my family, friends, and former employees all meeting in a lawyer’s office—not the warmest or happiest place to be—and the attorney intoning, “We’re here to read Carl’s will . . .” That would be a grim occasion for them and, of course, a non-event for me.

The attorney would go on in this formal, cold meeting: “. . . the last will and testament, dated . . .” He’d announce who was to receive what and how much.

I didn’t like this picture one bit. There had to be a better way.


CHAPTER 2

Generosity and Gratitude—The Sixpence Lady


“Sometimes the smallest things take up the most room in your heart.”

—A. A. MILNE



THE NEXT MORNING, I did fly to Salt Lake City—on Delta—and attended the meeting I’d been heading to. Everyone says of their colleagues, “we’re a family”; but in our company, we really were. I told them the story of why I was late—I described the explosion and diving toward the ground. A couple of my fellow executives teared up, and one started crying silently. I was moved by how it affected them. It brought home to me how caring and close we were. I realized how precious this dedicated team of executives was to me, and I was grateful for them.

I started thinking about gratitude, and reawakened memories—deep feelings of gratitude toward the men and women who had helped me throughout my life. Though I didn’t realize it, that sense of gratitude would soon lead to unimagined consequences—for my family, my friends, and me.

The seeds of gratitude were planted long ago, when I was a small child, sobbing on a sidewalk in London, England.

The Devastation of War

I was born in 1941 in London, during World War II. Thankfully, I was too young to remember much of the wailing air-raid sirens, the total citywide blackouts, the huddling with other frightened families in dark, cold underground shelters every night, and the terrifying concussions of the bombs raining down. To counteract the suffering and anxiety of that brutal war, the government issued posters all over England. They said: “Keep calm and carry on.” The stoic catchphrase was repeated: “Stay calm and carry on.” This was our mindset.

[image: images]

After the war, the American sense of life could be summed up as: “Now that the war is over, get on with living. Life is to be enjoyed!” That was the American mindset. Not so in England. There the mindset was: “Life is a struggle; life is to be endured.” There had been too much death and destruction—too many dark and horrible nights to quickly rise to the American level of enjoying life.

For the people of England, the pain and suffering caused by war didn’t end in 1945. The devastation and trauma didn’t end for almost another ten years. The air raids, the fires, the ruins, and the disease that stalked those ruins had caused catastrophic damage. For years after, London and other cities continued clearing rubble and rebuilding.

It’s hard to convey just how badly England emerged from the war. Fortunes, businesses, and irreplaceable lives had been lost. Everyone knew someone who had died or been maimed. Husbands, fathers, and sons had lost their lives in combat, leaving heartbroken families behind. Many of the men who had fought and survived returned to find that their wives, children, or parents had been killed.

England was left physically ravaged, economically ruined, and psychologically traumatized.

A Bleak Childhood

I grew up in the vicinity of London’s Heathrow Airport. By 1945, my parents had six children. During the war and in its aftermath, we endured a threadbare existence.

The country was short on many foods and simple necessities. For almost ten years after the fighting ceased, the government rationed food, gas, clothing, and other essentials.

We ate porridge for breakfast, or bread and margarine (butter was a rare treat), sometimes with a sprinkling of sugar. Occasionally, my mother put pork “drippings” on bread, which we considered something of a delicacy. Regardless of what we ate, there was never anything left over. I remember licking my plate clean. We all did.

At Mrs. Lovegrove’s, a one-room store just down the street from my childhood home, most things of value were scarce; eggs, meat, milk, sugar, and other staples were hard to come by. Sometimes, we could get only one egg for a week; and when we could get meat, it might be only a few ounces.

My siblings and I walked nearly two miles to school in the morning. After school, we’d play games such as marbles. We didn’t have a ball to kick or throw, nor did we go out anyplace; there wasn’t anything going on. At home there was no storytelling, no music, no TV.

There was little fun and less love. As a child, I observed that people didn’t smile or laugh much; they were somber and serious, just carrying on: enduring, recovering, working doggedly, rebuilding, and getting on with life despite the sadness and hardship. People suppressed emotions. Don’t feel. It was too much to feel. There had been too much death and destruction to absorb and process. This was as true in my own home as anywhere else. I never once saw my mother and father hold hands, hug, or kiss. Maybe they did in private, but I never saw it.

There was no love expressed between my parents and me, either. My mother and father never really talked to me, nor I to them. I have no memory of any important conversations with them. Communication seemed limited mostly to mealtimes, when Dad would hold court—he did most of the talking. Neither my mother nor my father ever asked, “How are you doing?” or “How was school today?” It didn’t occur to them. It was not a happy time and place.

Our Weekly Escape

During this bleak period, there was almost nothing for kids to do to brighten their lives. There was only one joy for a child at this time, which was eagerly anticipated by just about every kid in England: Saturday morning movies.

Like kids all over the country, every Saturday morning I would run to the movie theater. For a sixpence (equal to about a dime in 1945 in America), we could escape our dreary lives for an hour or two of riveting fantasy. We loved it; it was fun and exciting!

The Saturday morning “picture show,” as we called it, featured cartoons, a short story, and the highlight: a short feature film—an adventure serial that always concluded with a desperate cliff-hanger. When the movie ended each week, our hero was always left in dire peril: tied to a railroad track in the path of a speeding train, or trapped in some other terrifying struggle. He faced certain death—we were sure of it! But then we had to wait a long, anxious week until the following Saturday to find out if or how he managed to cheat death.

As it was for most children in Britain, this weekly treat became the main preoccupation of my life. I just had to run back to the theater the next Saturday morning to find out what happened.

Then, one Saturday, my short, six-year-old life felt as though it had come to an end.

An Angel on a Sidewalk

As I did every Saturday, I ran to the movie theater. Out of breath at the ticket office, I thrust my little hand into my pocket for my sixpence . . . but it wasn’t there!

I turned all my pockets inside out, searching desperately for my sixpence.

It was gone! Panic . . . I’ll miss the cartoons and the movie. Despair . . . What will happen to my hero?

I became more and more distraught as I came to the horrifying realization that I had lost my sixpence. I wasn’t going to find out what happened to him!

Blinded by tears, I stumbled back from the ticket office and began walking around in circles, looking desperately for my sixpence. Nothing. I started to sob. I kept searching, and the more I did, the more hysterical I became. I was utterly miserable, choking on my sobs, looking for a sixpence that wasn’t there.

My life was over!

After about five minutes of despair—which seemed like five hours—I felt a gentle tap on my shoulder. What? A lady’s voice above me—the sweetest voice I had ever heard—asked tenderly, “Little boy . . . why are you crying?”

I turned and looked up at her. Tears blurred my vision. I couldn’t really see her; I could only hear her kind, caring voice. It was a sound I wasn’t used to.

Sobbing uncontrollably, I couldn’t speak. Sniff, sniff. Choke. Sixpence . . . Sob, choke . . . lost . . . Sob. Can’t get . . . into movie . . . Sob, choke. Hero’s going to die . . . Sob. Got to find out . . . Sob. Lost my sixpence . . . Sob. I can’t get in to see the movie . . . my hero . . . Sob, sob . . .

Somehow, she got the message. She leaned down over me, rested her hand gently on my shoulder, smiled, and said, “Well, guess what? I just found a sixpence! It must be yours.” She reached into her purse and handed it to me.

Suddenly I was dizzy, reeling—struck by the most powerful elation I’d ever felt. In an instant, I rose from the depths of despair to a summit of joy.

Now I could see the movie! Now I could find out what was going to happen to my hero! My life was saved!

She placed the sixpence in my hand, and I gripped it tightly. I don’t remember if I even had the presence of mind to thank her. I only remember that I leaped six feet (well . . . six inches) into the air and ran back to the kiosk, shouting, “Mister, mister! I’ve got my sixpence! Give me a ticket, quick! I’ve got to find out what’s happening in the movie!”

Not until years later, when I recalled that simple, generous act that had made such a deep and lasting impact on my young life, did I realize the dear lady hadn’t “found my sixpence”; she had simply given me hers—which in those days wasn’t an insignificant sum. This complete stranger had cared enough to understand the heartache of a six-year-old boy and generously given him her own money.

I never saw her again. I wish I could have told her how grateful I was—and still am, to this day—because her one small act of kindness had forever impacted my life.

The Power of Gratitude

Although this brief incident occurred more than seventy years ago, it is indelibly inscribed in my memory—indeed, in my soul. That unknown lady’s sweet act of kindness, generosity, and empathy has motivated me to make the same kind of difference—to give “sixpences” to others, so that they, too, might achieve some value critical to their happiness.

If there were a Heaven, I would like to think the Sixpence Lady would be looking down, smiling in satisfaction, because her sixpence had the highest rate of return in investment history. During my lifetime, I’ve gifted tens of millions of dollars. My generosity was inspired by the Sixpence Lady, to whom I still feel grateful.

I’ve had countless experiences where good people have done good things for me—small and large. It has been delightful to be the beneficiary of those acts of support or kindness. It’s also satisfying to express my gratitude and to return kindness. It goes around and around in a mutually rewarding cycle—a virtuous cycle. It helps make us all happier and more successful.

Years of expressing gratitude have led me to some innovative ways of expressing it, which first began on a sunny day in California when I woke up and realized that I had too much money.


CHAPTER 3

How Can You Have Too Much Money?


“Money is only a tool. It will take you wherever you wish, but it will not replace you as the driver.”

—AYN RAND



TOO MUCH MONEY? How can one have too much money? Let me explain—but first, some background on how I became wealthy.

Like many young people, I wrestled with fundamental questions about what I wanted to do with my life. After traveling the world and trying out various things, I realized that I enjoyed management: I loved to plan and work with bright, ambitious people, and teams, to achieve important goals. I asked myself: What kind of enterprise do I want to manage? I identified another high value: education. I loved and valued learning and teaching. I concluded that I wanted to be involved in managing an educational enterprise—and this became my central career purpose.

Starting in the mid-1980s, I acquired and ran a private college in San Jose, California. It worked out so well that for the next thirty years, with hard work, I was able to purchase more colleges and keep expanding. I created a group of twenty private colleges in six western states, plus an online university. The colleges offered associate’s, bachelor’s, and master’s degrees in health care (nursing, respiratory therapy, etc.), business and accounting, and information technology. We focused on innovation, offering online courses and superior student experiences. The colleges flourished and, along with my real estate and other investments, made me wealthy. Having money is great, but I was not entirely satisfied. Something was missing.

I discussed my problem with Richard, my financial advisor. He walked into my home office one day with a satisfied smile and my latest financial reports. “I think you’ll like these,” he said, waving a classy-looking folder.

I leafed through the reports, absorbing the statistics and making some quick mental calculations.

Richard sat patiently, waiting for my reaction. He’s middle-aged and bespectacled, with wavy, graying black hair. His hands rested in his lap, and he had a smile of satisfaction on his face. From his pleased demeanor, I knew he figured he’d delivered me good news. And, objectively, it was. Thanks to a thoughtful Investment Plan, my investments had grown. Surprisingly, I wasn’t pleased; I felt frustrated.

Turning around to face him, I picked up the folder and waved it. “Richard, I have a problem with this.” He lost his smile, then leaned forward, frowning. “What do you mean? What’s wrong, Carl?”

I closed my eyes for a moment, not quite knowing how to respond. “It’s not what you might think.”

I rose from my chair to gaze out the large, circular window in my office, like a large porthole that let me look through my living room to a curving wall of high glass doors revealing the blue sky above the Pacific Ocean.

I had come a long way since my childhood in postwar London. I had pursued the American dream, and America, the land of opportunity, had been good to me.

Now, after working hard for fifty years, it dawned on me in a deeper way than ever before: I’m rich!

Yet, as I considered the wealth represented by the large numbers on the financial reports, I also realized I wasn’t thrilled; I didn’t feel any sense of joy.

It didn’t make sense. I should have been delighted to have so much money. Most people would love to be in my position. Many strive all their lives for wealth and never get close.

Here I was, wealthy beyond my youthful dreams—yet it wasn’t exciting me. They were just numbers on pieces of paper. The money wasn’t doing anything. I wasn’t using it. I didn’t know how to use it.

To make matters worse, I had just sold a piece of real estate, adding millions more. It almost felt as if those pages in Richard’s report were mocking me, saying: Money can’t buy you happiness, Carl.

After a moment of staring blankly through my porthole window, I emerged from my reverie. Richard was waiting patiently.

“Richard, I see that I have a lot of money.”

His frown evaporated, and he chuckled. “You just realized that?”

“But that money isn’t doing any good for me or anyone else.”

Now he looked confused.

“Carl, what are you talking about? What’s the problem?” He looked at me as if I were crazy. He said almost angrily, “You’re complaining? If it makes you unhappy, give it to me!”

I sighed. “All that money . . . I’m not using it. It’s just sitting there. What a waste!”

“Well, it’s not ‘just sitting there,’” he protested. “As you can see, it’s growing and you’re earning substantial dividends.”

“Please understand. I don’t need more money. I’ve got enough. I’m rich, but my problem is I don’t know how to be rich. How to live a rich life. What’s the point of having money if it’s not being used? Why work so hard and save and get wealthy and then not enjoy it?”

He fell silent again, still looking confused. So, I continued.

“A lot of your other clients are rich, too, right?”

“Sure.”

“Would you say they’re all happy?”

“Oh, no!” he exclaimed. “There are different levels—some of them are unhappy, and some are happy, and others very happy. I read an article by Clay Cockrell, a therapist for clients worth more than fifty million. He says his clients are miserable, primarily because they feel guilty—super rich and still unhappy.”1

“I don’t feel guilty or unhappy . . . I’m just not as happy as I think I could be.”

“It’s not about having money,” said Richard, “it’s about the kind of person you are, your character. It’s about the way one lives their life. Are they good and decent people? Do they have strong relationships? Do they love their work? Many poor people are happy. Some rich people are not.”

I said, “I agree. But what about . . .”

Richard continued, “Money is great: It’s useful, it’s wonderful to have, and being rich is better than being poor, but it isn’t a magic elixir. Used right, it can increase happiness. It’s the kind of person you are and what you do with money that counts.”

“Well, what do your wealthy clients do with their money?”

“Hmm . . . they buy houses. Some have homes all over the country. A few have places all around the world.”

“But why?”

He blinked. “Because they can—and because they like to buy houses.”

I dropped the folder onto my desk and said, “Let’s go outside.”

We walked out of my office, through my great room and outside to my terrace and the warm southern California breeze. Beside the swimming pool, hummingbirds jostled for space at their feeder, which hung from the joyously raised arm of a bronze sculpture of a young girl, her face lifted to the sun. I call her Joy.

“So, Richard, some of your clients buy five, or ten, or even more of these houses?” He nodded.

“What good does that do them? One, or perhaps two or three, to enjoy . . . I already have this home and my home on Lake Tahoe. You can only be in one place at a time. Having houses all over the world strikes me as a waste of money. Do so many homes make them happier?”

His normally jovial face pressed into a frown. “Well, Carl, I don’t know that it really does them any good. Frankly, I think that makes many of them unhappy. They complain to me all the time about having to maintain each property. Some get little or no enjoyment from their many houses. On balance, I think they’re a burden.”

“All right, what else do your rich clients do with their money?”

“Hmm, well . . . they buy yachts, speedboats, and the like. Some of them love to take friends and family for a cruise.”

“I understand that, but I don’t want to own a yacht. If I want to use one, I can charter one. To buy a boat and have it just sitting in an expensive slip requiring endless maintenance—again, this would be a big waste. Anything else?”

“Some buy planes. They like the ease, comfort, and speed of flying privately.”

“I don’t want a plane, either. I’d have to pay to park and maintain it, which would be a waste of money. Leasing is less expensive, more practical, and more enjoyable.”

“Yeah, I know. Some of my clients get a private jet, then they tell me it’s just another hassle, something extra to worry about.”

“Anything else?”

Richard sighed, sounding deflated—out of ideas. I think he was a little irritated. “Look, if you want to buy some happiness, just go to Amazon. Click on the Happiness tab, then select the level you want: ecstasy, joy, exhilaration, enthusiasm, contentment—Amazon has it all. Then choose the individual or family package and pay with PayPal or a credit card.”

We laughed. But my problem was serious. And we were making zero progress in resolving it.

“I can’t help you on this, Carl. I can help you multiply your wealth. But how to spend it . . . Your money is sitting there—and growing. It’s yours to use for whatever will make you happy. You’re going to have to figure it out for yourself.”

I gazed out at the ocean. It was usually dotted with sailboats and Jet Skis. I always liked that—the sight of people enjoying their lives. Happy . . .

But surprisingly, there were none out there today. From the shore to the horizon, the ocean was empty. The ocean wasn’t being used and enjoyed, just as my fortune wasn’t being used and enjoyed. I needed to do some hard thinking. I needed someone to help me think this through.

 

1 Clay Cockrell, “I’m a Therapist to the Super-Rich: They Are as Miserable as Succession Makes Out,” The Guardian, November 22, 2021, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/nov/22/therapist-super-rich-succession-billionaires.


CHAPTER 4

Misgivings About Giving


“Gratitude is a powerful catalyst for happiness. It’s the spark that lights a fire of joy in your soul.”

—AMY COLLETTE



I RETURNED TO MY OFFICE and called my executive coach, Joshua. Fortunately, he was on the West Coast, speaking at a conference. I invited him to dinner. He’s an excellent sounding board. Maybe he’d have some ideas for me.

Joshua is an internationally renowned author, behavioral-science expert, and executive coach. He’s forty-nine, an imposing 6’3”, has a full head of hair, and is vibrantly healthy. He’s unassuming and one of the wisest men I’ve ever had the joy of knowing. He is also an expert in the fields of leadership, group dynamics, and is in demand as a coach. He has studied psychology and philosophy. Since I, too, had studied psychology and philosophy, we shared many of the same ideas and enjoyed discussing them. Over the years, Joshua’s helped me to clarify my thoughts and make effective decisions.

We sat outside at the table next to the pool, dining and listening to music playing softly through the patio speakers. We watched the sun go down over Catalina Island on the horizon.

I explained my problem. Joshua sat, relaxed, his keen eyes sparkling. He listened attentively while I lamented the problem of my unused wealth. When I paused, he looked skyward and steepled his fingers.

He smiled and nodded. “Carl, I know exactly what to do with your money.”

“Oh, good. What’s that?”

“Give it to me!”

I laughed. “Nice try. My friend, Richard, said the same thing. But really, Joshua—this is serious.”

He lowered his gaze and held my eyes. “I realize that. It really is serious. I confess: I’ve never had a client with this problem before. You say you have ‘too much money,’ but I think that’s just a surface issue. Maybe there’s something deeper? Tell me, what do you think is the root of your problem?”

“I want my money to be used. Used for something good for me, good for others whom I care about, and used for my values. I’m happy, but I want my money to increase my happiness.”

“You’re living comfortably and can have all the luxury you desire,” Joshua observed, “but your money . . . . Perhaps there’s some truth to the claim that money is the root of all evil.”

I shook my head. “The correct adage is, ‘The love of money is the root of all evil.’ But I don’t believe that. Money is earned by producing good things for people—entrepreneurs creating everything from smartphones, cars, computers, homes. Money is stored wealth, stored energy, waiting to be used. Money is good. Money is used to purchase goods others have produced. I have more money than I need; I’m unhappy to see it unused. I want to use it in service of my life and happiness, for things I love.”

“We do know,” Joshua said, “money can’t buy happiness . . . or love. The Beatles settled that question in ‘Can’t Buy Me Love.’” He chuckled. “But money plays an important role. What is that role?”

“It depends on our wants and our values,” I answered. “If we want to live in a cabin in the forest and write, or backpack around the world living in youth hostels,2 or live simply and modestly with little money, this is enough for many people to be happy. Some of my happiest times were when I had no money, or very little money. As a kid, I loved to go fishing and ride my bicycle. I had no money—I never got an allowance from my parents; that was an American invention that hadn’t yet arrived in England. If I wanted money, I worked for it. I had a paper route and did odd jobs. I also raised some hens and sold their eggs for a penny each. I earned money to buy things I wanted. Despite hardships, I was mostly a happy kid.”

Joshua nodded. “I think that’s true . . . even as adults, we enjoy things that don’t need money: reading to our children, playing games, our pets, laughing with friends, and the unmatched joys of romance. There are countless pleasurable things that don’t require money.

“There’ve been hundreds of studies on the impact of money on happiness. You can go online and read them. I’ve read that money is important up to a certain level. Some say the threshold is about $50,000 to $75,000; others say it’s a whopping $500,000. But all such studies are wrong.

“The amount of money a person needs to be happy depends on what they want and their values. If someone wants to live in the wilderness and live off the land, then living that way could make them happy. All they’d need is a fishing rod, a bow and arrows, and some tools to build a cabin. In that case, little money is needed.

“Others want a lifestyle that costs a lot of money. And some want the kind that costs a fortune. It’s all relative to one’s values and desires. Money is a means to ends, not the end.”

I nodded. “Yes, I think that’s right.”

I told Joshua about visiting Indonesia with Peggy, my romantic partner, many years ago. We had met a delightful, smart, ambitious young man. He told us about his life and family. They were poor. We liked and admired him so much that Peggy said to me, “If we gave him $1,000, it would totally change his life.” I said, “Interesting idea. Let’s see if that’s true.” I gave the man $1,000 (remember the Sixpence Lady) and asked him to use his money thoughtfully and to let me know what he did.

He bought a secondhand motorcycle for about seventy dollars. He rode it to the nearby town about twenty-five miles away and got a better job. He used the money coming in to support his mother, father, and siblings. He bought better food for his family, improved his meager home, and invested the rest for his education and the education of his siblings.

Joshua asked, “Was it the $1,000 that changed his life?” He paused. “Maybe partly, but it was the thought, the planning, the rational use of the money that brought increased happiness to him and his family. In this case, a little bit of money and a good plan went a long way.”

“Yes, and even with a lot of money, the thinking and planning is still key,” I said. “A friend of mine who had little money had the crazy dream of creating a fleet of supersonic airliners that would transport passengers around the world at twice the speed of sound. When he told me about it, he was hyper-excited. He told me what it would mean for people to rapidly and inexpensively fly around the world, how it would work, and what he was going to do.

“He was working in his basement, and he said he was going to start modestly.” (Yeah, a basement is pretty modest when you intend to build a supersonic airplane.) “I told him bluntly that it was fantasy; that he was a dreamer, that it was impossible. I reminded him of what happened to the supersonic Concorde airliner that crashed and went bankrupt. And I pointed out that there are regulations prohibiting supersonic travel. He had thoughtful answers to every objection. His attitude and confidence were unshakable. ‘I can do this,’ he said, exuding confidence. I told him he was nuts.

“He offered me the ‘opportunity’ to invest with him. Opportunity!? I was struck by how thoughtfully he explained his plans and fielded my questions. I loved his entrepreneurial spirit. I admired his determination. And yes, I made an investment, which I thought was probably going to be charity. Today, that modest investment has grown into many millions of dollars. He’s raised hundreds of millions of dollars, and will raise billions of dollars more to create a fleet of supersonic airliners that will traverse the globe in five years.” You may have heard of Boom and Blake Scholl? (Google them.)

“The thing that convinced me to invest in his venture was his thinking and planning. Those were the key ingredients, without which the money would have meant nothing but an ‘opportunity’ to throw away wealth.

“My question now is what to do with my growing wealth that will advance my values and the things I care about.”

“To zero in on that,” Joshua replied, “let’s backtrack to set some context. What did you want in the beginning, when you first started making money?”

I reflected on my years of work and struggle. “In the beginning, I wanted enough to be financially independent—enough to be able to pay my bills and have something left over. I started small, investing in real estate. I read books, took courses and seminars, worked hard, and after a few years I had made a million dollars. My first million!”

I shook my head. “But earning millions didn’t make me happier. Real estate didn’t have meaning for me. I wanted to pursue something that involved my values—things that mattered to me.

“As you know, I realized that I love two things: management and education. These were my top career values, and that’s where I wanted to put my time and energy. That’s when I got involved in private colleges.”

Joshua nodded. “Yes, I know about your colleges.”

“But do you know that when I started my first college, in San Jose, I immediately started losing loads of money—I almost lost everything I’d earned from my real estate. Even so, I was loving what I was doing. I loved working with teachers; I loved creating new curricula; I loved the school, the people, the students. I regularly worked over eighty hours a week until it became profitable and, to my surprise, extremely profitable—and then I had more money than I ever dreamed of. Now my money is sitting in investments and growing. That’s okay, but I want to use it. I want to use it to pursue happiness, for myself and those I care about.”

Joshua nodded sympathetically. “It’s a wonderful problem to have, and I don’t want to trivialize it. I do understand that this is a real concern for you. After all, what’s the point of having money if it’s not serving what you want—your values?”

“Exactly,” I agreed. “Money is not the source or cause of happiness. Pursuing money as a primary purpose—as an end in itself—is a fool’s errand. Money is a means to ends. It’s how we use our money that’s so important. How can I use it to increase my happiness? That’s my question.”

I paused and looked around. “I have a nice home and possessions, but I don’t like ostentatious displays of wealth. I enjoy this home, and my Tahoe retreat, and the nice things I’ve acquired—but those are for my personal enjoyment, not to impress anyone. I don’t need or want yachts, private jets, forty-thousand-square-foot mansions, that sort of thing.”

“Carl, you’re telling me what you don’t want to do with your money, not what you want to do with it. You loved management and creating great educational institutions. That was your central purpose. Now you need a purpose for the wealth you’ve created.”

“I agree. Growing and building my colleges and educating students was for a long time the central source of fulfillment for me. It gave me lots of excitement and satisfaction. Now I need to figure out how to get excitement and satisfaction from using my money.”

“What about charity?” Joshua suggested. “You know—giving to causes . . .”

“Sure, I do that. I’ve given a lot of money to outstanding professors and university-related programs and organizations that are important to me. I’ve supported professors and programs at Duke University, Clemson University, University of Maryland, and elsewhere. I’ve contributed financially and by serving on the board of the Cato Institute. I appreciate the work they do. And I’ve contributed to Students For Liberty (SFL). I love to see young people learning about liberty and the rational philosophy that undergirds it.

“I enjoy contributing to FIRST Global, founded by Dean Kamen. Its mission is to inspire leadership and innovation in youth from all nations by empowering them through education in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics—also known as STEM. That is an exciting, rapidly growing organization.”

“That’s a lot. Anything else?”

“Yes, future-oriented projects, such as XPRIZE. Peter Diamandis is the founder and executive chairman, and he wants to solve the greatest problems facing the world. I love supporting great innovators like Peter and his team. They inspire entrepreneurs and fund projects that make the world a better place for everyone. I’ve sponsored an XPRIZE for increasing health span: helping people extend a healthy life for an additional ten or twenty years.

“Many projects are so long-range that I may never enjoy or live to see the fruits of my investments. They can feel abstract and impersonal. I want to use my funds for greater happiness here and now.”

“Okay. I’m not sure what the problem is,” Joshua said.

“My wealthy friends give to universities, hospitals, the arts, churches and temples, and other charities. Many don’t get much joy or satisfaction from such gifts. Often, gifts are bequests, given after they die. They never get to experience whatever joy there might have been in seeing their money at work. Waiting makes no sense. I want my money at work to make me happy and make people I care about happy while I’m alive,” I explained.

“What if instead of leaving money to my friends and people I care about from my grave, I give it to them now?

“I tried giving money to a teacher I loved who had changed my life. I was spiritually indebted to him, and deeply grateful. I invited him to lunch and told him how he had changed my life and how grateful I was.

“‘I have a debt to you, which I’d like to repay,’ I said.

“My friend looked puzzled and asked, ‘What do you mean?’

“‘You’ve been so generous to me with your brilliant teaching. What I’ve learned from you has improved my life in a myriad of ways. You’ve inspired me to pursue my dreams in education and management, and I’ve become wealthy. I’d like to pay you for the enormous value you gave me.’

“He frowned and replied, ‘Well, you paid the tuition, didn’t you?’

“‘Yes, but—’

“He interrupted: ‘So, that’s it. I taught you, and you paid me. It was a trade.’

“‘Well, it’s not enough,’ I continued. ‘I want to pay you a lot more because you gave me a lot more than I expected. I’m deeply grateful.’

“‘How much did you have in mind?’

“‘I’d like to give you a million dollars—to spend on research projects or anything you want.’

“My friend’s eyes widened, and he laughed—loud and long. He shook his head. ‘I’ll tell you what: You can buy me lunch and we’ll call it even.’

“I felt uncomfortable making the offer. It was a lot of money, and it did sound a bit crazy. So, I paid for lunch and let it go.”

“It didn’t quite work out as you had planned,” Joshua said.

“No. And that wasn’t the only time.”

“What else happened?”

“I arrived in America, a young man of twenty-three years, with only about one hundred dollars. My sister Gloria and her husband, Ray, welcomed me into their home, fed me, and helped me get a job—minimum wage, but I loved it. They were extraordinarily kind and generous.

“Many years later, when I had some money, I told them I had a gift of a lovely Caribbean cruise for them. They had never taken a cruise before, and I thought this was a good way to express my gratitude.

“Well, my sister pitched a fit. ‘You don’t need to repay anything!’ she said indignantly. ‘We’re family. It’s not necessary! We won’t accept it!’

“She and her proud Tennessee-raised husband refused to accept it. I tried to make light of their reaction. ‘It’s too late—I have already paid for it.’

“My sister glared at me. ‘Well, you can get a refund,’ she snapped. It was awkward. Not at all what I had expected. After a lot of fast talking to convince them that they had done so much for me—welcomed me into their home, drove me places, and much more—and because of how deeply grateful I was, would they please accept it. Ultimately, they did, and they had the time of their lives.”

Joshua nodded. “Helping people and gift-giving can be tricky and sensitive. But that worked out well. Were there other cases?”

“Yes, something similar happened later with my other sister, Janet. Her husband was dying. He had been given six months. I was saddened by the terrible news, but what could I do? I wanted to help in some way. So, I flew to England, where they lived, and sat down with them. I explained to my sister that she had a bequest in my will—she’d get it when I died. But since they could use the money now to fulfill her husband’s last wishes, I was going to bring the bequest forward. I would give it to them now.”

Joshua leaned in, his eyes wide, looking intrigued. “Interesting! How did that work out?”

“Great! They were overjoyed. They accepted it graciously and gratefully. They had little money, and they wouldn’t have been able to fulfill his last wishes. Now they could. After he died, there would be money left over to help my sister recover from her loss. They were so happy. Their joyful response was heartwarming.”

He sat back, smiling. “That’s a touching story.”

“Yes, but wait till you hear the rest of the story. Barry, my older brother, and his wife, Dorothy, were also present at that meeting. He and his lovely, kind wife, my sister-in-law, had been so generous and hospitable to me over many years. It made sense to bring their bequest forward. So, I turned to them and said that since I was bringing our sister’s bequest forward, I wanted to do the same for them.

“Barry was surprised and pleased. However, to his and my shock, my sister-in-law, who’s usually cheerful and even-tempered, went ballistic. ‘I don’t like this!’ she said. ‘It’s too much money! It’s not right! I don’t want anything to do with it!’ She stood up and stormed out of the room.”

“Wow. I bet that wasn’t what you expected.”

“No, it was a stunner. It brought back memories of my sister rejecting the cruise. It took a lot of time and patient diplomacy for my sister-in-law to accept it. Eventually, it worked out extremely well for everyone. My brother told me that since they received the money, ‘Every day is Christmas day!’ That warmed my heart and made it even more special.”

“Oh, that’s sweet! So, despite a little initial awkwardness, that worked out well.”

“It was more than a little awkward. Dorothy is smart, strong, independent, and self-sufficient. She had serious problems accepting that much money—especially since it was supposed to be distributed after I was dead. It took a lot of patience and discussion between them before she accepted it. She’s happy now because it enabled them to be generous to their children and grandchildren. It did improve their lives and increase their happiness. Barry had suffered a lot of business stress in his life about money. This gift gave him peace of mind.”

“How did that make you feel?” Joshua asked.

“Incredibly happy,” I replied. “I loved being able to help them. They are good and deserving, and it was a pleasure for me to express my gratitude for all they’d given me. I loved seeing it make them happy.”

Through these reflections and my conversation with Joshua, an idea was forming in my mind. “Joshua,” I asked, “what if I made this a way of using my money? I’m thinking of others in my will . . . I could give them their bequests now . . . rather than after I die. It would bring joy to my friends, employees, and others to whom I’m grateful—and it would make me happy to see them enjoying their lives.”

He looked at me and smiled thoughtfully. “Yeah! I think you’re onto something. Why wait?”

My mind was racing. Suddenly, I zeroed in on April.

 

2 I had traveled overland from London, England, to Perth, Australia, which took 120 days. I started with £89 (about $125), and I spent about a dollar per day for food and travel. (See Chapter 10.)


CHAPTER 5

April Sunshine—She Saved Me


“No one is more cherished in this world than someone who lightens the burden of another.”

—JOSEPH ADDISON



I WAS IN TROUBLE.

I was chairman and CEO of a group of colleges, and I was managing several corporations and a nonprofit foundation. My colleges were prospering and growing rapidly. We were opening new campuses and relocating a campus. In addition, I was involved in complex and demanding accreditation issues, starting new master’s programs, and much more.

The growth and success were great . . . except that my workload was crushing. I was working seven days a week, sometimes as much as one hundred hours. I would start at five a.m. and often continue until midnight. The files on my desk were stacked high. I was sinking, submerged under paperwork, drowning in too many projects.

I started reading books about organizing and getting things done. One book made a big difference: Getting Things Done: The Art of Stress-Free Productivity by David Allen. It is the best book I’ve ever read about getting things done. I was so impressed with it that I asked David Allen if he’d come to Lake Tahoe and personally coach me for a couple of days—really to dig me out and save me.

When he came to my office, I saw that his appearance and demeanor matched his reputation and my expectations. David is a brilliant, slender, enthusiastic, happy man (perhaps in part because his book has sold millions of copies).

He worked with me and helped me to understand and apply the principles of Getting Things Done. And it worked—to some extent. But it was not sufficient to get my workload to a human scale. I still couldn’t handle it all.

I was no longer enjoying my work. It was just a hard slog, grinding me down. When I launched my career, I was full of energy and excitement, with high expectations. Now I felt I had a heavy weight on my shoulders—my job was a burden.

The unrelenting pressure was taking a toll on me, physically and emotionally. During the hours I allowed for sleep, I couldn’t shut off my mind. The lack of sleep caused even more stress. I started to drink two shots of whiskey each night as a sedative to help me sleep, but it only made matters worse. I began to experience chest pains and anxiety.

My life had become a pressure cooker, and it was getting ready to blow.

Then April arrived.

Not the month. The person.

Savior of My Sanity

I’ve been blessed with some exceptional executive assistants. And during this particularly difficult period, I had a capable management team and three executive assistants. However, while they all helped, their help wasn’t enough. I was still falling behind. Every day, I found myself rushing, rushing—as if I were running for my life pursued by demons. It was incredibly stressful.

Then, in the midst of this overload, April walked into my office.

She came to fill in as a temp. To test her skills, I handed her a dictation transcription assignment. I told her not to call me when finished; I would call her. When I called her a couple of hours later to ask how the work was progressing, she said it had been finished for some time. Really? Well, that was fast! Then, to stay busy, she had cleaned and organized the staff office, too.

I was impressed. I hired April.

At our initial meeting, she eyed a stack of files on my desk and asked innocently, “What’s that?” I explained, and she said, “Give that to me. I can take care of it.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “No, you can’t. That’s complicated.”

She smiled, shrugged, and said, “Let me give it a try.”

Her attitude reminded me of that Edgar Albert Guest’s poem, “It Couldn’t Be Done”: “[She] tackled the thing that couldn’t be done, and [she] did it!” Reluctantly, I surrendered the files, fearing that she’d fail and create a mess.

Several days later, she returned. Not only had she completed the project, she had done so professionally and perfectly. I was surprised and pleased. No one had ever done that for me. Generally, employees don’t ask for more work.

Then April eyed another stack of files on my desk . . . and away they went. Files started to disappear, and the stacks grew shorter.

April swept through my office like a liberating one-woman army, reorganizing everything, including my filing system. Together, we accomplished a tremendous amount of work. My workload lightened, my sleep improved, and my stress level fell. The storm clouds over my life dissipated, and I experienced periods of sunshine.

April gave me something of great value: the gift of time. In a fast-growing enterprise, time is a precious commodity, and her expertise and talents freed a lot of time for me. I had time to think, plan, and develop strategies for the company.

April took on larger projects, completed them quickly, and produced high-quality work. We worked together with architects to design and plot the floor plans of campuses. She helped me write policies, procedures, and promotional materials. She worked with me on presentations, including agendas, manuals, professional slides, and handouts.

Previously, April had worked for judges and lawyers, so when a complex legal matter hit my desk, she was able to help with the paperwork. She worked doggedly: fifty to seventy hours per week, and occasionally on weekends and holidays. Frequently, I had to “force” her to take lunch breaks, and I had to chase her out of the office to go home in the evenings.

As my workload and stress level fell to the point that I wasn’t racing for my life throughout the day, April and I had time to share breaks together. She was a private person, but, chatting over a cup of tea, I got to know her more personally.

I discovered that, besides being professional and hardworking, she was also a decent and thoughtful human being. She followed firm principles and did not bend them. During one of our breaks, she casually told me a story that provided insight into her character and integrity.


April’s Story—A Profile in Character

When I was nineteen, my boyfriend and I were on a camping road trip in Zion National Park in southern Utah when we found a hefty leather pouch in the middle of the road.

Inside, there was $2,500 cash ($20,000 today), $10,000 in traveler’s checks ($75,000 today), and six Swedish passports—two male adults, two female adults, and two children.

My boyfriend wanted to keep the money for a new car. I just couldn’t. It was important to me that this family from another country should have a happy holiday and go home with a good impression of America and Americans.

We drove around the park for about half an hour looking for a group of six people. Then, in a nearby pullout, we saw six people looking very upset. I got out, approached them, and said, “I believe we found something belonging to you.” I asked them if they were the names I had read on the passports. They cried, “Yes! Yes!” I got the pouch. When they saw it, they lit up like the sun!

I handed them the pouch and asked them to check the contents. As they realized that everything was all there, they looked astonished. One of the women started to cry. She said to her child, “Everything is going to be okay now.”

I wished them a wonderful vacation in America, and we drove away with a warm feeling inside and a clear conscience. If I had done what my boyfriend urged, I would feel guilty to this day.



Why am I telling you this about April? Read on and you’ll see in Chapter 7.

That is the kind of person April is, and the kind of things she does. I wouldn’t be as successful—or as calm and happy—had she not come into my life.

I felt so grateful to her, and I recognized and rewarded her with raises, bonuses, and gifts. But that wasn’t enough.

After April had worked with me over a weekend on an urgent project, I felt a deep need to express my gratitude. So, I took ten $100 bills from my safe, placed them in an envelope, wrote “I’m grateful” on it, and handed it to her. I said, “I’m so grateful for your help. I want you to have this.” I handed her the envelope and added, “I want you to spend this on yourself. This isn’t for anyone else, and it’s not for bills. Spend it on something special for you.”

Happily, she did just that. She sent me a beautiful card with a handwritten message about how she had spent the money. That gave me a lot of pleasure. Over sixteen years, there were other times that she surprised and generously supported me. So, I continued to give her what she came to call “Magic Envelopes.” (My new executive assistant calls them “Happiness Envelopes.”)

She loved them. “I happily abide by the rules of not paying bills with the ‘magic money,’” she once said. “Every Magic Envelope has meaning, and I use them to benefit me—with things that have a lasting impact on my life and happiness.”

Eventually, the raises, bonuses, and Magic Envelopes weren’t enough to satisfy my appreciation and growing sense of gratitude. So, I surprised her by giving her and her mother an all-expenses-paid trip to Germany, Austria, and Italy. I received beautiful cards from Europe in which they shared their experiences.

Repaying the Sixpence Lady

So, back to that dinner with Joshua when I was thinking about bringing my bequests forward, it was April who came to mind. I told Joshua, “I think I know who should be first.”

“Has to be April—right?”

He knew me well. I smiled and nodded.

“But, Carl, from what you’ve told me, you’ve already been very generous to her. Hasn’t April been rewarded for what she has done for you?”

“Yes, but I still feel a sense of gratitude to her.” I was struck by a sudden memory. “I’d like to pay back . . . ‘The Sixpence Lady,’” I said softly.

Joshua’s brows furrowed. “The who?”

I told him the story of the Sixpence Lady. “She was so generous, and I felt overwhelming gratitude. The impact of her extraordinary generosity, and my intense feeling of gratitude, were indelibly etched in my soul.” I closed my eyes. “I still want to express my gratitude to her . . . but I can’t.”

“That story gives me goose bumps.”

“I just realized! It all ties together . . . I’ve told you about my gratitude for the Sixpence Lady and the near plane crash, which got me thinking about my gratitude for my family and friends in my will—and the money I wasn’t using . . . Now I’m even more convinced that this is what I want to do.”

“I know you don’t believe in destiny, Carl. But this all fits together so beautifully and meaningfully; it’s almost as if it were preordained.”

We both laughed. And I felt relieved and excited.

“I’ll start with April. She’s in my will for a lot of money. Now I will pay it forward.”


CHAPTER 6

Where There’s a Will . . . There’s a New Way


“Silent gratitude isn’t very much use to anyone.”

—GERTRUDE STEIN



AFTER THAT CONVERSATION WITH JOSHUA, you might think I met with April to tell her I was going to grant her a bequest right now. You might think it would be easy for me to give my other friends, employees, and former employees advance gifts of their bequests, too.

It was not easy. What I now call “pre-quests” evolved over months. It was a personal, emotional, and mental struggle. Why? Partially, I was reluctant to make large gifts to my family and my revered teacher after my previous efforts failed. Also, it was ridiculous.

My Emotional Struggle

This wasn’t just treating somebody to dinner; this was giving them a huge chunk of money out of the blue . . . all at one time.

Why would I do this, I wondered. What were my motives? Was a pre-quest an act of gratitude in response to the person’s generosity to me . . . an act of friendship . . . admiration . . . love . . . some combination of all of these? That was my struggle on my “giving” side.

But what about my friends? How would they receive it? After my earlier rejections of large gifts, I worried how they would respond. Would they feel right about it? Could they accept it without feeling patronized? Or would it somehow change precious relationships—make it awkward to remain friends? Would they feel indebted to me or be embarrassed?

I had a nagging idea at the back of my head: What if someday I ran out of money? What if there were a financial crisis or a major depression and I needed the money? It would be gone. Could I take that kind of risk? I kept thinking: The whole idea is crazy.

People give large gifts to their children, but to give friends and employees a load of money is, well, weird. It’s not something people do.

I searched Google for ideas. It said, “A pre-quest is the request you make before making a request. Also, a rock group.” That made me chuckle. Then I checked dictionaries. They said the same thing. No definition for pre-quest. Pre-quest is a new concept.

Problems with Wills and Bequests

I knew there were problems with traditional bequests. I had thought about that both when I was updating my will and after that harrowing near-death plane experience. Bequests can be an awkward way of expressing gratitude and passing wealth to family, friends, and employees.

First, reading the will isn’t a happy event. Someone (you) has just died. Your funeral has just occurred. The people you cared for and loved are grieving. They meet inside a lawyer’s impersonal office. They sit in uncomfortable silence. They wonder who will be getting what, and why. The attorney, someone whom they probably have never met, opens the meeting. He reads your last will and testament, written in legalese. Each bequest is announced with little or no explanation or conversation; the amount of money or property is simply stated.

Sometimes, the heirs are happy with what they hear . . . other times not. Someone thinks: Why did he get more than I? Another silently fumes: Why did he give the house to . . . ? Another feels hurt: Why didn’t he give me as much as he gave her? Did he love her more? Yet another wonders: Do I really deserve that much money? Heirs can feel guilty, greedy, envious, resentful, unworthy—I’m ashamed that I feel excited by this money when I wouldn’t have it if he were still alive.

In some cases, bequests tear families and friends apart.

But even if it’s amicable, each heir is confronted with difficult questions about what to do with the money. Do I invest it, and if so, how? Should I share it, give some to charity, or to my children? What would he have wanted?

This should be a positive, beneficial windfall. Yet, heirs are left with questions, uncertainty, and unease about things they’ve never had to deal with before.

We’ve all heard stories of people winning the lottery—and how it soon ruined their lives. A friend—a legal professional who often deals with estates—told me the same thing occurs with bequests, especially bequests to young people. Too much money can harm them. It can make them rash and self-indulgent and undermine their motivation to work and chart a future for themselves.

Bequests can be an awful way to express gratitude and make well-intentioned gifts. Could such emotional turmoil be avoided by bringing bequests to the present time, turning them into pre-quests? The person offering the pre-quest is alive to present it, explain it, and offer guidance. They can clarify their reasons for granting it, discussing them personally and openly. And they can witness and take pleasure in their beneficiaries’ enjoyment of it.

The amounts of pre-quests would be confidential, known only to the grantor and beneficiary. Comparisons, resentment, and jealousy are avoided.

This process could be friendly, personal, and uplifting for both the giver and the receiver.

Good Intentions, Major Misgivings

My naïve and unprepared efforts of generosity to my sisters, brother, and teacher had led to misunderstandings and awkwardness. I realized that my motives could be misconstrued. Some might think I was attempting to make condescending acts of charity. That was the last thing I intended.

If my own family members were disturbed by my attempts at expressing gratitude, what would others think? Before making pre-quests, I would need to think and make a plan.

I had worried about this for several months, so I went back to my executive coach, Joshua. Over several months, Joshua and I had a series of brainstorming sessions. I struggled to understand and get comfortable with the idea. Gradually, I sketched the outline of what evolved into “The Happiness Experiment.”

A Spiritual Exchange

I met Joshua in my office to form a plan. “Let’s summarize the essentials,” Joshua began. “Tell me what your wealth means to you, and what you hope to gain by giving pre-quests.”

“I believe in win-win trades,” I said. “When I get something I value from someone, I want to give them something they value. The virtue of trading value for value, benefit for benefit, positive things for positive things, is the essence of naturally enriching relationships.”

He rocked back in his chair, tapping his forefingers together. “People have helped you, and a pre-quest is a value in return. This is not a usual way of thinking about a gift. But then, the idea of a pre-quest is hardly usual itself.”

“Some people have a win-lose conception of relationships,” I said. “Someone wins, someone loses. Some believe that the only moral thing a wealthy person can do is give their money away to charity.”

Joshua shook his head. “To ‘give back’ as if they stole the wealth they’d earned. As I mentioned, some wealthy people feel guilty.”

“I don’t,” I said. “I made my money honestly by providing valuable educational services. I created real value in exchange for what I earned. I’m proud of what I did and proud of my wealth. Trades often involve a spiritual aspect—values that are more psychological or emotional in nature help, such as respect, admiration, generosity, and love. I’m deeply grateful for my friends’ generous help. That’s why I’m thinking of making pre-quests.

“When preparing my will, I thought about each beneficiary. I wanted to include more than family members; I wanted to recognize my friends, employees, former employees, impactful teachers, and others for whom I’m grateful. [For simplicity, I’m referring to all these people as friends.] Many wealthy people overlook friends and employees. I think that’s unfortunate, perhaps unfair, because we become successful with the help of these friends. It’s good to express gratitude when it’s earned.”

“How did you select your beneficiaries?” asked Joshua.

Most people bequest money only to family or charities. As Maya Angelou said, “Family isn’t always blood. It’s the people in your life who want you in theirs. The ones who accept you for who you are. The ones who would do anything to see you smile, and who love you no matter what.”3

“We feel closest to those with whom we share our most important experiences, values, and interests. So, first, I included loved ones in my will.

“Then I added friends who had positively impacted my life. Sometimes it was because they, like the Sixpence Lady, did some small thing that nonetheless benefited me in a significant and lasting way. Sometimes, though, it was for a great service that left me feeling grateful and indebted.”

“Tell me about some of them,” said Joshua. “Give me some examples.”

“One man launched me on my way to becoming financially successful. Allan taught me how to invest in real estate. He recommended courses and books for me to read, coached me, and guided me in some investments. Thanks to him, I went on to become wealthy. I’m enormously grateful to Allan.

“Many dedicated current and former employees also helped me to become successful. For example, Betty Lee: ‘Oh my God! Have I got good news for you! Are you sitting down?’ That’s how she would start some of her morning phone calls. She was one of my truly amazing senior executives. Betty Lee was indefatigably positive. She found, or created, good news weekly. She was a human dynamo. She motivated people, she energized people—in fact, she energized the entire company. I called her the Energizer Bunny.

“Betty Lee would call me regularly between five and five-thirty in the morning to discuss issues, plans, and what was being accomplished. Often, we would brainstorm to solve problems and create projects to grow and improve the company. Once we decided on a course of action, she’d take responsibility for it—plan it and drive it to completion. Her efforts almost always resulted in success.”

Joshua nodded. “I see what you mean. It can be easy to make bequests to family, but you need to give reflection and thought when it comes to others.”

“I’ve thought about the generosity of the teacher who loved to teach and taught his heart out for me; the doctors and nurses who put me back together when I got broken from landing on a rock when skiing; the friends who coached and advised me, gave me their time and listened to me when I was distressed; those who inspired and motivated me. They all did something special; something extraordinary.”

Joshua knitted his brow. “Generosity . . . . We often think of it as giving money or gifts. But it’s more than that. We can be generous with whatever we have—our time, our knowledge, our skills, and love. Generosity is providing someone with something or doing something for someone in a special or extraordinary way. But to give something to someone, you must first have it.”

“I once heard, ‘You can no more give what you ain’t got than you can go back to where you ain’t been.’ We all have something to give, and if we want to, to give generously. Once one feels grateful for an act of generosity, there’s a desire to reciprocate.”

“That’s why generosity given often comes right back—sometimes directly and sometimes indirectly,” said Joshua. “Acts of generosity tend to go back and forth and around in a virtuous cycle. With generosity, what goes around truly does come around.”

I looked toward the landscaping around the swimming pool, and I reflected upon the people who had been generous to me. “Joshua, I’m grateful to all those who cared enough to ‘give me a sixpence,’ who let me stay at their homes, fed me, listened to me, gave me advice, suggested a book, taught me lessons that changed my life. I feel grateful to all those people.

“When writing my will, I stopped to remember what each of my friends had done for me. I relished it and put a value on it. I thought about our experiences together: their help; the fun times and the sad times; the conversations; working, learning, traveling together; and more. A feeling of gratitude emerged as an emotional response to all that I appreciated about those people. I realized that gratitude flows from appreciation for acts of generosity.

“Then I had the thought: Where does generosity come from? What prompts someone to be generous? To give their time, love, property, money—and why?”

“That’s an interesting question. How did you answer it?”

“Dedicated parents, from the moment of birth, lavish their child with love, support, nurturing, and money. Many parents would literally die for a child if needed. Their outpouring of generosity over decades is without equal. Why? They value their children—perhaps children are their highest value.

“Some give their time and dedication generously to their work and employer [I’ve had the benefit of many of them, including April]. They’re conscientious and willing. They deliberately further their knowledge and skills so they can contribute even more. Why do they give so generously? They value their work.

“Romantic partners, ideally, are consistently generous, one to the other. They go out of their way to surprise, please, support, love, and nurture each other. They are so generous because they value their relationships.

“Some value broadly, to humankind as a whole, and they dedicate their time and money generously to improve the lives of people all around the world. Generous people have strong values. Their generosity supports their values. Wealthy people frequently are the most generous. They have a lot to give, and many do give.”

“That’s good! I like those connections,” said Joshua.

“Realizing these connections—that gratitude flows from appreciation for acts of generosity and that generosity arises from one’s values—I was all the more inclined to return the favor of generosity to my friends. I had been the beneficiary of their generosity; now I would like them to be beneficiaries of my generosity.

“The men and women who were so supportive that, without them, I never would have become successful ended up in my will. Eventually, I selected twenty people.”

“How did you figure out how much to leave to each person?” Joshua asked.

“I reflected on the nature of each relationship, and also my motives. Was it gratitude for some kindness or service they had performed for me? Or was I responding from admiration? Did I want to encourage them in their work and career? Or was it a recognition of friendship, affection, or love?

“I wanted the amount of money to have a beneficial impact in their lives—too much can be as bad as too little. I finally settled on amounts that reflected the depth of my gratitude and my sense of what would make a positive difference for them.”

“That sounds reasonable, as long as you’ve left yourself sufficient funds to support your own life and the things you enjoy.” Joshua raised a brow. “Are you concerned about running out of money?”

“Yes, that was a concern, but I resolved that. I’ve done some calculations. Let me show you.

“Here’s my estimate of how many more years I expect to live.” I turned to face my computer, tapped the keyboard, and a page of figures appeared. I angled the screen toward Joshua. “This column is how much money I have. Down here, it shows how much I estimate it will grow. In the next column, I listed current expenses and what I expect to spend. I added an amount for some big purchases I might want to make. Then I calculated inflation and added a contingency amount. So, right here, at the bottom, you can see how much I have left over.”

I turned back to face him. “I’ve got enough. I can afford to bring the bequests forward and pay them now. I think it’s good to do it now, but I still worry about how my friends will accept it,” I said, like a broken record. “I told you about some of my past attempts at generosity. I don’t want my friends to feel awkward. If I were dead, I wouldn’t know how they felt. But, with pre-quests, I would be around to see the whole thing . . . for better or worse.”

“So, what are you going to do?”

“I’ll start with April. I’ll schedule a meeting to tell her the news. She’ll understand, and she’ll accept the pre-quest—if presented right.”

“Yes. The presentation will be important. Helping people can be tricky. It can alter or hurt relationships. I know this because, as an executive coach, I help people all the time. If I’m always the one presenting solutions to their problems, always helping, it can come off as, ‘I’m better and wiser than you.’ I know you don’t want to give that impression.”

“Right. My purpose is to recognize generosity and express gratitude. I want to present this as a giant thank-you. As a giant act of appreciation for their generosity.”

“There’s also a danger,” he said slowly, “that it could put pressure on April . . . a feeling of obligation—which you want to avoid.”

“Absolutely. I don’t want it to change our relationship. I don’t want her to feel obligated, like she owes me something. There will be no strings attached to the pre-quest, and I want her to understand that.”

Planning for Happiness

I began to toy with a paperweight on my desk. “I want the bequest—let’s start calling it a pre-quest—to be spent to increase her happiness, not just to go from my bank to her bank, where it might sit, doing nothing. I want her to spend it. On things that will improve her life and increase her happiness.”

“How can you be sure she’ll do that?”

“Before I give her the money, I’ll ask her to think about how she will use it. I’ll ask her to write a plan—not a mere shopping list, but a thoughtful plan for increasing her happiness. What could change her life? What would raise her level of longer-term joy?”

“I can tell you,” warned Joshua, “that most people are poor at long-term planning, especially where money is concerned.”

“I know. April will need some coaching and advice. That’s where Richard and you come in.”

He blinked, owl-like, behind his lenses. “Me?”

“Yes. I want you to coach her. Help her to create a Happiness Plan. And I’ll ask Richard, my financial advisor, to help her with an Investment Plan.”

He lit up. “That’s a great idea. I’d love to help her to use the money to enhance her life.

“As crazy as a pre-quest might sound, I now see why you would do this. Let me know how April takes the news.”

 

3 Maya Angelou’s official website, accessed August 26, 2024, https://www.mayaangelou.com/.


CHAPTER 7

Rewarding April with a Pre-Quest


“Feeling gratitude and not expressing it is like wrapping a present and not giving it.”

—WILLIAM ARTHUR WARD



AFTER JOSHUA LEFT, I called April and told her I had some good news for her. She asked me what it was. I said it was too important to discuss by phone, and we would talk later that week in person.

April had recently returned from her European vacation with her mother. She was excited and grateful for her trip when she entered my office. She smiled at the sight of the travel postcards she had sent, which I had on display. But being the consummate professional, she quickly got down to business, pulled out a stack of files, and we went to work.

Later, I asked her to set the files aside so we could discuss something personal. She looked a little uneasy.

“April,” I began, “I’ve been thinking about our many years of working together. I remember when you first started. Right away, you organized the entire staff office; then you worked to organize my office, files, and even my desk. You got me straightened out.

“Then you started taking work off my desk—you asked for more work. Most people don’t do that. Some try to avoid work.”

“I only did my job, Mr. Barney.” (For sixteen years, she has always called me “Mr. Barney.” Although I invited her to, she refused to call me Carl.)

“You did much more. You taught yourself many software programs to help with our work, and whenever I called you and cried out, ‘My computer is broken,’ you came in, pressed a couple of buttons, and fixed it—genius today is knowing which buttons to press.”

“Thanks, Mr. Barney. I love my job.”

“Yes, but now I want to express my gratitude to you for how generous you’ve been to me. You’re much more than a valuable employee to me: You’ve become a friend. Because of that, you’re in my will.” Then I told her the amount.

Her eyes widened. “Wow . . . that’s a lot of money.” She knew I was healthy and would likely live a long time—perhaps even longer than she expected; so, she wasn’t overly excited.

“A bequest after I died was my original intention, but I’m planning to live to 120—that’s a long time for you to wait. Also, when I’m gone, I won’t be here to see you enjoy it. I want to see you experience the pleasure and happiness. So, I’m going to bring your bequest forward—pay it to you now.”

“I don’t understand. What are you saying?”

“I’m going to pay your bequest right away—all of it.”

She was stunned, speechless. She began to blink rapidly and to cry, smiling through the tears. “Oh, thank you. How can I ever repay you?”

“You don’t need to. April, please do not feel indebted or obligated to me. It’s me repaying you. This is money you were going to get anyway after I’m gone. I don’t want this to change our relationship.”

“I think I understand,” she answered, wiping her eyes. “I hope it won’t.”

“I want you to think carefully about how you will use the money to increase your own happiness—that’s the purpose of this.”

I watched the excitement grow. Now, she could barely sit still.

“This is so incredible!” she exclaimed. “I do want to use it well . . . and for good purposes. I’ve been living paycheck to paycheck all my life. This would give me financial security—to pay off my mortgage and other bills, and I could set the rest aside for retirement.”

“That would give you a sense of security, but I’d like you to think of this like the Magic Envelopes or as a ‘Happiness Grant’—it’s for you to spend on yourself, now, rather than for paying bills or saving for retirement. I want it to make an impact on your life now—for you to be happier and do things that you’ve been putting off. Things you’ve only dreamed about but didn’t have the money to do before. Make a list of all the things that would make your life easier and increase your happiness.”

“Wow! To spend it all . . . I hardly know where to begin?”

“To help you with the planning, I will pay for coaching with my coach, Joshua. He’ll help you write a ‘Happiness Plan.’ When I see your Happiness Plan, I’ll send you the money—all of it, at once.”

April stared off into the distance. “It’s so much money, Mr. Barney. It’s overwhelming. What will I do with it? Should I invest some of it? I don’t know anything about investments, or . . .”

“Don’t worry about that. I’ll ask my financial advisor, Richard, to help you create an Investment Plan.”

Several weeks later, April sent me her Happiness Plan. It was eight single-spaced pages and included a simple financial plan. Just reading it made me smile. I could see that she had given it deep thought. She knew what she wanted, what would significantly add to her happiness. She would work on her happiness, and I would still be alive to see and enjoy it. Both of us were enriched.

Now, I thought, what about the others in my will?


CHAPTER 8

Presenting the Pre-Quest Authentically


“Gratitude can transform common days into thanksgivings, turn routine jobs into joy, and change ordinary opportunities into blessings.”

—WILLIAM ARTHUR WARD



I LEARNED FROM MY EXPERIENCE with my family and with April that how the pre-quest was presented made a difference. Using that knowledge, I fine-tuned the pre-quest program and my presentation.

I knew it was important to include my friends’ spouses or romantic partners. Even though I may be making a pre-quest to only one of them, I realized that it was important for both members to hear my presentation and emotionally absorb it. Together they would reflect on their values and goals for using the grant, and work through any conflicts and obstacles that might arise. I knew most of my friends’ spouses or romantic partners, but some I had never met—that was a bonus.

I wanted my pre-quests to be “happiness money.” Spending money for one’s happiness is a challenge. I knew from my own experience! As I told April, pre-quest money wasn’t to pay routine bills, pay off the mortgage, or save for retirement. It was happiness money for special things—now.

Even though most of my friends were already happy, I wanted their pre-quests to significantly enhance their lives and increase their happiness.

I also hoped that whatever they chose to do with the money over the next three to five years would provide lasting benefits for the rest of their lives. For instance, if they joined a gym, hired a physical trainer, or got into an exercise regimen; or got a medical issue identified and treated early (doing so saved the life of one of my friends), that could improve their health and fitness for years. Perhaps they could buy a musical instrument and take lessons or pursue a new career.

I wanted the pre-quest to be happiness-enhancing and even life-changing—for physical rejuvenation, material improvement, and spiritual, psychological revitalization. I wanted it to make dramatic improvements in their lives. So, as with April, I asked for a “Happiness Plan”—a blueprint of how they would use the money. After they shared it with me, I would immediately fund the pre-quest.

From April’s initial reaction to my pre-quest, I realized that she needed guidance to help with her Happiness Plan, and so would others. I wanted the money to make the greatest benefit. I committed to providing coaches and a financial advisor to each recipient. Coaches turned out to be an essential part of the pre-quest program.

I admit that asking for a Happiness Plan and Investment Plan was a conflict for me. Was it right for me to have any conditions at all? After all, my philosophy was that individuals should define and pursue their happiness in their own way. Was it my business how they spent the money I gave them, or how quickly?

I eventually concluded that a pre-quest is different from a bequest. It is more like a grant than a bequest from a deceased benefactor. So, as with many grants, it’s appropriate to advise and assist with its use. I wasn’t a neutral, invisible party; I was alive to see my friends’ happiness grow. I would not dictate what their plans would be, but I wanted to know that they had a plan for spending the money to increase their happiness.

Resolving this conflict was the final step of my struggle to figure out the pre-quest package. Now, what was the best way to approach each recipient and present my offer? A sensitive presentation could help beneficiaries accept and enjoy their pre-quests.

Presenting the Pre-Quest Package

The pre-quest developed into a package of benefits. Here’s how I presented it:

First: I made a clear, detailed recognition and acknowledgment of my friends’ generosity to me. “This is why I wanted you to be in my will. It is my Gratitude Grant to you.” I then told them how much money they were to receive. They were happy with that.

Second: I told them that I plan to live to 120, so I might outlive them. They wouldn’t receive anything. They were a little less happy . . . .

Third: I told them, “I have unused money sitting in my bank, so . . . why wait?” I paused. “I want to bring your bequest forward and make it a pre-quest. I’ll fund it now, so you can use it and enjoy it right away.” (Looking back, I should have done this ten or twenty years ago.) “To make it clear,” I repeated, “I’m going to pay it now and in full.” All were surprised and much happier.

Fourth: I explained that, for me, this was a Gratitude Grant, for them it was a Happiness Grant—intended to increase their happiness; and therefore, Happiness Planning would be needed to make the best use of the money. I wanted them to spend it all within three to five years to have the most immediate impact, and also a lasting effect, on their lives.

Fifth: I emphasized that my happiness would also increase because I would be alive to see and share in their increased happiness. They would have no obligations to me; no strings attached; I didn’t want it to change our relationship in any way.

I knew that some were calculating how much taxes they would owe. So, I concluded by letting them know there would be no taxes—neither federal, state, or local taxes for them to pay; any gift taxes due would be paid by me. In most cases, that nearly doubled the value of the grant. This relieved them and made them even happier!

To Support Their Success: I would pay for a Happiness Coach to help with the planning as well as one year of ongoing coaching to help keep the Happiness Plan on track.

My Financial Planner would help them to create an Investment Plan.

I would wire the money in full after receiving their Happiness Plan and Investment Plan.

More Grants

Making Gratitude Grants does not require large sums of money. Smaller grants of, say, between $5,000 and $50,000 or more can be made spontaneously. When a family member, friend, or admired colleague has an opportunity or is facing some sort of struggle and needs a helping hand, a Gratitude Grant may be appropriate. For example: I made a grant to an admired employee to help her move from one country to another. I made several grants to authors who needed money to promote their new books. I’ve made many “scholarship” grants to help students with their studies and life experiences. For one family whose breadwinner had a heart attack, a Gratitude Grant saved them from the distress of the added expenses and medical bills. I made an anonymous grant (I thought the person might reject it if I offered it personally) to an admired friend who was having financial difficulties. I’ve made small grants to businesses to help them develop and grow, and I also made several medical/health grants.

A modest grant—a sixpence—for a good reason, to a good person, can be a great benefit.

Gratitude Grants need to be authentic for both parties. We need to explain our reasons—love, admiration, gratitude, etc.—to make the grant understandable and acceptable.

Health Grants

I told Peter Diamandis, of XPRIZE, about pre-quests. He loved the idea. He said he was going to do a version of it, which he would call Health Grants. I loved the idea and did what he suggested with my friends.

I sent emails to selected friends and colleagues. I told them I valued them, and that their health and fitness were important to me, so I was offering a Health and Fitness Grant. My friends felt complimented and recognized and accepted the idea graciously and gratefully.

I asked them to make a personal Health and Fitness Plan and send it to me, and I would pay for it, in part or in full. Some wanted a personal fitness trainer/coach. This had a major impact on their health and fitness, and on their happiness, too. Exercise equipment was also a popular item.

My emails to my friends offered help with: 1) exercise—gym membership, home exercise equipment, personal trainer, or other physical activities; 2) sleep—essential for optimal health, so perhaps a new bed, comfortable pillows, or a sleep monitor; 3) nutrition—some sort of a food delivery program (some friends ordered wholesome food and ate more nutritiously) or supplements; and 4) medical—checkups and screenings, essential for early detection and prevention, and surgeries that may have been put off.4

Making grants for health and fitness has been well-received, and it is a joy to talk with friends sometime later who are looking and feeling well and are upbeat; it’s a satisfying program.

 

4 Gratitude Grants are not charity. Charity is giving to universities, hospitals, organizations, or religious organizations. It is a different activity and has its own ideas and benefits.


CHAPTER 9

Good News for Collin and Rachel


“The honors and rewards fall to those who show their good qualities in action.”

—ARISTOTLE



COLLIN, A FORMER EMPLOYEE, originally held a modest but important management position in my organization. Together we set goals, and he’d joyfully boast when he achieved and often exceeded them. We also brainstormed ways we could innovate and improve. We would come up with creative ideas and plan what to do, then he’d get things done. He made significant contributions to the success of the company.

When we first met, Collin hadn’t completed college. Like a pushy parent, I urged him to re-enroll while continuing to work at his full-time job. He did so, earning his bachelor’s degree, and then he continued with a graduate program for his master’s in business administration (MBA). With his long list of accomplishments, and the knowledge and skills he gained from his classes, Collin was repeatedly promoted, until he took over as the CEO of a major division.

Beyond his contributions to the company, I was grateful for his personal generosity to me with stimulating conversation and friendship. It was important for me to tell Collin and his wife, Rachel, in person, all the reasons I was grateful when extending this Gratitude/Happiness Grant.

Rachel is a delightful, smart, loving, and beautiful woman. She has a sense of life and adventure, which Collin shares. Theirs is one of the most wonderful, romantic success stories. I attended his wedding, and as his bride approached, he cried like a baby. We all teased him about that for years afterward. (He’s going to hate me for including this in the book, but I do it with affection.)

One November day, I called Collin. We chatted and caught up, and I invited him to come to dinner at my home and to bring Rachel.

He said, “Carl, you do know we now live in Oregon?”

“Yes.”

“You mean get on a plane with my wife and come a thousand miles to have dinner at your home?” he asked, astonished.

“Yes. I’m happy to pay for the flight . . . I’d like you to join me for dinner at my home.”

“Maybe we could do a Zoom call? Otherwise, we’d have to get a hotel and . . .” Collin stammered.

“No problem, I’ll pay for the hotel. Please come on down and have a quiet dinner with me.”

“I guess this must be pretty important,” he concluded.

“Yes, I’ve got some important news for you.”

Collin chuckled. “Well, I do hope it’s good news.”

“Yes, it is good news,” I assured him.

“Now you’ve made me curious. Can’t you tell me what the good news is on the phone? Don’t keep me in suspense!” Collin pleaded.

“No, it’s too important for that. I need to speak with you in person.”

He finally agreed. “Well, now I can’t wait to come down and have dinner with you.”

We set a date. In preparation, I reviewed the many things that Collin had done for and with me—the brainstorming, the planning, the achievements, the successes, the many hours we spent together, and the delightful times we shared. He had been an outstanding executive, and I had enjoyed working with him immensely.

Despite being late November when they arrived, it was still a warm and pleasant evening—one of the blessings of living in southern California. As we sat down to dinner outside by the pool, a light breeze rippled the water. Immediately, Collin said, “Okay, Carl, what’s this all about? We’ve been trying to guess all week what this good news is. It’s driving us crazy.”

“Yes,” I smiled, “that was a tease, wasn’t it? I wanted you to start thinking about what it might be.”

“Well, we’ve come up with a whole bunch of ideas, but we still don’t know what it is. You’re not getting married, are you?”

I laughed. “No, I’m not getting married.”

“So, come on—tell us!”

“Well, I’m going to keep you in suspense just a little longer because I want us to have dinner first. Then I’ll lay it out for you. In the meantime, let’s talk about what you’re doing. And let’s talk about happiness. I’ve been thinking a lot about happiness lately. What are you doing that makes you happy?”

So, over steaks and wine, they told me about trips they had taken, friends they’d visited, movies they’d enjoyed—until dessert arrived. It had barely been set down when Collin looked at me expectantly and asked, “All right, Carl, enough! What’s this all about?”

I chuckled and said, “Okay, fair enough. It’s time, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is about time, for God’s sake! You’re driving us crazy.”

I drew a breath and sat back in my chair.

“Collin, we go back a long time, don’t we? We’ve had a lot of good times, and we’ve had challenges. But overall, we’ve had a wonderful ride. I’m grateful. You’ve contributed significantly to my success and my life.” I recounted the experiences we had shared.

“Yes, Carl. It’s been a great journey—we achieved a lot.”

“Well, because of the value of our relationship, and because of my gratitude to you, I’ve put a bequest for you into my will so that if I die,”—I chuckled—”you would receive a large sum of money.”

They smiled.

“So, that’s what this is all about,” Collin said, shaking his head. “We’re in your will. For a lot of money, you say. Well, Carl, that’s wonderful. Thank you! But . . . umm . . . does that mean we should look forward to you dying?” We all laughed.

“I hope not!”

At that point, I told them the amount of their bequest.

They looked surprised and pleased.

“Wow, that’s . . . amazing, Carl,” Rachel said. “I . . . we’re grateful. But of course, we hope you’re going to live for a long time and that we’ll never see the day of collecting it.”

“Well, that’s part of the problem, Rachel,” I replied. “You see, I plan to live until I’m 120, so I’m not sure that my bequest would ever get to you in time. On the other hand, if I’m dead, I won’t see you enjoying it. I wouldn’t normally mention you being in my will, or have you fly all the way from Oregon . . . but I have a good reason for telling you now.”

They traded confused looks.

“I have a solution: Because I plan to live to 120, because I have the money, because I want you to have the money now while you’re still young to enjoy it, why wait?” I paused. More quizzical looks back and forth.

“It will give me a lot of pleasure to bring your bequest forward and make it a ‘pre-quest.’ In other words,” I looked back and forth between them, “I’m going to give it to you now.”

Faces can take on all kinds of expressions, one after another. I wish you could have seen theirs.

“What?” Collin finally managed.

Rachel whispered, “You mean . . . you’re going to give us . . . that much money . . . now?”

“That’s right.”

Her eyes, which were wide, suddenly blinked and misted over. “Oh my God!” she exclaimed. “I can’t believe this! Am I dreaming?”

Collin was more reserved. “This is . . . great, Carl. I don’t know how to thank you . . . I just don’t know what to say.”

“Well, here’s an important point,” I replied. “You don’t need to say thank you. You don’t need to say anything. This is my thank-you to you for all you have done for me and added to my life. I’m grateful for your generosity and want to honor it with a Happiness Grant. You have no obligation to me of any kind. This is free and clear.”

They sat, shaking their heads, absorbing the shock, occasionally muttering, “Oh my God. I don’t believe this; am I dreaming? Why? What did we do?”

“Oh, and one other thing: It is tax-free. Because it’s a gift, I’ll pay any gift tax on it—not you. So, the amount is quite a bit more when you consider that.”

“What? You’re kidding! We’re not going to have to pay any kind of taxes on it? This must be a dream!” We laughed.

“No federal, no state, no local taxes. You get the whole amount.”

As Rachel shed tears of amazement, Collin struggled to keep his composure.

“Wow . . . . This is incredible. Are we really having this conversation?”

I chuckled. “Yes, we are.” I was enjoying myself.

He stared at me in disbelief. “What are you doing here, Carl? Why are you doing this? I don’t even work for you anymore.”

“I’m grateful! I’m grateful for the relationship that we’ve enjoyed, for how generous you’ve been to me—with your time, with your hard and smart work, with your caring and your friendship. You helped me become successful. I admire you and feel grateful. I want to express that gratitude in person while I can—I can’t do it when I’m dead! I don’t see any reason to wait. That makes sense to me. I hope it makes sense to you.”

He shifted in his chair and looked uneasy. “Please don’t think I’m being ungrateful or cynical, Carl . . . but is there some kind of catch?”

I laughed and shook my head; that was just like Collin. “No catch and no strings attached. You get all the money up front—no installments. It’s all yours, and you don’t owe me anything, not even a thank-you card.” I shrugged. “You don’t even have to remain friends with me anymore.”

They laughed. “Oh, thank goodness!” Rachel jested and promptly stopped crying. She could be a comedian. We all laughed.

“Seriously,” I continued, “I don’t want this to alter our friendship in any way.”

“Are you kidding? Of course not!”

“If you wish—but only if you wish—perhaps you can send me some photographs, or postcards, or emails letting me know how you’re enjoying your happiness money. If you want to share some happy events or experiences with me, I would be delighted. But that isn’t a requirement.”

“We would love to share our experiences and pictures. That will make this all the more fun and enjoyable,” Rachel said. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

“I know you’re already a happy and loving couple; my aim isn’t to try to make you happy but to enable you to pursue increased happiness—to raise the level and intensity of your happiness. I want you to use this money specifically on special things that will add to your happiness now. I want you to use it wisely and effectively for that purpose and that purpose only. If you abide by that, you will honor our relationship and my gratitude to you.

“You see, this is a ‘Gratitude Grant.’ That’s the way I feel toward you. But from your side, I want you to look upon this as a ‘Happiness Grant,’ intended totally and solely for your personal happiness.”

“My mind is racing, Carl,” Rachel said. “You say ‘spend the money’ on our happiness. But I think if we were just to put the money into our bank account, that would make us happy.”

I shook my head. “I know there is a sense in which that would make you happy. Who wouldn’t be happy to have a whole lot more savings? I’m giving you this pre-quest to enable you to spend the money in ways that materially enhance your lives. I want to enjoy knowing that you are spending it on special things that will make you happy.”

“That makes sense,” she acknowledged. “Spend it we will!”

I leaned in. “Now, to make this happen, there are a few things I want to explain.

“First, the money is for the two of you, personally. Resist the temptation to give it away to others or to charity. And it’s not to pay bills or pay off the mortgage. I want this money to be used to maximize your personal happiness and make your dreams come true.”

They nodded. Collin said, “That’s going to be a challenge—to figure out how best to spend it. What will make us happiest?”

“To help you figure that out, I’ll provide you with a ‘Happiness Coach’ who will guide you through a planning process of creating your personal ‘Happiness Plan.’

“I’ll ask my financial advisor to meet with you to help you create a simple Investment Plan, so when the money gets to you, you’ll know where to put it—into a mutual fund or someplace where it retains its value, and you can access and use it.”

“That would be a big help,” Collin said.

“A ‘Happiness Plan’—I like the sound of that,” Rachel smiled. “But what is it?”

“It’s a process of thinking about, discussing, and making plans for how to increase your happiness. You’ll work out your top values and goals—things you want to do and acquire, how you want to live, changes you want to make in your circumstances. You’ll plan the most rewarding uses of the money. The process can take weeks, or even longer.

“I’ve done Happiness Planning for years,” I continued, “with an executive coach’s help. I’ll fund your coach for a year to help you figure out your Happiness Plan and to help you implement it. This is about more than money—it’s a Happiness Program!”

Collin and Rachel high-fived, smiling broadly.

“My last point: I want you to spend your Happiness Grant within three to five years.”

Rachel waved her hands in all directions at once, and Collin’s jaw dropped. “Why so fast?”

“Because I want the money to have an immediate impact on your lives, health, and happiness. I want you to experience dramatic positive changes, not small improvements dragged out over many years. Does that make sense?”

They nodded.

“Do your Happiness Planning, and I will send you the funds as soon as I receive your Happiness Plan. The Coach will help. Happiness is a personal matter. Each of us finds happiness in different pursuits. I only want to review your Happiness Plan, not to tell you what I think should make you happy. Okay?”

More nodding.

“So, to sum up: Work with a Happiness Coach; develop a Happiness Plan and an Investment Plan; and I will wire the money to you. And then—as they say in Star Trek—I hope you will ‘live long and prosper.’”

The evening ended buoyantly, with dessert, plans for a ski trip together that winter, and warm hugs.

I followed up their visit with a letter that detailed the Happiness Program.

I used this approach with others. Reactions ran the gamut; they were always shocked at first, but then they responded in a variety of ways: sometimes in stunned silence; sometimes exclaiming, “You’re kidding!”; often with smiles; sometimes with joyous laughter and hugs; sometimes by bursting into tears.

And that’s how sweet Stella reacted.

Stella

Stella started out as my housekeeper but quickly took on the position of household manager. For twenty-five years, she cared for and managed everything in my home: cleaning, maintenance, gardening, pet care, car care, repairs, improvements, contractors, and all the shopping. She purchased food and supplies and always kept the refrigerator stocked. Like magic, there was milk, orange juice, and tea. She even prepared my favorite meals, and my home was always sparkling clean. She never forgot the things that needed to get done, and when she did something, she did it right. She came in each day with a smile. She was always upbeat and unflappable, calm, and cheerful.

My gratitude to Stella built up during twenty-five years of loyal, capable service. My home and life were enriched and happier because of her.

I sat down with Stella and told her how grateful I was for all she had done over twenty-five years to enrich my life. I went into detail and recognized and thanked her for who she is and what she had done. “I’m so grateful!” I told her. “I want to give you a Gratitude Grant. You’re in my will for $__.” She smiled, then laughed and kidded, “Why don’t you give it to me now?”

I laughed with her, then replied slowly: “That’s what I’m going to do.” When she realized I wasn’t kidding, she laughed again—and then tears poured down her face.

I explained to Stella what a Happiness Plan was, and that she should think about and write a plan. I also shared the assistance I would provide her. She left with a huge smile.

Afterward, she told April about it. “I was working that day,” she recalled, “and Mr. Barney told me he wanted to have a meeting with me. He sounded serious. So, I thought, Maybe he’s going to sell this house—and then I thought, It will be all right if I retire now. I’m okay with that. I didn’t know what he wanted to talk about. Then, when he told me about the grant—I cried. I was overwhelmed. I was so surprised that he thought of me.” That sentiment—gratitude for feeling recognized and appreciated—was a common reaction.

A year or so later, I got this delightful message from Stella: “My Happiness Plan is coming along. Love everything. My house remodel, Hawaii trip, road trips, housecleaner, dental work, etc. My next happiness is a new car. When I start looking, I will send a picture. Thanks again for making me happy!!”

[image: images]

The thought occurred to me: As a result of this program, twenty of my friends would be working on their Happiness Plans. How wonderful is that?


[image: image]


CHAPTER 10

Walking from England to Australia


“Respond to every call that excites your spirit.”

—RUMI



LOOKING BACK ON MY LIFE, all the success and happiness I’ve achieved has been the result of . . . well, let me tell you the story.

When I was seventeen, I learned a crucial lesson—a lesson that changed my life forever.

Driving to Australia

It started with seven lines in an English newspaper—just two column inches; twenty-six words. It read:


Two young men, Roger Holden and Charles Wallace, are planning to drive a car to Australia, and are looking for two others to go with them.



That’s all it said.

That evening, I met with five of my friends at our café hangout. I told them, “I just read about two guys who plan to drive a car to Australia.” I read from the newspaper. “That sounds like a great adventure. What do you guys think?”

You would have thought I’d said: “Hard-boiled eggs walk sideways!” They practically choked on their tea. They thought I was crazy. For about an hour, they scoffed and ridiculed the idea. For one reason after another, they said it was impossible. Some countries would have no passable roads; some places wouldn’t have any petrol (gasoline). What about diseases? How were they going to get the car across the water? What if the car broke down? What if they had an accident? What if they were arrested and thrown in jail . . . and on and on. Their comments weren’t entirely unreasonable. This was 1958. Few people even had phones in their homes. TVs were rare. Maps were hard to obtain, particularly for communist countries; and, of course, there was no internet.

I spent an hour debating and defending the idea. I lost the argument. While they couldn’t be convinced, I got more convinced. The more we argued, the more convinced I became, to the point that I made a fateful decision. I said, “You may think it’s a ridiculous idea and impossible, but I think it can be done. I’m going to ask to go with them.”

That decision changed my life, but not the lesson . . . yet.

I called Roger Holden and Charles Wallace, and they invited me to their home in Surrey, in the south of England. I took the train and arrived one Saturday. Roger and Charles grilled me for about an hour. I liked them; they were smart and the same age as I. They invited me to go with them. They had found another, and so we became a group of four.

Planning the Drive to Australia

Every weekend, for months, I got on the train to Surrey to work with them—thinking about and planning how we would drive a car—an Austin 12—from England to Australia.
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We were kids: We knew nothing. We had long lists of questions. What’s a passport? Where do we get one? How much? What’s a visa? Inoculations? Lots of questions. We had to find maps that showed roads, villages, and cities along the way. We needed information about youth hostels and any other place we might stay for free or at a low cost.

What should we take with us? We only had enough room in the car for essentials. Medical supplies? For sure. Spare tires and parts for when (not if) the car broke down in some remote place? How much money would we need? We needed a budget. What is a budget? We had no idea. How much would we need for petrol and food? We wouldn’t have enough money for hotels or entertainment.

We spent months researching, thinking, and planning—something I had never done before. It was challenging. As the plan developed, we got more and more excited. We couldn’t wait to see the world, meet new people. To drive to Australia! And then . . .

We were close to going when one of the boys said, “I need to tell you, chaps—I’m sorry . . . but I can’t come. My mum’s ill . . . I can’t leave her. So, sorry, I can’t go.” (The English say “sorry” a lot.)

Right after that bombshell, another said, “Well, chaps, I have to tell you . . .” he stopped, embarrassed. “My girlfriend and I have gotten serious . . . we’re planning to get married . . . so, sorry, I can’t go.”

Roger looked frustrated and disappointed, almost to tears. He turned to me and said, “Well, we need four, or at least three. Two isn’t enough. So, it’s off!”

I was stunned, bitterly disappointed. My heart sank. All that planning! All that work! All those exciting possibilities! Now it was off! It wasn’t going to happen. I looked at the floor as if trying to find an answer. I just shook my head, letting the awful news sink in. It was off. I was crying, inside. I recovered and I made an instant, fateful decision. I looked at the three of them and said defiantly, “I’ll go by myself!” They were shocked! They stuttered, “What do you mean . . . drive yourself . . . how are you going to do that?”

“I won’t drive, I’ll walk!”

“You’ll what . . . walk?”

“I can hitchhike, walk, I can backpack—I’ll do whatever I need to do. I’m going to Australia. I’ll go alone.”

I learned a tough lesson: No matter how much time, effort, and money you put into something, it can fail utterly. Success is never guaranteed. But I also learned that I could pick myself up and look for other ways to achieve the same thing.

Walking to Australia


“A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.”

—LAO TZU



I left their home deflated. We were ready to drive to Australia. We had it almost all planned and then suddenly it was off?

As I rode the train back, I started to recover from my disappointment. The idea of going alone became more exciting. For the first time in my life, I had a strong, clear-cut purpose. I wanted adventure. I wanted to see the world. I wanted to go to Australia. I would do it! I started to feel more alive and excited than ever.

Over the next few months, I saved every penny I could; got my vaccinations (smallpox, polio, diphtheria, and tetanus), passport, and visas; made lists of things I needed to take; and bought a pair of tough walking boots and a huge backpack that would carry everything I needed. Several months later, I booked passage across the thirty-mile-wide English Channel. I was ready to go.

Then, on November 23, 1959, one week before I was about to leave, out of the blue, Roger Holden called me. He said, “Are you still planning to go to Australia?”

“Yes, I am. I’m leaving next week.”

He cried, “Oh no, you can’t leave! I want to come, too!”

“I’m sorry,” I replied, “you’re too late.”

“Oh no, please, I want to come,” he pleaded.

I repeated, “I’m sorry. I’m leaving next week, and I’m not going to put it off.” I wasn’t willing to risk anyone backing out or having my plans falling through once again.

He begged. “Please, would you wait just one week? Maybe you can help me get my passport and visa and help me get ready to go. Please! I really want to come.” He sounded desperate. I relented and said, “Okay, one week—only a week, then I’m leaving. If you’re not ready, I’ll go by myself.” He rushed around like a dozen puppies. With my help, he got ready. We left England on December 5, 1959.

Sleeping with Nuns

In a ridiculously small plane with only six seats, we flew the short distance across the English Channel to Dinan, a little town on the coast of France. We arrived in the late afternoon. We needed someplace to sleep. I knew a few phrases in French, and one of them was auberge de jeunesse, which means “youth hostel.” My pronunciation was so poor that when I asked for an auberge de jeunesse, people shrugged their shoulders and said, “Je ne comprends pas” (I don’t understand). Unable to help, they would simply walk away.

Finally, after asking half a dozen people for the youth hostel, one person pointed to a large, mansion-like building, and said, “Ici” (here). Roger and I went up to this imposing building with a huge metal knocker and rapped. A nun answered the door. We were surprised, speechless! I muttered, “Auberge de jeunesse?” and she responded cheerfully, “Oui, oui, entrez,” and led us in.

It was a convent! The Mother Superior who had answered the door invited us to join the nuns for dinner. We walked into this huge room, and there, sitting around the largest table I’d ever seen, were at least twenty nuns, all proper in their black-and-white habits. I was very shy at seventeen, and at that sight I turned to Jello. I nearly passed out. I’d never even spoken to a single nun before, and now I was having dinner with twenty of them! With their welcoming smiles, I regained consciousness. They were gracious, delightful, and full of fun. They asked dozens of questions, with their beautiful French accents, and treated us to a wonderful evening. I think they enjoyed entertaining two “lost” English boys.
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We slept in a room in the convent, and in the morning, we were sent off with good wishes for our trip to Australia.

As we continued our travels, each evening we would look for a place to sleep—a youth hostel, a school, or anything we could afford. (Since it was winter, we wouldn’t camp out.) We arrived in a new town almost every night and would ask (frequently using sign language) one of the locals if there was a youth hostel (frequently, there wasn’t) or some other place we could sleep. We got a whole range of answers and ended up sleeping in many interesting places: hostels, college and university dorms, people’s homes (we found most people to be warm, friendly, and hospitable), a homeless shelter, a gentlemen’s club in Calcutta (very nice!), and even a police station in Sri Lanka. No, not in a cell . . . in the police officers’ dorm.

Still, our favorite memory remained our delightful first night at the convent and those charming French nuns.

Onward . . . to Down Under

We traveled down to southern France, high up into the soaring, majestic, snow-covered Alps, across into Italy, and to a delightful Alpine village called Bardonecchia. We met some students there and had a great time . . . but that’s another story.
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Next, we traveled across Italy to Yugoslavia, which in 1959 was a communist country under the dictatorship of Josip Tito. We traveled through Yugoslavia to the even more totalitarian communist state of Bulgaria, then under the dictatorship of Todor Zhivkov. Bulgaria was bleak, dark, and oppressive. The people looked frightened. When we talked to them, usually inquiring where we might sleep, they were horrified, looking over their shoulders to see if anyone might be watching them speak to foreigners.

Every few miles along the road, soldiers brandishing rifles would emerge, stop us, search the car, and search us. We showed our passports and visas and answered as many questions as we were able to with our sign language. They were hard, threatening men.

As we left Bulgaria, we felt as if we were escaping—and breathed a sigh of relief. We crossed the border into Turkey and WOW, what a difference! It was party time! Would you like a drink? The Turkish border guards were full of life—warm, friendly, and inviting, a stark contrast to Bulgaria.

We enjoyed traveling through Turkey, Istanbul, across the blue Bosporus, and then down into Iran and to the capital, Tehran. We continued through the vast, barren Iranian desert heading for Pakistan.
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We were invited to ride on a small bus with about a dozen other mostly Aussie passengers who were adventuring just as we were. In the long stretches of the Iranian desert there were no buildings, no hotels, no restrooms—not even rocks or trees. The protocol for restroom breaks was that the bus would stop, and ladies would go on one side of the bus, and the men would go on the other. That way there was a little privacy.

One time while relieving ourselves, the driver wanted to check the clutch on the bus, which had been acting up. Forgetting that we were taking a bathroom break on each side of the bus, he drove the bus twenty feet ahead, exposing us all. The panic to cover ourselves and the shrieks and laughter were hilarious.

We continued through Iran into and across Pakistan, then across the north of India to Delhi and on to Agra, home of the world-famous, spectacular Taj Mahal. It was easy to see why it is one of the Seven Wonders of the World. It was magnificent!

We proceeded to Calcutta, where we stayed for several weeks.

Next, we traveled on a packed third-class train with a crush of people, chickens, and goats, down to the south of India to take a ferry to Ceylon, which is now called Sri Lanka. We spent wonderful weeks in Ceylon. Ceylon was amazingly beautiful—gorgeo cXus sandy beaches with palm trees and warm, placid blue water. Coming from England, I’d never seen palm trees and sandy beaches. It quickly became my favorite country.
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We had wanted to “work a passage” by ship to Australia, but despite weeks of visiting dozens of ships in Columbo’s harbor, we discovered it wasn’t possible. We were stuck—stranded, and almost out of money. We were reduced to eating bananas, which cost a penny for half a dozen. We ate them for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. (I still enjoy bananas.) When we visited ships, we timed our arrival to lunchtime and tried to look desperately hungry—which at times was true. The sailors would invite us to lunch onboard their ships—we got a good meal occasionally.

One day, a ship’s captain suggested we go to the British consulate to see if they could pull some strings and get us a passage. Fortunately, they did! They made us a loan to travel in luxury—on a Pacific and Orient liner from Columbo, Sri Lanka, to Perth, Australia.

I remained in Australia for about five years and experienced many more adventures. But those are for another day.

Thinking, Planning, and Purposes

So, what was the lesson that forever changed my life?

Was it losing the argument in the café and deciding to go anyway? Was it recovering from my disappointment and deciding to go alone? Was it the adventures I had going around the world? Was it the fascinating people I met? Was it experiencing so many different countries and cultures? No, it was none of those things.

What was going through my mind? What did I want? Well, obviously, the “what” was walking to Australia—but why? Well, it was a challenge; and I wanted to see the world. “When” was I going to do this? As soon as I could get prepared and save the money I needed. Originally, the “how” was to drive a car with three others. But as an alternative, I would walk. Where? I was in London at the time and wanted to go to Australia. And then finally, how? How could I get help with maps, luggage, passports, and visas so I could make the journey?

What changed my life forever? Thinking and planning to achieve a purpose. The adventures were exciting, and I learned a lot, but it was the thinking and planning that had the greatest impact on my life. I had to think about so many things. I was a kid. Clueless. I had to ask: What’s a passport? Can you buy one at the store? I didn’t know anything about visas and had to find out what visas were needed for which countries and how to get them. And all the questions had to be answered about medical supplies, replacement parts for the car, budgets, routes, maps . . . . Dozens and dozens of questions. The thinking and planning were intense and lengthy. I experienced it. I learned it. I internalized it.

Every step of the way, I had to think about what foreign town to stop in, where to stay, where to eat, what routes to take next? I had to think my way to Australia.

As a result, since 1959, every year I think and plan and set goals. I’ve developed the habit of thinking and planning. More than anything, that has helped me to succeed, gain wealth, and increase my happiness.

Planning is one of the most important activities that anyone can do. We all plan to one degree or another. We make lists: shopping lists, to-do lists, vacation packing lists. These are simple plans. Some of our lists—like those for planning a new home or a wedding—are long and involved. But, whatever the case, planning lies at the beginning of any successful outcome. Nothing of any magnitude is accomplished without a plan.

In addition to thinking and planning, defining purposes is extremely important. The purposes for my trip to Australia were: 1) to see and learn about the world, 2) to gain understanding of myself, and 3) to discover what I wanted to do with my life—my central purpose. That’s what changed my life: thinking, planning, and having purposes. I learned, much later, that these are fundamental virtues that are necessary for, and lead to, a successful and happy life.

Thinking Is Asking and Answering the Right Questions

I had asked my friends to develop Happiness Plans. I wanted them to use their pre-quests for the greatest benefits. I knew that some of them were already good thinkers and planners, and others less so.

We all think—we have to. We all know this. So, what’s the challenge? Thomas Edison, the renowned inventor, reputedly said, “Five percent of people think; ten percent of people think they think; and the other eighty-five percent would rather die than think.” That may be a little harsh, but . . . thinking and planning can be difficult.

Edison’s point, put more precisely, might read: “Five percent of people are good, logical thinkers; ten percent of people think adequately; and the other eighty-five percent have difficulty thinking.”

Without going down philosophical and psychological rabbit holes, thinking is simply posing and answering meaningful questions.

The key to thinking well is to ask the right questions. Some of these questions are captured by Rudyard Kipling in his poem, I Keep Six Honest Serving Men:


“ I keep six honest serving men

(They taught me all I knew);

Their names are What and Why and When and How and Where and Who.”



What, why, when, how, where, and who? The answers to these questions give us the facts we need to plan and solve problems. (See thinking processes in the Workbook.)

I thought about and answered loads of questions when planning my walk to Australia.

Why am I going to Australia? What’s my purpose? What do I want to get out of this? What benefits will I achieve? What’s important? Who can advise me? Who can help me think this through? Where can I find them?

Unfortunately, I didn’t have many people who were willing to talk about my trip—certainly not my friends at the café. The “who” turned out to be the passport office that helped me get a passport and visas. Also, bookstore employees and books were helpful.

While thinking about and planning my trip, I developed short action plans—like shopping lists, such as: clothes to take, how to earn enough money, creating a budget. The main concern was money. I had to calculate how much money I needed and could spend because I had only eighty-nine English pounds—about one hundred and twenty-five dollars. In those days, to me, that was a lot of money. How many miles would we need to cover each day to end up in Australia, ten thousand miles away, before the money ran out?

It was asking and answering such questions—over many months—that enabled me to plan and walk (while I did a lot of walking, I also hitchhiked and used buses and trains). The habits of thinking and planning I developed during this time later enabled me to build businesses, create wealth, and have the resources to make Happiness Grants.

I’ve learned that to develop a Happiness Plan, a thinking partner, such as a friend, spouse, or coach, is indispensable. They can help you ask the right questions and act as an objective sounding board.

“Thinking Teams” (a term I coined when I was active in management) can be very helpful, too. We can enlist a small group of appropriate people—a sort of brain trust—to ask questions and help come up with answers.

Happiness doesn’t occur by accident. Yet, before I began The Happiness Experiment, I hadn’t met a single person who had developed the most important plan of all: a Happiness Plan.

My experiences while walking to Australia dramatize why thinking and planning became a major aspect of the Happiness Program. As I was to discover later, it wasn’t the pre-quest money itself but the quality of the participants’ thinking and planning that made the greatest difference in their level of happiness.


CHAPTER 11

Coaching for Happiness


“The wise man doesn’t give the right answers, he poses the right questions.”

—CLAUDE LEVI-STRAUSS



“YOU WANT ME TO FIND HAPPINESS COACHES?” Joshua exclaimed.

“Yes, about half a dozen should be enough. Each coach could work with two or three of my friends. Some will choose to work with their spouse and will act as each other’s coaches.”

I had offered coaches to my friends to help with their Happiness Planning; now I had to deliver. My executive coach, Joshua, regularly worked with other coaches, so I asked him for assistance.

“Carl, I’ve never heard of happiness coaches; life coaches, yes, but . . . I’m an executive coach. I coach CEOs and business executives. This isn’t my field. What do you mean by happiness coaches?”

“All coaches help to increase happiness indirectly. Business coaches help executives become more successful and, therefore, happier,” I said. “Life coaches help people become happier. I want happiness coaches who will focus on Happiness Planning to increase happiness.”

“I know some excellent coaches, but if I asked them to do Happiness Coaching, they’d ask me what the hell I was talking about. I’d need to brief them to focus on Happiness Planning rather than business coaching.”

“Yes, we should explain it, and make an outline of what we want covered,” I agreed.

“I’ll give this some thought. I’m in your area next week. We can create a plan.”

When Joshua arrived, he went right to work. “I’ve thought about Happiness Coaching. I like the idea. I could use some myself. I’ve got some ideas. Let’s make a list of the most important ideas that will lead to, or influence, happiness.” We did this for about an hour; we listed 256 items! “Our work is done!” Joshua exclaimed, sitting back and folding his arms. We laughed as we stared at the long list.

“No one can work with all these,” he continued. “It’s time to roll up our sleeves . . . start a new pot of coffee.”

“Tea,” I corrected him. “Civilized people drink tea.”

He rolled his eyes. “People who won the Revolutionary War drank coffee.”

“But that was a civil war between Englishmen and Englishmen, so technically the winners were English,” I corrected him again.

“You Englishmen are insufferable, and we have work to do.”

I took that as a concession.

“Let’s identify the most important items, the essential few,” I suggested. After discussion and comparison, we distilled our list down to one hundred, then to twenty items. But that was still too many for anyone to work with. We continued thinking about which ideas and practices were most fundamental and critical to happiness. We boiled the list down to these ten:


	Pleasure: We all want and need pleasure. It’s one of the key values that make life worth living. It comes in many forms—intimacy, productiveness, recreation, hobbies, music, movies, novels, art.

	Purposes: Our central aims and values—our careers, romantic relationships, treks across the globe, improving the world—are our purposes. Our purposes are kinds of values—we want and pursue them—but they are special kinds of values. They have great significance and impact in our lives. As someone once said, Purposes are a very big deal.

	Relationships: We all engage with, or want to engage with, others—romantic partners, family, friends, coworkers, teachers, coaches, mentors, mentees, and, according to my girlfriend, pets. (“Pets are people, too!” she insists.)

	Values and virtues: We all have wants and desires—things to pursue or gain or keep. These are our values—the things that are important to us, the things that fill our lives with purpose, meaning, and joy. Certain actions are necessary to gain and keep our values. These are virtues: the habits or actions by which we pursue our values. (I’m using the concept of virtue in the Aristotelian sense: habits that help us achieve happiness. More on this follows.)

	Gratitude: We all are, or should be, grateful for the help, opportunities, and generosity of people. Good, thoughtful, benevolent people add great value to our lives. Those who do so in exceptional ways add exceptional value. Appreciating and feeling grateful for them and expressing gratitude for their help or generosity is an act of justice and a life-serving virtue.

	Thinking and planning: After walking to Australia, I discovered thinking and planning were essential to success. Defining one’s values and virtues and creating a plan to achieve them depend on thinking and planning.

	Circumstances: We all have a set of circumstances in our lives, such as work history and situation, family context, home, money, and lifestyle, leading to a general state of both positive and negative emotions. We’re pleased or happy with certain parts of our lives, and we’re displeased or even distraught about other parts.

	Beliefs and mindsets: Our beliefs and attitudes about ourselves, others, and the world are the psychological foundation that affects everything else in our lives. What we believe we can do, we may try. What we believe we can’t do, we won’t even try. And what we do and don’t try determines the course and success of our lives.

	Health and fitness: We become healthy and fit through exercise, nutrition, and sound sleep. These form the physical base on which other things depend. When we are healthy, we can pursue our other goals; when we aren’t healthy and fit, our ability to pursue our other values can be diminished.

	Happiness habits: In the Aristotelian sense, virtues are practical habits for achieving our values, which leads to our happiness. Habits are the way to achieve our ultimate aim: happiness. Happiness Planning involves identifying our life-serving values and virtues, pursuing them, and creating habits to achieve them.



Reducing our list from 256 to 10 practices was hard work. To make happiness ideas more coachable and actionable, we narrowed it further still.

What Will Make the Most Difference?

“For both the coaches and your friends, we need to simplify this,” Joshua said. “We need to reduce the list to the few most important things. What are the few key, strategic things that will produce the greatest results?”

I agreed. “There are hundreds of tips and tactics to sort through. There are hundreds, even thousands, of books about happiness. Defining the few strategic things will provide the highest leverage for both coaching and increasing happiness.”

Drawing on our knowledge of psychology, philosophy, planning, management, and our combined experiences, we identified the four strategic areas that we regarded as the most important for optimizing happiness:


	Thinking and planning: These include questioning, listening, discussing, imagining, reading, researching, and learning. Happiness is not possible without thinking and planning.

	Values and virtues: These include what we want, our purposes, and the things and people we love, which are values. We can want, or want more of, countless things. Our most important wants—the things we love, the desires of our soul, inspirations, our ideals—are our highest values and the meaning of our lives. The actions we take and the habits we form to achieve, maintain, and enjoy values are virtues. Virtues produce values. We can’t have one without the other—they’re a pair.

	Beliefs and mindsets: We have many beliefs and attitudes about ourselves, others, the world. Our beliefs and mindsets are deeply embedded in our experiences and psychologies. Beliefs are powerful. True and false beliefs impact our behavior and our state of mind. Beliefs can make us happy or miserable. We can positively change them through habits. We can learn to create happiness beliefs—and change our mindset.

	Happiness habits: By creating habits, we take charge of our lives and can increase our happiness. In his book, Atomic Habits (which sold over fifteen million copies), James Clear defines habits as “the small decisions you make and actions you perform every day.”5 Habits start with a decision. We can be unhappy by habit, or we can become happy by habit. Without habits, happiness isn’t possible. Happiness is achieved and sustained by habits. Clear has a wonderful app, called Atoms, to create and track habits.



“That’s a powerful, strategic list!” I said happily. “If the coaches help my friends grasp and apply these principles, I will have happier friends.”

Joshua nodded and looked satisfied. “Let’s discuss the details of what goes into a Happiness Plan. What will your friends need to think about and include?”

 

5 James Clear, “The Habits Guide: How to Build Good Habits and Break Bad Ones,” jamesclear.com, https://jamesclear.com/habits.


CHAPTER 12

Happiness Planning


“It’s not hard to make decisions when you know what your values are.”

—ROY E. DISNEY



Thinking and Planning

“Happiness Planning is fundamental to the pre-quest program,” I began. “It’s all driven by thinking and planning. Creating a plan involves imagining and projecting what will lead to increasing happiness. This is the umbrella activity.”

“Your story of walking to Australia makes that clear,” Joshua replied. “Thinking and planning go into any successful activity. It seems obvious, but I’ve worked with many high-level executives who lack this understanding. Stating it clearly, and giving it primacy, is powerful.”

“That’s right. Happiness involves many steps, and my ‘walking’ to Australia is a good analogy. We take steps and travel for an entire lifetime. And we can make it a successful, happy journey if we take the time to think and plan.”

“Right, but what do we need to think about?”

Dreams, Longing, and Desires

I got a life-changing idea while skiing. Happiness Planning starts with dreams.

I signed up for a ski lesson at Deer Valley. It improved my skiing, but that wasn’t the highlight of the day. I met a man who taught me a monumental lesson. He had signed up for the same time slot, so we shared a lesson. We struck up a conversation on the ski lift. He told me his name was Chuck, and he had homes both in Deer Valley, Utah, and in Orlando, Florida. He was also an author. When I asked what he wrote about, his reply was terse but intriguing: “Risk and wealth.” With further probing, I learned that one of his books had been on the The New York Times bestseller list longer than any other hardcover in its history. My companion was none other than Charles Givens, the famous author of Wealth Without Risk; More Wealth Without Risk; and SuperSelf. That last one, SuperSelf, influenced my success. We developed a friendship, occasionally skiing together and sharing meals.

One day, while riding up the ski lift, I turned to him and said, “Chuck, I’ve enjoyed a lot of success and achieved my goals; but now I’m having difficulty setting more goals. It’s hard to think about what I want to do and achieve next.”

He nodded. “Before you set goals, you need to create a Dreams List.” That got my attention. A Dreams List? Never heard of it. Chuck continued, “You need to let your imagination run wild. Imagine you have unlimited time, and all the money, knowledge, talent, ability, self-confidence, and opportunities you need. It doesn’t matter if they’re realistic or not—they’re dreams. Just write them all down.”

I’d never done that before, so I did it, and it was an extremely helpful exercise. Chuck recommended reviewing the Dreams List each year and then, at the right time, translating dreams into goals and acting on them. Walt Disney said: “All our dreams can come true, if we have the courage to pursue them.”6

After hearing this story, Joshua added, “A longing is a type of dream. Deep down, subconsciously, we can have a sort of aching, an emotion of undefined wanting. It’s inside us . . . if we look, meditate, reflect, we may be able to find it. Perhaps there’s a longing for love? Or a longing for understanding and wisdom? Or a longing to write, or sing, or paint? I believe that most people have an undefined longing.

“The difference between needs, desires (or wants), and dreams is easy to confuse,” Joshua continued. “A need is something required to live—such as air, food, shelter, pleasure. A desire is for something more—more money, love, or children. Dreams are visions of life and wonderful aspirations—perhaps a dream job, a big, beautiful home overlooking a lake or the ocean, or a trip around the world.”

I agreed. “There’s also a time factor involved: Needs relate to now, wants relate to the near future, and dreams relate to a more distant future. For example, someone might need a job, want a better job, or dream of a deeply fulfilling career.”








	NEEDS—NOW

	WANTS—SOON

	DREAMS—LATER




	A place to live

	Own a home

	Big, beautiful home




	Transportation

	A reliable car

	A Lexus LS 600




	Acceptance

	Pride

	High self-esteem




	Pleasure

	More pleasure

	Happiness




	Security

	Excitement

	Adventure





“Wants motivate us,” said Joshua. “Throughout each day, there are small and large things we want—to visit a friend, watch a movie, read a book, learn something, play with our children, or go to the gym. Wants are inexhaustible. Without wants we couldn’t live a happy life. Wants are the driver. Wants are the energy.”

“What we want is important,” I agreed.

With the pre-quest program, I hoped my friends would think beyond the fulfillment of basic needs and wants. I wanted the pre-quests to expand their horizons and imaginations to think about and pursue their dreams. My friend, Austin, did. He’s a professor at a major university. I’ve long admired him. He told me he had a dream.

He wrote to a mutual friend:


We were having a wonderful dinner at Carl’s place, outside, overlooking the Pacific. Carl didn’t announce the pre-quest until we got my wife on speakerphone. It was one of those jaw-dropping, staggering moments—a surreal experience. I was totally at a loss for words and in a state of mental fog—in shock. When the numbness diminished and the fog cleared, I experienced a kind of out-of-body joy. I immediately thought, I can pursue my dream. Without question, the single most important thing about the pre-quest was the thinking and planning to realize our dream. This is going to change my life.



Values


Molly Jackson is happy. She has two wonderful children and a loving husband. These are two of her highest values. She loves her life.

Before she got married and had children, Molly was a schoolteacher. She values education for herself and for her children. Her husband, John, is a pharmacist, and she adores him.

Molly’s home is important to her—another value. She decorates it beautifully, with plants and flowers everywhere. When she comes home, it puts a smile on her face. Her husband, John, loves his work as a pharmacist, but he also loves coming home to Molly and their children.

They have a dog named Sally and a cat called Houdini. Molly taught the children how to care for them.

Molly enjoys gardening and uses the garden and growing vegetables to teach the children about plants and how they gain nourishment from the Earth and open to sunlight to develop and grow. She teaches them lessons in botany.

Molly and John are happy. They’ve achieved their values—romantic relationship, children, home, education, and more. They are surrounded by and living their values. How could they be anything but happy?

This is happiness—having important values, achieving them, surrounding ourselves with those values, living our values. Happiness is the result and the reward.



Joshua picked up the conversation where we had left off. “Okay, Carl, let’s expand a bit from dreams . . . our needs, wants, and dreams are values—reasons to live. We all want things: money, security, a successful career, travel, respect, health—literally hundreds of things. We also want more in our lives. That’s straightforward. But how will people interpret values and virtues—let’s call them the V words? People talk about needs, desires, dreams, and what will make them happy, but . . . values and virtues . . . won’t this sound religious and be confusing and old-fashioned to your friends and coaches?”

“Maybe . . . but values and virtues . . . are . . . what they are,” I said. “I know some people think of values as religious, like faith, hope, charity, humility, and self-sacrifice; and of virtues as humility, obedience, justice; or social values such as helping the poor, feeding the homeless, or saving the planet. Both religious and social pressures can persuade us that we should give up our own personal values.”

“True, and that’s a problem,” said Joshua. “Sacrificing or giving up our own purposes, wants, and values won’t lead to personal happiness. Giving up our personal lives through sacrificing can’t lead to real happiness. So, what do you propose?”

“We will use value and virtue in the Aristotelian way: Values are material and spiritual things that support our lives and happiness; virtues are actions and habits that enable us to gain and keep those things. We can ask my friends to keep an open mind and to consider that values are practical, real, this-world ideas—personal life-supporting things that will result in increasing their happiness.

“Aristotle regarded the achievement of happiness, or eudaemonia, as he called it, as the purpose of morality—all values and virtues should serve happiness. He advocated values and virtues for living, such as stimulating friendships, a healthy and fit body, a close family, a comfortable home, and spiritual values of reason, love, and wisdom—even the latest model chariot.”

“I’m sure some of your friends will be buying the latest Lexus chariot,” quipped Joshua.

“I suspect so!” I laughed. “Some life-serving values stay the same, and others evolve and develop. Take your phone, for instance. I’ll give you a million dollars for it . . . if you promise never to buy another smartphone.”

He sat back and looked as if cold water had been thrown in his face. Then he laughed. “No way! This is my entire life—everything is on it! That’s a good way of putting a value on something. I also put a high value on my laptop. There’s no way I would sell it.” He moved his laptop farther away from me.

“Well, if you won’t sell me your phone or laptop, would you sell me one of your kids . . . How much?”

He laughed. “Be careful what you ask for,” and laughed harder. “Yes, the things and people we value, and the degrees to which we value them, is illuminating. Some things are super valuable, other things not so much.”

He paused and looked at the ceiling reflectively. “I’ve got a thought experiment for you, Carl. Imagine that in ten minutes your house is going to burn down. Everything left inside will be gone. Everything you value—your romantic partner, children, pets, photographs, jewelry, clothing, artwork, furniture, books—everything that you’ve ever accumulated or loved. You’ve got ten minutes—what would you rush to save? Obviously, your partner, children, and your beloved pets. But then what? Would you save your phone or your photo albums? Would you save your computer or your clothing? Would you save your jewelry or the $10,000 in cash in your safe? We would begin saving the living, and then irreplaceable possessions, but in what order would you save everything? What would be your hierarchy of values? That would be the order of your values from highest to lowest. What would you save?” He looked at me.

“That’s a challenging experiment . . . I’d need to think . . .” I replied.

“And another experiment: Would you make a deal with me—or with the devil—to sell your integrity, your reputation, or your character?”

“Never. Some values and ideals are sacred,” I responded. “Those values are part of our souls; they make us who we are. You can’t put a price on them.”

He agreed. “Our values are what we live for. They are our reason for living. If we lose or cannot achieve our most important values—our integrity, self-esteem, good character—we lose our reason for living.”

“That’s nicely put . . . if we lose or can’t achieve our highest values, we lose our reason for living,” I repeated. “Values give the meaning to our life.”

Joshua emphasized, “Values can be material—clothing, home, transportation, phone—or spiritual—such as truth, justice, purpose, love, self-esteem, character, and knowledge. Some values are a mixture of both: romance, home, music, movies, travel.”

“A mixture of material and spiritual . . . I like that,” I said. “I want my friends to think about their most important life-serving values—and use the Happiness Grants to elevate them.”

“Let’s list common values,” Joshua suggested. “That may help your friends and the coaches.” (See The Happiness Planning Guide List of Values at the back of this book.)

Virtues

“That explains values; what about the other V word—virtues? Carl, that word could confuse people. Again, people think of religious virtues—sacrifice, worship, going to church, temple, mosque; being nice to animals; saving the planet. We’re talking about personal actions for ourselves—actions that improve our lives and increase our own happiness. So, can we really use the word virtue? I think that may be confusing.” He frowned.

“I’ll explain, but first I need a break . . . . Let’s walk down to the beach,” I suggested.

Below my home there is a lovely cove with rocky cliffs on each side. The Pacific waters are generally placid, and you can see birds of all kinds feasting on creatures drawn in by the tide. Periodically, I walk up and down this cove to relax and think.

As we walked, I said, “Values and virtues are so connected that they can be confused. Virtues, such as honesty and integrity (actions), can be thought of as values. Honesty and integrity are often referred to as values, when in fact they are the actions that lead to the values of character and self-esteem. Values are the ends. Virtues are the means.”

“That’s good—cause and effect!” said Joshua. “That is clarifying; go on.”

“Virtues are what we do. They are life-serving actions we take to produce or maintain a value. Values and virtues are a pair. On the other side of any virtue, there will be, and must be, one or more values. So, practicing virtues is the activity of achieving our values. Enjoying life is a virtue. People who know how to laugh, sing, dance, and play are living. They know how to enjoy life, relish it, and live life to the fullest. That is a high-level virtue.

“If we want good relationships—a value—we need to be good listeners: respectful, supportive . . . all virtues that go into creating enriching relationships. Values and virtues determine how we live our lives and are critical to our happiness. Aristotle thought of virtues as practical life-serving habits that lead to success and happiness. That’s what I mean, too.”

Joshua nodded. “I get that. Let’s say we value and want friends. Once we have them, what virtues keep them? I’d say honesty, integrity, trust, listening, supporting, and sincerely understanding them. These virtues lead to gaining and keeping friends. It’s simple. If we want friends, we must be friendly—a virtue; if we want love—a value—we need to be loving—a virtue. And if you want happiness, you need to make a Happiness Plan,” he quipped and chuckled. “Are you sure you want to go this deep into the V words? Some coaches and recipients may find it . . .”

By now we had returned and were back in my office. “I admit I have reservations.” I stood up. “Let’s sit outside and take another break. I need one.” We walked out to my favorite sitting area, with a view of the pool. It was relaxing, and I needed to relax after this conversation. (Maybe you do too!)

“Joshua, I have struggled with this. It’s become a matter of truth and integrity: truth because I’ve learned the way to achieve real, lasting happiness is through values and virtues. Achieving our values results in success and happiness; it’s that simple. Integrity demands that I be honest with my friends. We can’t ignore or evade the importance of values and virtues.”

“You’ve given me a challenge. I get it. I think this is right. We must have the integrity to present it,” Joshua agreed.

Reflecting on Values and Virtues

Looking back on these discussions, The Happiness Experiment confirmed that values and virtues were the keys to increasing happiness—a Happiness Plan (value) containing thoughtful, life-supporting, life-loving actions (virtues). Practicing these actions habitually in pursuit of precious values is the ultimate source and cause of happiness. The experiment was a joy to conduct. It involved appreciating and validating the good; appreciating and validating friendships; recognizing and admiring people who are important to me—people who are a value. I am grateful. I’m expressing that gratitude. That is a virtue.


THIS TABLE LISTS SOME VALUES AND VIRTUES THAT ARE REQUIRED FOR SUCCESS AND HAPPINESS. THERE ARE MANY MORE.









	VALUES–WANTS

	VIRTUES–ACTIONS




	1. Health and fitness

	Exercising, eating healthy, sleeping, medical checkups




	2. Knowledge

	Reading, workshops, courses, AI, studying




	3. Career/Work

	Productiveness, commitment, ambition




	4. Relationships

	Cooperating, supporting, helping, listening




	5. Purpose/Meaning

	Producing values, discipline, perseverance




	6. Romantic relationship

	Being lovable and loving, empathy, listening




	7. Pleasure

	Reading, music, dancing, walking, sports, movies




	8. Self-esteem

	Developing character, practicing life-supporting virtues




	9. Character

	Honesty, fairness, integrity, courage, practicing virtues





 

6 Lewis Howes, “20 Lessons from Walt Disney on Entrepreneurship, Innovation and Chasing Your Dreams,” Forbes, July 19, 2012, https://www.forbes.com/sites/lewishowes/2012/07/17/20-business-quotes-and-lessons-from-walt-disney/.


CHAPTER 13

Beliefs and Mindsets


“Our mindset is our operating system. It’s always there, every hour of every day.”



“WE’VE DISCUSSED THE MOST IMPORTANT happiness ideas—thinking and planning, values and virtues—but there are two others we need to discuss: beliefs and Happiness Habits.”

“Good,” I answered. “Let’s walk and talk. There’s a hiking trail across the way.”

“Great idea. Bring your recorder, and we can capture our ideas,” suggested Joshua.

We hit the hiking trail behind my home, a five-mile path that ascends and offers spectacular views of Newport Beach and Laguna Beach. As we climbed, the vast Pacific stretched out below us, a dazzling shade of blue, with gentle waves lapping at the shore. Boats dotted the water—some sailing, others anchored near the shore. Jet Skis raced each other, leaving white streams of turbulent water.

Joshua smiled. “Such a great view. Wow, look at that. It’s good to be alive; we’re so lucky! It’s so nice to be outside in nature.”

“Yes, it is good to be alive! There’s Catalina Island.” I pointed. “To the right, that’s Newport Harbor—see the boats lined up in long rows.” Out on the ocean, a convoy of container ships headed toward the huge Long Beach Harbor.

We were enjoying life, relishing the views, and appreciating nature. We were expressing our beliefs—”it’s good to be alive”; “life is to be enjoyed”; “we’re so lucky.”

“This happy mindset reminds me of a friend,” Joshua said. “‘I’m the luckiest man alive!’ he exclaimed with joy and conviction. His eyes were wide and shining and he had a big, bright smile. He wasn’t famous or rich . . . yet he was rich in a different way. ‘I have a wife I adore, my kids are precious, I love my work, I have a charming home, and . . . ‘ He went on . . . . He truly believed he was that lucky. Of course, it wasn’t all luck (although luck is real, and it certainly helps); he had worked for his values, and he was achieving them—romance, family, work, home, and more. He knew it, he believed it, and he was happy.”

“I heard a story in the outback of Australia,” I told Joshua.


Many years ago, kangaroos were considered pests. They would eat the grass needed for sheep and cattle, so once a year the ranchers would get together in a convoy of trucks, and everybody would bring their guns. They’d round up the kangaroos in a face-off between the ranchers and the kangaroos. Typically, the kangaroos lost. As the ranchers were racing across the uneven land chasing the kangaroos and shooting, suddenly a pickup hit a gully. The truck bounced high up in the air. A shotgun went off. One of the men screamed, “I’ve been shot! My leg! I’m shot!” and started wailing in agony.

The pickup raced back to the farmhouse—all the while this man was screaming and crying out, “My leg! I’m bleeding!” and writhing on the floor of the truck. They picked him up, hauled him into the farmhouse, laid him on the kitchen table, and looked at his leg. They didn’t see blood—they didn’t see anything. The farmer’s wife cut off the trousers from his leg . . . totally fine; not a scratch. It was an embarrassing moment for the fellow lying on the table. Everyone had a big laugh.

He believed he had been shot, and therefore he behaved as if he had been. Beliefs are powerful. We live what we believe.



“We all have beliefs and attitudes about ourselves, other people, and the world in general,” said Joshua. “We develop a sense or a feeling, a sort of continuing general emotion that corresponds to our overall view of life. We can have a benevolent view: ‘What a Wonderful World,’ as the song goes. On the other hand, we can view the world through a vale of tears and suffering—a tragic worldview or mindset. An uplifting view is an expansive-abundance mindset: The belief that the world is open to the achievement of our values and that success and happiness are possible for us here on earth. This set of beliefs, or mindset, affects our emotions, our attitude, and everything we do in life.”

“Beliefs, convictions, premises, ideas, evaluations, and decisions are parts of a mindset. For simplicity,” I suggested, “let’s call all of these beliefs.

“A mindset is made up of a dominant belief or several beliefs that people hold,” I continued. “People have beliefs about work—a work mindset. For instance, they may believe ‘Work is hard’ vs. ‘Work is to be enjoyed.’ We all have beliefs about other people, a ‘people mindset’ such as ‘People are basically good vs. people are sinful,’ or ‘People are a value for me.’ There’s a family mindset: ‘My family is my highest value.’ Most importantly, for this experiment, there’s a happiness mindset: ‘Life is to be enjoyed. Success and happiness are possible for me; I want to be happy.’”

Joshua added, “We have beliefs about life in general, about ourselves, men, women, love, money, and, oh boy, politics! And personal beliefs such as ‘I’m a good and decent person,’ ‘I deserve to be happy,’ vs. ‘I’ve done bad things, and I feel guilty, and I’m not sure I can be truly happy.’”

I replied, “A belief that was prevalent in England in the 1940s and 1950s was ‘Life is very difficult.’ At the time, it was true; but some of my English friends still hold that belief over seventy-five years later.”

We can’t see beliefs, touch them, photograph them—they don’t have any concrete existence, and yet they do exist. We can see them when they’re written down. We experience our own and others’ behavior being directed by what we, and they, believe. Those with religious beliefs go to church, temple, or mosque, and they practice religious rituals. Other people, who believe that the environment is in danger and needs to be saved, will protest and behave in corresponding ways. These are obvious, surface beliefs. Beliefs are made visible in emotions, attitudes, and behaviors. Because they are invisible, it can be hard to grasp the motive, the power, and the impact of beliefs.

Steven Pinker, an experimental psychologist and professor at Harvard University, wrote How the Mind Works (1997) and, more recently, Rationality (2021). In a recent interview, he said, “There’s a reluctance to credit something ‘as wispy and ethereal as an idea’ with causal power. It seems almost mystical—how could something as airy-fairy as an idea cause tanks to cross a national border.” (He’s referring to the Russian invasion of Ukraine.) He goes on: “Ideas are causal forces in history. There’s nothing mystical about [them].” Referring to his study of cognitive science, he says: “Ideas aren’t phantoms; they’re patterns of activity in the brains of human beings . . . .” He goes on to say that people and nations behave from beliefs of honor and prestige, utopian visions, revenge for injustices, humiliations, and other offenses and obsessions.7

Our beliefs are our motivators. The most powerful beliefs arise from our values and purposes. Negative beliefs restrain us—defeat us. Life-serving beliefs propel us to a better life of success and happiness.

Beliefs Keep Us Alive

“A belief can mean the difference between life or death,” said Joshua provocatively.

“Hold on . . . life or death!?”

“Yes, really,” Joshua continued. “Viktor Frankl, in his famous book, Man’s Search for Meaning, describes the utter misery of his time in three different Nazi death camps. He observed that those who held onto the beliefs I want to live and I have something important to do had a better chance of getting through the daily horror. In Dr. Frankl’s case, he had a strong desire to finish a book he was writing. Those who had nothing to look forward to lost the will to live and simply succumbed—some just lay in bed until they died. Frankl used his sense of purpose to find that extra will to live and go on to make a huge difference in many lives.”

“That reminds me of a charming, loving woman named Carla,” I said. “She ran The Children’s Cabinet, a support group for families. She was loved in the community. The whole town (of about ten thousand people) knew she had incurable cancer and only about six months to live.

“Carla and her husband joined me for dinner. During dinner, she was upbeat, laughing, and telling stories. As I watched her smile, laugh, and gesture animatedly, I grew increasingly uncomfortable. I thought, Doesn’t she know she’s dying? My heart ached for her. I felt sad. After a while, I couldn’t stand the pressure; I had to ask: ‘Carla, we know about your . . . illness . . . I wonder . . . how you can be so cheerful?’ She looked right at me, a sparkle in her eyes, and said, ‘Carl, I’m going to live until I die.’”

Joshua smiled. “You know, Carl, some people WANT TO LIVE. Others want to live; and some aren’t sure about it. Wanting to live is the fundamental purpose and the foundational mindset.”

“Some people lose their will to live after failures or trauma,” I said. “Some just give up. Dan Sullivan of Strategic Coach says as people get older, they have a number for when they believe they’ll die: When I’m seventy . . . or seventy-five . . . or eighty . . . or . . . . They start to coast as they near that age. Then they fade away and don’t really live anymore.”

Joshua added, “To live long and well, our beliefs need to be positive, such as: I’m capable of setting and achieving goals; I have choices; I’m living my values; I deserve to be happy; and many more. Positive, authentic beliefs lead to happy lives.”

“On the other hand, negative beliefs can be an obstacle to happiness,” I said.

A study done by the British Psychological Society, Psychology and Psychotherapy: Theory, Research, and Practice 2011, cited several factors that undermine happiness. They identified the following negative beliefs that hindered people from achieving happiness:


	I’m frightened to become too happy.

	Good feelings never last.

	I don’t deserve to be happy.

	Feeling good feels uncomfortable.

	If I feel good, something bad could happen.8



“Our beliefs are with us all the time, and they affect everything in our lives,” I emphasized. “People have beliefs about animals, pets, the environment, men, women, sex, books, technology—the list goes on forever. Some beliefs are vague and undefined; some are clear and known; many are partially or fully buried.”

“Carl, we’re clear about beliefs and mindsets,” Joshua concluded. “Our lives today come from all the beliefs of our past. Our character, personality, emotions, and outlook come from the beliefs we’ve accumulated throughout life. But what’s more important is that the beliefs we create today will determine our future. It may be helpful if you create some examples of the most common beliefs and mindsets. That will make concrete the abstractions—the ‘airy-fairy ideas’ that caused tanks to invade Ukraine.”

“Okay, I’ll do it this weekend.”

When I showed him the list, Joshua remarked, “That’s a long list. But that’s okay, because people can scan the list and select things that interest them. They can highlight those they want to work on.”

The list is located in the Happiness Planning Workbook.

 

7 Pinker, Steven, “Beyond Doomscrolling,” Hidden Brain Media podcast, 2024.

8 Gilbert, P., McEwan, K., Matos, M., & Rivis, A. (2011), “Fears of compassion: Development of three self-report measures,” Psychology and Psychotherapy: Theory, Research, and Practice, 84(3), 239–255. doi: 10.1348/147608310X526511.


CHAPTER 14

Clouds and Sunshine


“Happiness is not the absence of problems; it’s the ability to deal with them.”

—Steve Maraboli



Clouds

We had been hiking for about an hour, climbing uphill, breathing heavily. “I need to catch my breath . . . ,” I gasped. “For some people, life is an uphill climb, just like this hill.”

“I hate to put a cloud on our happy hike,” panted Joshua, “but some people will need to deal with negative beliefs. People develop negative beliefs from experiencing physical pain and emotional suffering.”

“Yes,” I replied, “everyone has experienced trauma, and much of it is untreated or unresolved—physical trauma such as accidents, surgery, serious illnesses, and emotional trauma such as the loss of a sibling, parent, child, or pets. These things are clouds over our lives and form negative beliefs and attitudes.”

“What do you mean by clouds?”

“Do you remember that lovely Joni Mitchell song?

I’ve looked at clouds that way

But now they only block the sun

They rain and snow on everyone

So many things I would have done

But clouds got in my way.

“Clouds come in all shapes, sizes, colors,” I said. “Some come briefly; some last a lifetime.”

Joshua agreed. “Yes, there’s the emotional trauma of heartbreak, divorce, lawsuits, loss of a job, or—”

“One of the absolute worst I know of . . . ,” I interrupted. “I’ll tell you the story.

“A successful, loving couple, friends of mine, had a life together that seemed close to perfect. They had a charming home, delightful children, and he had a great job. I lost contact with them for a couple of years, and then I bumped into him. He was skin and bones and looked terrible—like a zombie. He was drawn, ashen, and looked desperately depressed. I was horrified.

“I invited him for coffee, and after catching up, I couldn’t resist asking: ‘Well . . . you know . . . you don’t appear . . . very happy.’ He said, ‘I’m not!’ and unsuccessfully attempted to choke back tears. Despite his best efforts, tears rolled down his face.

“He told me his story. He’d lost his job as a pharmacist (he had started to self-medicate and was caught) and was now working at a modest job that he hated, and he was now divorced. This shocked me because he truly had had a wonderful, loving relationship. I listened to his harrowing story; and then, he said something that I’ll never forget: ‘It all started when the house burned down.’ I have to repeat that—’It all started when the house burned down.’ I’ve known three people whose homes have burned down. It is one of the most horrific, devastating, miserable events of anyone’s life. The loss of everything—memories, photographs, papers, books, artwork, clothing, jewelry, cherished objects—all irretrievably gone. The feeling of loss is unbearable. It can last a lifetime.”

Joshua added, “Clouds can result in soul-destroying negative beliefs. After a tragic loss, one can believe I’ll never be happy again. After losing a job, one can believe I’m a failure! Beliefs we form as children can have lasting harm; say, after being picked on by other kids, we may believe I’m not good enough; people don’t like me; no one wants to be my friend; and I’m not like other kids.”

“Negative beliefs lead to negative emotions and bad behavior,” I said. “I remember an example: Years ago, the Washington Post printed a story of negative beliefs and quoted a young Tony Daniels, who said, ‘Life’s a bitch and then you die.’9 That went viral—bumper stickers, T-shirts—and was repeated everywhere. Unfortunately, many young people bought that belief. They turned to drugs and other destructive behaviors. It led to unhappiness, even suicides. Who would want to live if they believed life was a bitch?”

“Beliefs are powerful—they can move tanks!” Joshua said. “Some beliefs exist below the surface, or subconsciously, but can be reached fairly easily; if they’re deep, they may have to be dug up. Coaching, therapy, and meditation can help.”

“I’ve had plenty of trauma and clouds in my life,” I admitted. “When they interfered with living well, I sought help and, over time, dissolved most of them. Yet, every once in a while, a new storm rolls in.

“I remember some of my negative beliefs when I was getting coaching/therapy. When I was a kid, I thought, I’m unimportant. It lasted long into my adult life, until I uprooted it.” I continued, “As a CEO, I had the belief: I don’t have enough time; I’ve got too much to do. That belief was a killer stressor. It was like I had a ‘time monkey’ on my back demanding that I rush, hurry, move faster. My stress and anxiety soared. I now deal with it through a habit I created of increasing my sense of time, reminding myself to slow down, and optimizing my scheduling. Further, I adopted new beliefs: ‘I’m the master of my time’; ‘Time is abundant’; ‘I have time to do the important things that I want to do’; or ‘If necessary, I can finish this tomorrow.’ These new beliefs are working for me.”

As we continued our climb on the trail, Joshua suddenly threw up his arms: “Oh my God! What’s that black hairy thing ahead? . . . It’s a tarantula! Wow, I’ve never seen one of these in person. He’s huge! It must be six inches. He’s magnificent! I wouldn’t mind petting him.”

I cringed. I don’t like spiders; frankly, they scare me—too creepy-crawly. Those were my beliefs, but Joshua was bold and fascinated. He had a different belief.

“I want a picture. I want a close-up.” As he got closer, within twelve to eighteen inches—brave man—I saw that the tarantula had stopped and was squatting down, and I remembered reading that they could jump and attack; it was getting ready to attack.

“Joshua, back up! These suckers can jump—he’s getting ready.”

We backed off, and Mr. Tarantula, with his eight legs and two pedipalps, calmly strolled into the bushes.

(I know what you’re thinking: He didn’t really see a tarantula. He just made that up for the book—to add a little spice. Well, okay, here’s a picture of him walking, and another of him getting ready to jump.)

[image: images]

“Different people deal with trauma in different ways,” Joshua said. “Some are strong and resilient; others get traumatized and paralyzed—just as you were by that spider,” and he laughed at me.

“The fact is that we all have had, and many of us still do have, emotional issues—clouds that block out our sunshine. There’s no such thing as a sun-shiny day every day—not for anyone!”

Joshua continued, “The serious clouds, the nightmare ones, show up in panic attacks, paranoia, self-loathing, hostility, long-suffering sadness, sleeplessness, and sometimes suicide. Also, in erratic sleep—low-quality sleep, or too little, or too much.”

“Sleep is a barometer of the health of our emotional lives and our circumstances,” I added. “Some people are unaware they’re suffering from trauma. They deny it—refuse to admit it. Maybe they brush it off as ‘stress.’ The tell-tale signs of clouds are anxiety, sadness, irritability, hostility, guilt, drinking/drugs, and depression.”

Creating Sunshine

“Talking about clouds is getting me depressed,” he laughed. “Let’s change the subject. How do we create sunshine?” Joshua asked. “The best solution to clouds is sunshine.”

Creating sunshine, I thought. Now there’s a concept. Was this what I was trying to do with pre-quests for my friends and for myself?

“When people think about and plan happiness, that by itself could evaporate clouds and lead to brighter sunny days,” I suggested.

Emotional Fuel—Feeding Our Minds with Clouds or Sunshine


We can choose what we want to surround ourselves with or focus on. The news is almost always bad—murders, invasions, natural disasters, and political conflicts. Elon Musk said: “The news tries to answer the question: what’s the worst thing that happened on Earth today? That’s why it’s so misery-inducing.”10

I remember years ago when a news announcer started the program with: “Today the world was shattered by death and destruction,” and then went on to talk about an earthquake in Japan. Scary horror movies make us feel fearful and vulnerable; negative news gives us a bleak outlook—we put that horrible muck into our minds. We don’t need that kind of awfulness in our minds. It is a kind of self-torture. It’s obvious that bad news makes us feel bad.

When I was a CEO, I hated it when someone started a conversation with: “I have some bad news.” I would die a dozen deaths thinking of what the bad news might be. When they finally told me, it was rarely as bad as I thought.

We can surround ourselves with good, life-serving information, inspiring books and movies, music, good people, wisdom, and beauty. We can focus on the good—and put that into our brains, our minds, our souls. Just as we feed our body with nourishment, which makes us feel energetic and fit vs. dopey and sluggish, so we can feed our souls with inspiration and wholesome emotional fuel to steadily improve our beliefs, mindsets, and moods. Comedy can make us laugh and feel cheerful. Romantic comedies are fun and make us feel good. Inspiring books and movies can have a significant, sometimes life-changing impact. And positive, optimistic relationships with good people are emotionally nourishing.

Philosopher Angelica Walker-Werth captured this: “Most people have connected deeply with a work of fiction . . . they dramatize things we care about: love, friendship, achievement . . . . They show us we aren’t alone in caring about the things that matter . . . . This is at once comforting and empowering—providing spiritual fuel, a vision to strive for, and heroes to emulate.”11

So how can we clear up the clouds in our lives and create more sunshine? By means of creating Happiness Habits.
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CHAPTER 15

Happiness Habits


“Our happiness is largely a product of our habits.”



“THERE IS A PROCESS TO PLANNING and pursuing happiness,” said Joshua. “Happiness Habits will simplify it—focus it—bring it all together.”

“Happiness Habits can incorporate everything we’ve discussed,” I agreed. “This is where values, virtues, beliefs come together—integrated into Happiness Habits, which we can call Haphabs for short. Habits are one of the most effective tools for increasing happiness. They are indispensable. We’re all creatures of habit. We act on habits all the time. That’s how we live. Up to 50 percent of our actions are habits. Since happiness is a way of living, we can create Happiness Habits and practice them until they become a way of life.”

“Our focus will be on the creation of good habits,” said Joshua. “Creating a happy state of mind. That mindset would be: I can make things better; I can improve little by little; I can be happier.”

“Yes, those are true beliefs,” I agreed. “And all of us can create that mind-set. Happiness Habits are indispensable to success and happiness—thinking and planning by habit; pursuing values by habit; practicing virtues by habit; fostering life-serving beliefs by habit. Just like an education, happiness is built gradually, bit by bit—we gain knowledge and skills a little at a time, fact by fact, thought by thought, skill by skill. Our education never stops. Learning is a satisfying, lifelong activity; it’s the same thing with happiness. It’s built over many years. Happiness isn’t an elevator; it’s a gradual slope or stairway to higher and higher levels.”

“Importantly,” Joshua said, “making happiness itself our direct goal doesn’t work; because happiness is a consequence of achieving life-supporting goals. As psychologist Jason Stotts writes in his book, Eros and Ethos, ‘We can’t shoot for happiness [directly] as our goal and expect to achieve it. We must instead aim to [habitually] live a certain kind of life.’”12

As we made our way back, Joshua became philosophical: “Some of the greatest thinkers of all time, such as Socrates, Aristotle, and Ben Franklin, recognized that the key to achieving happiness is to embrace virtues—life-supporting activities—and turn them into habits.”

“That’s my experience, too,” I observed. “The happiest people I know practice life-serving virtues such as thinking, planning, following purposes, being productive, honest, and just. They are happy because they steadily progress to be the best person they can be. I’ve been doing some work on habits,” I continued. “I use Atomic Habits by James Clear. It’s an easy, effective system. Self-improvement requires developing habits, and James Clear’s book shows how to do it. It offers a blueprint for identifying bad habits and establishing positive ones. His lessons apply directly to the pursuit of happiness. He focuses on changing our identity—to be the happy person we want to be through the use of habit formation.” As soon as we arrived home, I disappeared into my office to get the book.

I read from Atomic Habits:


Your identity emerges out of your habits. You are not born with preset beliefs. Every belief, including those about yourself, is learned and conditioned through experience.

Your habits are how you embody your identity. When you write each day, you embody the identity of a creative person. When you train each day, you embody the identity of an athletic person.

The more you repeat a behavior, the more you reinforce the identity associated with that behavior. Your identity is literally your “repeated beingness.”

Every action you take is a vote for the type of person you wish to become. No single instance will transform your beliefs, but as the votes build up, so does the evidence of your new identity.13



“Clear’s system works because it focuses on changing our identity by habitually changing our beliefs and mindsets,” Joshua added. “To truly believe that you are the kind of person you want to be, you must prove to yourself that you are. If we want to be a reader, start reading; if we want to be a runner, start running; if we want to become a writer, start writing; if we want to be a habitdeveloper, start making habits; if we want to be a lover, start being lovable and loving; if we want to be happy, start practicing Happiness Habits.”

“One more quote from his book,” I continued. “‘The holy grail of habit change isn’t a single one percent improvement, but a thousand of them. It’s a bunch of atomic habits stacking up, each one a fundamental unit of the overall system . . . a habit is a behavior that has been repeated enough times to become automatic. You want to make a habit a big part of your life.’”

“As you know, I’ve read his book,” said Joshua. “I like how he gives four positive, simple ways of approaching and creating habits: 1) making a habit obvious and clear; 2) making it attractive in some way; 3) making it easy to perform; and 4) making it satisfying.

“Some people find it hard to get started on habits,” said Joshua. “They never get around to it. They never ‘feel like it.’ That’s why we should start with one or two of the easiest, most pleasurable habits, such as listening to music, date night—whatever people choose. If the coaches haven’t read Atomic Habits, I’ll suggest they do.”

Happiness Habits bring all of the happiness practices together in one place. Habits organize the practice of happiness; and it is a practice. It is a rich, rewarding practice.

The Happiness Planning Workbook outlines the steps to create Happiness Habits.

 

12 Jason Stotts, Eros and Ethos: A New Theory of Sexual Ethics (Erosophia Enterprises, 2018).
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CHAPTER 16

Happiness Planning—Struggles and Results


“If you don’t step forward, you’re always in the same place.”

—NORA ROBERTS



WHEN I ASKED MY FRIENDS for a Happiness Plan, they asked: “What is a Happiness Plan?” “Carl, I don’t want to disappoint you when I write my Happiness Plan,” one said. Another said, “What should we focus on in our planning?”

I answered, “Work with your coach who will help you through the planning process. Working with your spouse and/or close friend(s) can be very helpful; you can support each other’s dreams, values, and goals. They may be different, but you may find a new level of synergy and energy in your relationship.”

During the planning, some friends commented, “Carl, this is a challenging exercise! I had no idea it would be this involved, but it is paying off.”

Few people take enough time to think about what would make them happier. Few intentionally create a plan to pursue it. My request that they do planning before I sent the money motivated them to seriously reflect, think, and plan.

The thinking and planning, more than the money, were most effective in increasing happiness and, in some cases, life changing.

The Happiness Plans of my friends differed in content and sophistication. Some were simple Word documents that provided a list of goals and estimated costs. Others were elaborate with spreadsheets and multicolored charts with priority lists, costs, and timelines for implementation.

I was pleased by the thoughtfulness and diligence my friends exhibited. I’ll share some brief extracts.

Austin and Taylor’s Plan

Austin, my professor friend, was exemplary. He and Taylor, his wife, approached the planning enthusiastically. He explained:


The next day, my wife and I drew up separate happiness lists without consulting each other. We divided them into two sections. The first was material happiness, and the second was spiritual happiness. We found there was a lot of overlap between our lists. We wanted to be exhaustive, so we talked about what wasn’t on our lists that should be.

Then we drew up separate lists again, which included some things we had already talked about, and others that were brand new. We looked at each other’s lists and talked some more. We did this for three or four days, because we wanted to be thoughtful and deliberate.

We had a lot of fun exploring all kinds of different possibilities and options—we took our time. We had fun thinking about and visualizing our new future. There were things in the back of my mind that I’ve always admired or wanted but that were never even a real possibility to consider—until now. Your pre-quest opened up new visions of what was possible for us.

Taylor and I decided that we could maximize our happiness primarily by finding our dream house. It would have open spaces with lots of natural light, works of art, a home gym, and a beautiful view. The good news . . . we found it! It has everything! It will reboot our lives and our happiness. Until now, this was only a distant dream.

Also, we will:

1) buy equipment for our home gym,

2) buy new furniture,

3) buy a new wardrobe for Taylor, and

4) go to France on a two-week vacation to retrace the route of our honeymoon.



Not long afterward, Austin’s wife, Taylor, sent me this touching personal note:


In thinking about the nature of happiness within the context of our marriage, you profoundly changed my understanding and pursuit of happiness itself. I discovered not only that the concept of a Happiness Plan is complex, but creating one is hard work. It required asking and answering difficult questions about the nature of my own happiness within and outside our marriage. It’s a valuable exercise that I will revisit many times.

The real revelation for me was the commitment to being happy. I needed to practice deliberate, daily behavior that cumulatively created a path to happiness. It was a crucial realignment of goals and actions.



Later, Austin wrote:


Since my return from your home in California over a month ago, Taylor and I have been constantly talking about our short- and long-term happiness. These conversations about happiness have had unintended but not surprising consequences: They’ve made us happier already than we might otherwise have been. We now look forward every day to our happiness chat.

These conversations have challenged us to have the kinds of discussions that should be the staple of any serious, long-term relationship or marriage, but which, unfortunately, sometimes get lost or are forgotten in the race or fog of life.

Your Happiness Grant rekindled the time we first fell in love. It inspired us to reconnect and rediscover all of the excitement of those wonderful years of our courtship and marriage. You freed us from the humdrum burdens of everyday life, giving us time to dream again as though we were in our twenties. Our ‘happiness conversations’ have been a delightful disruptive event for our marriage; they’ve jolted us from our romantic slumbers. That’s the best gift of all.



Austin and Taylor highlighted an unexpected and lovely surprise from pre-quests. Usually, a pre-quest was for one partner, but I knew that both must be included because a Happiness Grant can be life-changing, so I made the presentation to both. As both partners participated, relationships were revitalized and bloomed afresh. This was true for all my friends in relationships.

Relationships

Austin reinforced that all his relationships benefited:


“Carl, not only is our relationship flourishing, but all of our relationships have. Our five children are enjoying our new home, and experiencing their two happy parents, which makes them happy. It’s a joy to entertain our friends and some of my students. The pre-quest has enhanced all of our relationships—marriage, family, friends, my students, and my colleagues at the university.”



I had read about the famous Harvard University study that says high-quality relationships are the key to a long and happy life. I asked Austin about it.

“Yes, no question, relationships do contribute to happiness, but that Harvard study was flawed, as many of these social studies are. It is oversimplified, and the sample is biased—after all, the sample was only young people: Harvard students. That’s a select group. How many of us go to Harvard? I know they also recruited some kids from the poorest section of Boston and followed them, too. But again, that’s a biased sample. Most people are neither poor nor Harvard students. And also, the study was only of men—724 of them.”

“Nonetheless,” I said, “relationships are enormously important; a romantic relationship, work colleagues, friendships, and family are all high values.”

“Yes, I agree,” Austin replied, “but the study was oversimplified. We have to realize that relationships are values that come from practicing certain virtues. If we’re respectful, attentive, supportive, friendly, or loving—if we practice those virtues, then friends and loving relationships will be among the resulting values. If we go deeper, behind relationships, we see actions, behaviors, ways of living. Relationships don’t just happen—they’re created by certain actions, which are virtues. Valuable relationships are the result and the reward.”

The value of relationships showed up in most of my friends’ Happiness Plans.

In addition to the coaching, for those with a romantic partner, the continuous in-depth conversations increased happiness. My friends reported that ongoing happiness conversations enhanced the joy of their relationships.

The values being pursued by Austin and Taylor at that time were:


Beauty: A beautiful home environment—a dream home with an exquisite view, and artworks—as he put it: “Live in beauty.” (There’s a classic book that I recommend: Living a Beautiful Life by Alexandra Stoddard.)

Romance: This was huge for them both. They adore each other, and they rekindled their youthful romance. When romance flourishes, couples thrive.

Family: They have five successful adult children; all are thriving and launching their careers. When I had dinner with the family, the children told me that they had attended their dad’s lectures at his university and that he was the best teacher they’d ever had. The love in this family was palpable.

Wisdom: This was an important value for Austin. He has taught “Wisdom of the Ages” classes and currently teaches a program that focuses on the great books of the Western world and leadership.



These values, among others, in their Happiness Plan are being pursued and achieved. They are happy and getting happier.

Allan and Barbara’s Plan

My real estate mentor and longtime friend, Allan, had initially refused to accept a grant. He didn’t realize how much his advice, mentoring, and support meant to me—the consequences were incredibly valuable. I wouldn’t have become wealthy had it not been for him. I explained to him in detail what he had done and the impact it had had on my life. He resisted. “Yes, yes, I know that, but you helped me, too.”

I replied that even if that were true, he had been so generous to me, and I had benefited so much that it became a matter of justice to me to put him in my will. And now, I wanted to make a pre-quest to him—a Gratitude Grant.

When he finally understood my intentions, he accepted it. He and his wife, Barbara, got into the planning process with deliberation and thought.

They made a list of their values and priorities, which included spiritual and physical health, fitness, their marriage, family, friends, home and garden, and pets. They translated each of their values into goals. For instance, under the value “family,” they set a goal of “a summer trip to Alaska to visit family.” Under “home and garden,” they made a list of extensive home repairs, improvements, and upgrades. After more thinking, they added extensive travel to their plan—throughout Europe, to Egypt and Israel, even around Cape Horn on a sailboat!

I loved their plan. They took their values seriously and set specific, clear goals to achieve them—to put their dreams and values into practice.

April’s Plan

After years of hard work, April had neglected her personal life—it lacked balance. She had been contemplating retirement when I offered her a Happiness Grant.

April wanted free time to pursue personal interests, to treat some chronic health issues, remodel her home, and redecorate to make her home environment a place of joy. April was a capable planner and plunged in. Her plan was thoughtful and comprehensive. We had talked many times about values and how they require virtues to achieve them. She incorporated her values and virtues into her plan.

She listed her values and virtues:


Time: I have worked long hours all my life. I want to cut back. I’ve spent much of my time on others’ concerns—my son, family, work, and not on me. Now, it’s time for me. I want to relax and enjoy peace of mind.

Home: I love my home! I want to make it into my dream home—everything I ever wanted—wood floors, new bathrooms and kitchen—everything!

My son: I want to help him to finish his education and get launched into the world. I want to help him to become successful.

Music: I have always loved to play music, but I haven’t had the time. Now, I’ve ordered a piano, something I’ve always wanted, and I’m going to take piano lessons.

Art: I have always wanted to paint, and I’ve enrolled in painting classes. I’m going to use one of my spare rooms as my art gallery.

Health and fitness: I want to lose some weight; my knees have been bothering me, and I want to get them fixed. Also, my eyes have been a problem, and I really have to do some exercising (that’s my big virtue!).

Mental health: There are some issues I want to deal with. I want to change my beliefs and my mindset.

Yard/garden: I love my garden, and I love relaxing outside. I’m going to make it beautiful!

Knowledge: I have always loved to learn, and I’m going to do a whole range of courses from The Great Courses company.

More: I’m going to spend more time with friends, I’m going to improve my wardrobe, I’m going to improve my diet, and loads of other values.



She went on to say she’s going to continue thinking and planning and getting things done.

For her mindset, she was going to habitually remind herself that Life is to be enjoyed; I deserve to be happy; My life belongs to me.

Almost a year later, she sent me a long message, excitedly updating me. Here are a few excerpts:


Many of the things on my Happiness Plan have been achieved during these past ten months!

Time: I have limited my work hours. I have time now for me. I now have fifteen to thirty hours of personal time—”happiness time”—per week. That’s so much more than I’ve enjoyed in nearly fourteen years. I love it.

Health: It has improved. I’ve completed:

Eye surgery

Knee replacement surgery

Home: I’ve extensively remodeled my home: all floors; all bathrooms; a new laundry room; and I did a master closet renovation. My home is beautiful. I love walking through it every day.

And more . . . .




I enjoyed her progress. I was happy that April’s grant gave her more time to pursue her meaningful personal interests. Always intellectually curious, she was studying subjects from The Great Courses online program.


April wrote:

Coaching has been extremely beneficial for my mental health, as have the reduced work hours. I’m able to spend more time with family and friends: I’ve recently been in touch with friends I haven’t seen for years, and I spent a few days with my mother in early May.

There was also unexpected happiness. For instance, most of the furniture and household items I was replacing were in good condition. So, I gave these items to friends who could use them, which increased their happiness.



Often, other people’s happiness was increased through the Happiness Grant. Happiness spreads—it ripples as a pond does when a stone is dropped in. It ripples—including back to me!

Jon and Lori’s Plan

Jon owned a software start-up. He was successful and happy. He had a loving family and close friends. He and his wife, Lori, approached their Happiness Planning conscientiously and with sophistication. I offered them a coach, and they responded: “We’re each other’s best coach.”

Their Happiness Plan was impressive, filled with detailed explanations of their dreams, goals, and a series of charts. A high value for Jon and Lori was their home life. They are close to family and friends. They wanted to create a beautiful and functional outdoor living space, so they could entertain their family and friends, so they planned to accelerate the renovations and enhancements of their home in San Diego.

Here is a brief sample from their plan:


We plan to use part of the pre-quest to accelerate renovations and enhancements to our home. We will create a beautiful, functional, and amazing outdoor living space.












	GOAL

	IMPACT ON HAPPINESS

	ACTIONS

	TIME FRAME

	REVIEW




	Build amazing backyard living space

	Use our home for relationships with friends, family, and each other

	Landscape plan

	1/31/20

	1/31/20




	Price project

	2/15/20

	 




	Hire contractor

	2/28/20

	 




	Landscape front yard space

	Conduct work

	4/15/20

	4/15/20




	Complete furnishing

	Acquire items

	2/28/20

	2/28/20




	Complete garage organization

	Conduct work

	2/28/20

	2/28/20





This is a small part of their sophisticated Action Plan to achieve their value of a beautiful home for family and friends.

As these before and after photos of their outdoor living space show, Jon and Lori achieved their dream!
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Before
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After

Jon was delighted and excited when he wrote:


We now have an amazing, updated beach house (with an interior and exterior refresh), with a “resort quality” outdoor living space with incredible seating areas, a huge fireplace, water fountains, outdoor shower—the works.

The Happiness Grant has exceeded our expectations. We’ve never felt more comfortable in this house. It is a sanctuary for Lori and me, a place where we will continue to build lifelong memories with family and friends.



Alex and Karen’s Plan

Alex, my Oxford-educated friend, spent time tutoring me (see Chapter 22). He also became one of the coaches for other Happiness Grant recipients. He explained the value he had found in the Happiness Planning process:


The magic of being a recipient of this grant is that even before receiving any of the money, it has already nurtured so much in my life. So many things that were dreams are now on the horizon, and that feeling itself has been a wonderful gift.

I’ve been thinking of this Happiness Plan for nine months, musing on happiness and the causes of happiness—how to nurture it, maintain it, surrender to it, and help others achieve it. I’ve done some Happiness Coaching for others, discussed the process with friends . . . and recently started to receive my own coaching for the grant. Before receiving the grant, I’ve already made many small changes and am inspired by the planning and the evolving clarity and confidence that has emerged.

It’s been a lovely process. I’ve enjoyed imagining so many different possibilities. Happiness has become a main concern. My gratitude “level” has had a real boost. I’m happy that I will have funds, and change the circumstances of my life, and realize my dreams. This has been most enlivening. I’ve considered many alternatives—the wish list is long. The process of sorting out what are the most important and fruitful areas to focus on is itself rewarding. I would like to do them all . . . and do them all now.



Alex is a positive, energetic, and optimistic seventy-year-old, full of life and good cheer. However, his life and circumstances were in crisis; he was in danger of losing his farm (with his eighty-four beloved animals), which would have been a tragedy for him.

Circumstances and Clouds

Alex was facing overwhelming circumstances and clouds. He was resilient and putting a happy face on; inside, however, he and Karen were emotionally in turmoil.

His planning to resolve his circumstances and clouds was comprehensive and detailed. (See Chapter 22 for his story.)

Collin and Rachel’s Plan

Rachel and Collin, the dynamic company executive, prepared an elaborate, colorful, eye-popping Happiness Plan. It looked like a professional corporate brochure! Collin shared his thoughts with me during their planning process:


Going through this thinking exercise has been rewarding and thought-provoking. It has encouraged us to focus on what we truly value—and what brings us happiness . . . . Already, it is life-changing, and we’re full of gratitude.

In our research we came across a quote that we used to inspire our thinking: “Happiness doesn’t just happen—it has to be made; it has to be produced, created, discovered, built from the ground up. And it has to be a decision in one’s mind: the decision to be happy.”



I loved their quote: Happiness doesn’t just happen—it has to be made. Collin continued:


Ultimately, we agreed that true happiness comes from working on and building a foundation of happiness. We want to put these resources into areas that will deepen our commitment to one another and enable us to share exciting and enriching life experiences.



Collin and Rachel had many values to pursue. Here is a list of the main ones:


Love: They had a happy and loving marriage. They were always holding hands and exchanging adoring looks. That’s a value they had achieved, and they were keeping it alive.

Happiness: They decided that happiness was a high value for them, and they were studying it, creating it, and enjoying it.

Business: They loved their business and were working on it to make it grow and flourish. They were working to become financially independent (another value).

Family and friends: They loved to entertain and have their family and friends visit their cabin at the lake (their cabin was a value, and they renovated it).

Pleasure: They were enjoying their lake, their off-road vehicle, and their new boat. They knew how to enjoy life.
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Health and fitness: They were active at a gym, and they were waterskiing, exercising, snow skiing, and generally living active lives.

Travel: They loved to travel. They had plans to enjoy Costa Rica and Spain and take several cruises.

Home: Like many of my friends, they wanted to upgrade their home with a pool, renovation, landscaping, and interior remodeling.



Their Happiness Plan was going to keep them busy. Just doing the planning had increased their happiness.

Joshua’s Happiness

An influential author and lecturer in the field of leadership, Joshua has been my close friend, personal coach, and sounding board for fifty years. I had a lot to be grateful for, and it was only right that he should become one of the earliest recipients.

To develop the pre-quest idea, I sought Joshua’s input. To formulate my experiment, I asked him to prepare a “vision statement” for what he might do with a substantial amount of money. He assumed it was just a template for my pre-quest planning for others, and I didn’t lead him to believe otherwise.

Then, one day, I surprised him. While he was in my office, I called my financial advisor, Richard.

“All right, Richard, I’m ready,” I said. “As we’ve discussed, please wire the pre-quest funds for Joshua.”

Joshua was stunned by the suddenness of his thought exercise becoming a reality! His face looked like his mind was spinning. It was a disorienting, exhilarating moment for him.

Joshua began to implement his Happiness Plan. He told me:


Life is unpredictable. I assumed I would continue to work, and my income would be what it had been—the happiness money would be extra. But then COVID hit. My income dried up. I was forced to live (in part) off my Happiness Grant. (I know you had advised not to use the grant for living expenses, but I had no alternative.) It made a big difference. Instead of being financially stressed, I was comfortable and could work on projects of my heart.



So, while we start with a plan, we may have to adjust to changing circumstances.

I realized that my friends’ Happiness Plans might evolve over time, perhaps radically. My friends might discover that some goal or activity wouldn’t bring them as much happiness as they had originally thought. Also, life circumstances can change. They might have a personal or family crisis; their relationships could end or new ones blossom. Things happen, just as COVID happened. Happiness Plans had to be flexible.

Joshua continued:


I used part of the grant to improve and beautify my home, including a renovation of a cottage on the property. I produced a wonderful coffee-table book summarizing my life’s work. The home renovation and books made a big difference, and my happiness increased.

I learned that we need to pay attention to what planning reveals. Reflecting deeply on what I value, and my goals, isn’t something I had done recently. Such a grant can be unsettling or even disruptive. It can reveal hidden problems, as it did in my case. As it turned out, that was a good thing.

For me, the Happiness Grant almost immediately triggered an awareness of a problem in my romantic relationship that I hadn’t been fully aware of. I had on my Happiness Plan to take vacations I had been dreaming of. As soon as I involved my partner, she redirected the plan to her own family instead of us. The next thing I knew, we were doing things exclusively for her family and not what we had planned to do for our happiness.

I didn’t realize we had this fracture in our relationship. The planning brought it to the surface. Due to this and similar fracture points that now became clear, the consequences played out and the relationship ended.



The unhappy end of his romantic relationship was a dark cloud. He was unhappy for months.

The grant opened a major disruption in his life and threw his plans into turmoil. Money couldn’t fix that. This conflict of values was a painful realization for him—but an important one.

Joshua’s case was instructive. We can’t control all the changing circumstances in our lives. But Happiness Planning gives us direction and the best chance of staying on track and seizing new opportunities. Fortunately, new opportunities arose, which significantly increased Joshua’s happiness. He focused on a new book, which is now published. He worked seriously on his physical fitness, and his health and fitness improved dramatically, as did his mood.

Faced with a disruption in our lives, we may need to re-sort our values. We live our core values such as romantic love, love of learning, work, family, and pets. Sometimes we will have to reshuffle the deck and refocus our values. Joshua did so. He focused on:


Writing: In addition to the beautiful coffee-table book of his life’s work that he completed, he finished another book he’d been planning (dreaming of) for many years.

Home: He loves his home in the hills and delights in its landscaping. In addition to renovating the interior of his home, he created a lovely garden with rocks, a stream and waterfall, and an array of his favorite plants.

Cottage: The charming, now renovated cottage on his property wasn’t only a place for friends to stay; it evolved into a rental that gave him a stream of income and a tenant who has become a friend.

Health and fitness: He had put on weight and wasn’t exercising. He wasn’t sleeping well; his diet was poor. Later, he told me the best thing about the whole Happiness Grant was his two times a week workout with a personal trainer by Zoom. He said, “It changed my life.” He lost weight, built muscle, and got his energy back. It helped him out of his funk over the loss of his relationship.

Romantic relationship: He had suffered a loss. It hurt. It was a bleak cloud over his life for many months. His other values and resilience supported him, and then with his Happiness Plan as a guide, he recovered his spirit and energy. A search for a romantic relationship became a top value and virtue for him.



He started dating with passion and energy. He found several delightful potential relationships. Then Eros struck! “I’ve found the love of my life—the someone I’d always been looking for!” He was flushed and beaming and looking ten years younger. He was a new man—young and vigorous. He told me that he’s happier now than he has ever been in his entire life.

Asher and Catherine’s Planning

Asher and Catherine prepared a thoughtful, comprehensive, and detailed Happiness Plan. It began with a poignant description of the current state of their lives: “We’re refocusing our lives on living again, living for ourselves, for our other children, for our precious granddaughter who needs us more than ever.” (See their story in Chapter 25.) They listed five happiness categories:


	Health and fitness

	Time efficiencies

	Home enjoyment

	Luxury and personal indulgences

	Foundation for future happiness



With the help of their coach, they went full in. They set happiness goals within each category, estimated the costs for each, and then ranked them in priority order, using multiple criteria. This analysis went on for fourteen pages!

Their Happiness Plan went through several revisions, which is where the coaching proved so beneficial.

“The power of the Happiness Grant isn’t limited to its dollars and Happiness Planning,” Asher emphasized. “The coaching enabled us to work through the tragedy, which the money alone couldn’t. Our recovering emotional and mental health then enabled us to unlock the benefits of the happiness money.

“In my first version of the Happiness Plan,” he continued, “I did a rating on a scale of 1 to 10, where I weighed each goal and projected how the money could potentially be used.

“But after we began values-planning with our coach, Jay, the new version of our plan was detached from the money. We made a statement of our life values, our purposes—how we wanted to live the rest of our lives. Only at the end of that second iteration did we then attach happiness expenditures to our life values.”

This values-centered approach is a model for anyone embarking on such a journey. Their happiness values included:


Romantic partnership: Continually create our marriage.

Serenity: Be at peace and free of conflicts; live harmoniously and cooperatively with others.

Health: Emotional, physical, and spiritual health.

Security: No concern for loss of resources.

Recreation: Leisure through luxury and travel that enables us to relax and enjoy the moments.

Ethics: Wisdom, honesty, and integrity.

Career: Professional excellence.

Friends: (For Asher) Spend time nurturing friendships.

Meditation: (For Asher) Solitude and reflection.

Aesthetics: (For Catherine) Order, beauty, cleanliness, and simplicity.



This is a sample of the meticulous thought they put into their planning process. They defined each item and detailed what it would require: what specific activities (virtues) should be pursued or avoided (vices), and how they would rank them in importance. For example: For the value of “Continually create our marriage,” they described its “meaning” as their “highest prioritized value. Our hearts and efforts are blended into one, while still recognizing the power of our differences. Emotional, spiritual, and physical intimacy. Trust and mutual dependence. Slow to anger and quick to forgive.”

To implement this high value, they listed “positive actions”: “Be aware of words/actions/interpretations; make kind gestures; practice patience. Express gratitude. Make our relationship as fresh as our courtship. Hold hands, kiss hello and goodbye, and voice affirmations.”

In a list of “negative actions” (vices) they included: “Avoid overreactions to false stimuli. Never lash out because of stressors originating elsewhere. Avoid hurtful words and tone. Dishonesty—none. Avoid too much technology.”

Only after making Action Plans did they allocate funds to “continually create our marriage.” Among their priorities were: put a down payment on a lot in a country club where they would build a vacation cabin; create a home theater so they could enjoy movies together; buy a small motor home so they could travel together more comfortably (rather than on the Harley!); begin in-home yoga lessons; purchase a more luxurious and comfortable mattress; and more.

Next, they outlined their investment strategy.

They opened a separate bank account and deposited the Happiness Grant into it. They would only use these funds for happiness. For instance, when flying to Africa, they used their regular funds to purchase the tickets. Then they drew money from the happiness account to upgrade the flight to first class. Similarly, when they purchased a new car, they used their regular funds to pay the amount for a regular car, and then they drew additional money from the happiness account to buy the car of their dreams.

I loved their idea of setting up a separate happiness account. I discovered that other friends had done the same thing, and, in retrospect, I wish I had recommended this to all my friends. It was such a clever way to use the grant.

During the Happiness Planning, Asher sent me a letter listing the initial benefits they had already gained:


We both work long hours, so we started a meal delivery service for three nights each week. We receive on our doorstep healthy, fresh meals that save time to liberate us from planning, shopping, cooking, and cleaning.

We have a personal yoga instructor come to our home every Thursday at 5:45 a.m. I scheduled my first-ever pedicure! (Something I would never have done before.)

I hired a contractor to do a renovation of a room downstairs for a gym. For our health goal, we bought weights and hired a personal trainer to come to our home to develop an exercise plan. We signed up for a ten-mile race. Catherine and I started walking on a schedule, which will soon evolve into slow jogging—and then race training in another month.

I signed up for piano lessons in my home twice each month! I don’t want to go to a studio, and having lessons in my home is a luxury I’ve been delaying too long.

I increased the amount of money I save every month for a new car. I went to the car dealership to dream about the car I want instead of the car I should buy because “it’s the practical thing to do.”

I hosted an expensive three-day weekend in Atlanta with my children and their families. I probably wouldn’t have spent the money for so short a time, or stayed in such a nice hotel, but it made me and everyone else happy!



Their Happiness Plan continued to flow. Within a few months, Asher reported further progress: They had finished their home theater, his piano lessons had begun, and some other things were adding convenience to their lives. Later, they continued to challenge themselves physically and mentally to reawaken their joy of living. Cumulatively, they hiked 650 miles on the Appalachian and Pacific Crest Trails, and they rode 20,000 miles on several motorcycle trips throughout America and Canada. To top it all off, they recently climbed 19,300-foot Mount Kilimanjaro in Tanzania, Africa. Thirty thousand people attempt to climb it every year, and three to ten people die each year. Happily, they survived, and at the summit, they held a picture of their daughter above their heads reaching for the sky, symbolically and spiritually connecting with her.

They were embracing and loving life. Happiness Planning worked for them (see their story in Chapter 25).


CHAPTER 17

Happiness Discussions While Skiing


“Enjoy the little things, for one day you may look back and realize they were the big things.”

—ROBERT BRAULT



What Is Happiness?

One of my happiest times of the year is the two weeks I spend skiing at Deer Valley, Utah, promoted as the premier ski resort in North America. I invite my friends to share this experience with me. We delight in the beauty of the snow-covered mountains, crisp air, and strenuous exercise.

During a two-week ski vacation, I can spend hours of fun time with as many as ten friends. We ski, talk on the lift, relax in the lounge, and catch up at dinners in the local restaurants. It is an enjoyable, stimulating experience.

During this year’s ski vacation, my friends had Gratitude Grants and Happiness Grants on their minds, and they wanted to discuss their plans.

When they asked, I didn’t want to assert my ideas; I wanted my friends to do their own reading, thinking, and brainstorming with their spouses or friends and their coaches. However, our discussions had to continue on the slopes and at dinner.

First, Alex and Karen joined me for a week of skiing. Alex, 6’ and trim, is an expert skier, and he constantly wanted to jump off cornices and ski man-eating bumps. He challenged me.

We enjoyed talking about psychology, philosophy, books—all manner of things—but today, happiness was on his and Karen’s minds. They started right in at breakfast. “We’ve never thought much about happiness before. We assumed that it would happen by itself. Since you’ve disrupted our lives”—he smiled—”with this Happiness Grant, we can’t stop thinking about it. We’ve been reading, and we’ve found there are many different ideas about and definitions of happiness. We have questions and lots to talk about.

“We’ve been discussing hedonism . . . the idea that the pursuit of pleasure is the way to live and achieve happiness. A lot of people seem to believe that’s the way to be happy. Aren’t pleasure and happiness about the same thing? When I’m getting a lot of pleasure in my life, like this skiing vacation, I feel happy. When I’m not getting pleasure, I’m not so happy. So, aren’t they the same thing?”

“Pursuing pleasure is a lot of, well, fun. Having fun is serious. We shouldn’t take it lightly,” I said, somewhat provocatively.

“Fun is serious?” He looked perplexed. “That’s odd! It seems that fun is anything but serious.”

“Fun is the pursuit and experience of pleasure—real pleasure,” I replied. “Pleasure is necessary for life and living. No one would want to live without some pleasure in their life—at least not for long.”

Karen said, “We have lots of pleasures in our lives, and that’s important to us.”

“Those pleasures,” I said, “probably include music, food, hobbies, sports, and other common sources of pleasure. Pleasure doesn’t come merely from just the eating, or the hobbies, or the listening to music. Music and lyrics are pleasurable because they resonate with what is important to us: melodies that speak to us. It’s the special feeling we get from our actions and experiences in relation to our values. It’s relishing and allowing the experiences and emotions into our soul. The feelings are pleasurable.”

“I think I understand what you’re talking about,” Alex said. “It’s like sex. Sex feels good, but the pleasure is doubled—much more intense if you love your partner. And it’s good for you.” He laughed. “There’s a big difference between just going through physical motion versus relishing the spiritual intimacy involved in taking love seriously. It’s a matter of quality . . . the depth of the experience and feeling.”

“That’s right. It’s the joy that we get from the activity that counts. When you’re happy, you have more and better sex. When we’re happy, our libido improves, and, being more loving, we want to make love.”

“Some people do ‘fun activities,’” Karen said, “but they don’t feel any real or deep enjoyment from them. Some people listen to music but don’t hear and feel it. We can rush through our food and not even taste it. We need to appreciate it, develop a sense of awe . . . feel admiration when something we’re experiencing is special.”

“This applies to relationships, especially romance,” I said. “Do you remember that lovely Beatles song, ‘Til There Was You’?


There were bells on a hill . . .

But I never heard them ringing . . .

There was music . . . Singing . . .

I never heard it at all . . .

. . . ‘til there was you . . .



“When we love someone dearly, their presence in our lives enables us to enjoy life all the more—to hear the bells ringing, or the music or singing, or appreciate all the wonderful things surrounding us. Ultimately it’s our values that give rise to our greatest pleasures and happiness.”

“So, experiencing pleasure does make us happy!” Karen exclaimed.

“It contributes to happiness. But pleasure isn’t the same as happiness,” I explained. “The difference between pleasure and happiness can be thought of as the difference between tactics and strategy. I know that sounds a bit technical, but . . . pleasure is the equivalent of tactics—the everyday pursuit of feeling good in the short term. And that’s fine. I love it; we all love it.”

“It sounds like you’re making my point. Pleasure and happiness are the same thing,” Alex repeated.

“No . . . I don’t think so. The pursuit of happiness is the overall strategic mission of one’s entire life. It’s the fundamental, long-term, continuing stream of decisions and activities that a rational person pursues for a successful and fulfilling life.”

“Okay, one supports the other,” said Alex.

“Yeah, that’s right. We should put lots of wonderful pleasures into our lives, and feel them deeply, but we also need to keep in mind the strategic pursuit of happiness—the achievement of a long-lasting state of well-being,” I replied.

Alex said, “I think I get it. When I exercise, I don’t always feel pleasure. But for my health and fitness, and my longer-term happiness, it is a strategic happiness activity.”

“That’s right. When we’re working on our education, intense study can be hard; when building a career, there are times when work is really hard; but if done well, it builds our career and the happiness that comes with that.

“Sometimes, we intentionally forego pleasure to pursue happiness,” I explained. “In college we sometimes have the choice to study for an exam or go out partying. Some people party through college; they rarely experience true, high-level happiness.”

Karen interrupted, “So, does one have to sacrifice pleasure in order to pursue happiness?”

“Oh no! Pursuing happiness is never a sacrifice. Quite the opposite. Happiness actions themselves can be satisfying and deeply pleasurable. Pleasure is important—and it can come from practicing virtues and achieving values.

“If you ask: Should I pursue happiness or pleasure, the answer is both.”

Alex agreed. “Good conversation. I get the difference . . . short-term pleasure and the pursuit of long-term, steady happiness.”

I added, “Happiness Habits that work on both our pleasure and happiness lead to increasing happiness.”

Happiness Is Emotions and Feelings

Alex asked, “Okay, so happiness isn’t just lots of pleasures . . . so what is it? In our reading, there are a lot of different definitions. What is it?”

“Part of the answer is that it’s an emotion, an emotional state . . . .”

“And the rest . . . ?”

“An emotion and feeling.”

“Both . . . ? Aren’t they the same thing?”

“Some people use feelings to mean emotions; but feelings aren’t always emotions.”

“Like . . . we can feel hungry or feel tired . . . they’re not emotions,” offered Alex.

“Yes,” I added, “we can feel optimistic or feel pessimistic; or feel strong or weak; we can feel confident or unsure. Some people are successful—truly successful—but they don’t feel successful. They can’t or don’t appreciate their success. Appreciating and feeling are important.”

“I think that’s true, because we’ve been successful, but sometimes we don’t take the time to appreciate—to feel it. We need to press our pause button and appreciate—to experience, to feel all of the great things in our lives . . . like us being so happy with each other.” He gave Karen a loving glance. Karen smiled with pleasure.

“So, I get it, it’s an emotion and a feeling . . . ,” he surmised.

The Levels of Happiness
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“Yes, and there’s more—levels and intensity of happiness.”

“Now you’re complicating things,” Alex said, frowning. “But since I asked . . .”

“There are different levels of emotion. Happiness begins at the emotional level of mild contentment (life is okay—sometimes I’m bored, but I’m pretty satisfied); going up to interest and curiosity (life is good); rising to strong engagement and cheerfulness (life is fascinating); gratitude (others are good to and for me); ascending to enthusiasm (life is great, exciting—I feel like dancing); soaring to exhilaration (I’m in love with life, I feel exuberant); and to even higher levels. At the highest emotional levels, happiness is experiencing periods of joy, exaltation, elation, ecstasy, and profound serenity. I don’t want to pretend this is a scientific scale. I created this based on years of reading, experience, and observations.

“On the negative side, levels of unhappiness descend through frustration, hostility, anger, anxiety, fear, resentment, feeling victimized, sadness, grief, and depression. A consistently angry person could perhaps have something loosely called happiness, but it isn’t deep, true happiness. Those who scold, scoff, and complain—rather than appreciate and admire—drive their own and others’ happiness down—they dig a deeper and deeper hole of unhappiness for themselves . . . and others.”

Karen responded, “Our happiness goes up and down. Sometimes we reach the level of exhilaration . . . . Mostly, I’d say we’re excited and enthusiastic about our lives.”

“Yes, I think that is your happy place,” I observed. “We all have a happiness level, a happy place.”

The Intensity of Happiness

Alex paused and reflected. “I think I know what the next one is: It’s the intensity, right? You can be mildly or extremely contented . . . or enthusiastic or extremely enthusiastic.”

“That’s right. Happiness comes in degrees. A person can be extremely happy, sort of happy, unhappy, extremely unhappy, or any level and intensity on the scale.
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This man’s happy place is sitting in a bar drinking beer; he’s on the scale around contempt and complaining.

“English people tend to be more reserved, even stoic. Many don’t feel or express emotions intensely. Americans and Italians tend to be more intense, outgoing, and expressive. An analogy for intensity could be walking, jogging, running, and sprinting flat out. There’s a degree or range of energy or feeling. We can feel joyful, or so excited that we want to sing and dance. The intensity of feeling, the intensity of emotions, does matter. I would say the more intense, the better. Feel deeply—it’s better to feel all the way deep down in our bones. Being an Englishman, that’s something I’m working on.”

“We experience that. Karen is better at feeling emotions—sometimes she’s intense.”

“The intensity of happiness varies. There’s the kind of delightful, in-love happiness you and Karen share. Then there’s the kind of happiness you share with your children and family.” I continued, “We can become aware of our happiness level by how we feel when we go to bed and when we wake up in the morning, we can become consciously aware of how calm and contented, delighted, or exhilarated we are. Throughout the day, we can be aware that we’re laughing and smiling more, we have more energy, we’re moving faster, doing little dances to the music that’s playing. We can be aware of the number of times in the day or the week when we’re feeling pleasure.”

“How do we know if we’re getting happier?” Karen asked.

“It can be difficult to measure our happiness progress. We make progress little by little, and it can be imperceptible. Let me give you an example: I wanted to get in shape for skiing, so I increased the intensity of my exercise. I did ski exercises and weight lifting. After four months, I measured my biometrics, and I was surprised by how much progress I’d made. I had been getting fitter without knowing it. The percentage of body fat had gone down from 13.9 to 10.8, all while my weight was staying the same. The skeletal muscle mass had gone up from 91.1 lbs. to 94.4 lbs.—an extra three pounds of muscle in just four months. It’s the same with happiness. Over time, little by little, do we find ourselves smiling and laughing more? When we go to sleep, do we go to sleep with a smile, feeling relaxed and content? And how do we wake up in the morning? The quality of our sleep matters.”

“This is a lot to take in. I need a break; I need a beer,” said Alex. “Karen, what would you like?”

“White wine, please.” She commented, “I’ve been listening to you analytical guys, and when you break it down like that . . . it is a lot, but it makes sense—different levels and intensity of emotions and feelings as degrees of happiness.”

Happiness Ideas

We relaxed and enjoyed our drinks. I loved these two—they were so curious and upbeat. Alex was ready for me: “So, in addition to happiness being a level of emotions and feelings, is there something else?”

“Another important part is ideas or beliefs. Happiness depends upon certain beliefs. When we’re happy, it is, in part, because we have a positive, life-loving philosophy—ideas or beliefs: Life is good; I have something important to live for; I have meaning and purpose in my life; I want to and can be happy; I’m a good person and I deserve to be and can be happy. Those are powerful ideas—combined, they make up a success and happiness mindset.”

“That sounds like what our coach has been talking about,” Alex said. “She said we need to have the ideas or beliefs that I’m succeeding; I’m achieving and living my values; the world I live in is good, even wonderful. With ideas like that, it would be natural for me to feel pleasure and joy.”

“That sounds like you had good coaching.”

Karen suggested, “Just as emotional levels go up and down, ideas can go up and down, from Life is okay, and I feel satisfied all the way up to Life is wonderful. The ideas and emotions go hand in hand, rising and falling together.”

“That’s perfect,” I acknowledged.

Happiness as Love

“When we’re happy, we love; when we love, we are happy. The greatest happiness comes from loving life.”

Karen smiled and asked, “Can I bring up love and happiness? Love has changed our lives and made us very happy—sometimes ecstatic.” She looked lovingly at Alex. “We’re in love. It’s a very strong foundation for our happiness.”

“Love is part of happiness,” I answered. “I remember your wedding, and how Alex cried like a baby as you walked down the aisle in your beautiful dress to meet him.”

He groaned, “Knock it off, Carl! They were tears of happiness.” (He’ll be mad at me for revealing this.)

“As you know, we can love many things—work, family, friends, pets, beauty, abundance of life’s gifts, even love for happiness itself. It’s all connected. When we’re happy, we love; when we love, we’re happy. The greatest happiness is simultaneous with love of life.”

“Love can be intense,” observed Karen.

Alex chimed in, “I think I’ve made a connection with the earlier part of our conversation. Love rises and falls in sync on the scale of emotions. At the lower levels of emotions, real love is muted or not possible. If someone is depressed or angry, they can’t feel much love for themselves or others. We can’t truly experience the fullness of love if we’re afraid or insecure. If we can’t trust others . . . we wouldn’t be willing to expose ourselves . . . to be vulnerable, and love. At the highest emotional levels, love becomes intense and expansive.” He was excited.

“That’s an impressive understanding,” I complimented. “You remind me of one of my favorite English romantic comedy movies: Love Actually. It has a theme song, which talks about how love is everywhere. That it surrounds us.”

They laughed, and Karen said, “Yes, that’s the way I feel. Love does surround us. I’m seeing more happiness around us, too. And I hope it will never come to an end.”

Happiness as a Successful State of Life

“Another important aspect of happiness . . . it’s a successful state of life. Just as love and happiness go together, ideas and emotions go together, and success and happiness also go together.”

Karen agreed, “We’re successful. We generally achieve what we set out to do; we’ve enjoyed a lot of success, and that contributes to our happiness.”

“People have many different ideas of success . . .” Alex paused and asked, “What do you think . . . ?”

“Well, simply,” I answered, “success is purposely pursuing our values, setting goals, and achieving them. And just like happiness, success is an ongoing, unending process.

“Did you guys see that hit movie The Shawshank Redemption, which was based on a short story by Stephen King?”

“Yeah,” they both perked up, “what a great movie!”

“I think that was one of the greatest, most redeeming movies ever made. If you remember, the prisoner Andy Dufresne started to dig a tunnel to escape, and he worked on it for eighteen years.”

“Yes, he completes the tunnel and escapes. It was an inspirational, uplifting, happy ending,” Karen exclaimed.

“Yes, it was.” I asked, “At what point do you think the prisoner began to experience some level of success? Does it begin when he first thinks he can escape? Does it continue during the years of digging the tunnel? Or does it arrive only eighteen years later, when he escapes?”

Karen and Alex both spoke at the same time: “At every step of the way! He’s succeeding from the moment of thinking and visualizing the idea (a happy one) to the final realization of his dream—an incredibly free and wealthy life.”

“Yes,” I agreed, “all through the process, he’s succeeding one step at a time. James Clear wrote: ‘Success is the product of daily habits, not once-in-a-lifetime transformation.’14

“Like happiness, success is achieved little by little. One can’t expect to be 100 percent successful in all areas of life, and we don’t need to be. Over time, we can pursue and achieve our values in the important areas of our life—work, romance, family, and friends. That’s what counts. If we approach this consciously, we can be successful with our core values and experience happiness.”

Karen observed, “We’re successful in our most important areas: Our family is harmonious, our work is fulfilling—our business is growing, and we’re profitable; so we have financial success.” She turned to Alex, “See, by that definition, we’re being successful.”

I summarized, “Happiness is not one thing; it is many things. It is a delicious cocktail, a blend of key ingredients . . . a range of positive emotions, including love . . . beliefs that embrace a happiness mindset . . . actions toward cherished goals . . . achieving success in the most important areas of life.”

They laughed. “That would be a delicious cocktail!”

“There’s one more thing for happiness . . . a perfect pillow and a comfortable bed.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“Yes . . . and no. After all, most people spend at least a third of their lives—about eight or more hours every day—in bed, sleeping six to seven hours. When we have the perfect pillow and the most comfortable bed that we can afford, we can delight in the pleasure of being in bed and experiencing sweet, blissful sleep.” I smiled.

“Well, if you put it like that . . . .”

“Sound sleep is critical to happiness. If we’re running ragged and not getting sufficient sleep, we’re going to be cranky, irritable, and not going to feel happy.”

“Okay,” said Karen, “first stop when we get home is to buy a perfect pillow for each of us and a new bed.” They laughed.

Happiness as a Pond

“To wrap all this up, I think a metaphor may help,” I said.

“Another!” Alex groaned.

Ignoring this (I like metaphors), I proceeded.

“Imagine that our happiness level is like a pond. The pond stays mostly at the same level—water flows into the pond, some drains out. The pond is filled from many sources. It draws from streams and rivers just like a flow of joyful experiences we might have. There can be sudden surges of success that raise the level—a new job, falling in love, a big bonus, the birth of a child, getting a pet, and other joyful experiences. Our pond of emotions, little by little, becomes fuller and fuller, and our level of happiness rises.”

“Our Happiness Planning is raising the level of our pond,” said Karen. “It’s filling up and overflowing. There’s nothing more important than our happiness and our plan to increase it.”

 

14 James Clear, Atomic Habits: An Easy & Proven Way to Build Good Habits & Break Bad Ones (Avery, 2018).


CHAPTER 18

(Peak Perspectives) Appreciating and Admiring Self and Others


“Self-esteem is the reputation we acquire with ourselves.”

—NATHANIEL BRANDEN



A SOFTWARE ENTREPRENEUR, Jon, and his wife, Lori, joined me to ski for the day. Jon owns his own business, and he’s working hard to make it grow. He’s sixty-five years old, 5’8”, and fit. He plays tennis and runs marathons. He’s very capable and works hard—working too hard, according to Lori.

We skied one day in pristine white snow and bright sunshine. We rode up on the ski lift with the spectacular view of the lake at the bottom of the valley and the white clouds nestling on the mountain peaks. Instead of relishing this gorgeous scene, Jon confided that he had been feeling frustrated and dissatisfied with his work and business. Lori had mentioned he was irritable.

Jon said, “I had been working harder than ever, and getting a load of things done. I was succeeding, but I wasn’t experiencing pleasure and satisfaction from it.”

“You seem happy now. Have you solved the problem?”

“I did. After I got my Happiness Grant, I read and did online searches to understand happiness and find answers. I came across a coach named Dan Sullivan. He’s the founder and CEO of a large, successful executive consulting/coaching firm called Strategic Coach. He shares brilliant insights for both business and personal life. For thirty years, Dan has engaged with thousands of senior executives. He describes how utterly miserable some very successful CEOs are. He reports, ‘They’ve got everything! They are at the top of their game, but they’re still frustrated, miserable, and angry with themselves.’ He explains why—”

“Yes,” I interrupted, “I know Dan. He’s helped me. He’s terrific!”

“. . . because they’re not recognizing their gains, their achievements. From working with thousands of successful entrepreneurs, Dan observes that many aren’t able to appreciate their success. They never stop to look back and appreciate where they’ve come from and how much they’ve gained. They look forward to the future—the gap—to what they haven’t yet achieved. No matter how much success they attain, they’re perpetually dissatisfied with their progress. They constantly feel they’re still far away from achieving all their goals.

“I’ve always used to-do lists. I’ve never completed one,” he said, chuckling. “Sometimes it gets larger by the end of the day. I often felt frustrated and like I was losing.”

“Yes, I know that feeling well.”

He continued, “I switched it around and sometimes I listed things I got done—a ‘done list.’ What a difference! I had no idea how much I was doing. I was making progress.”

“Dan calls it ‘The Gap and the Gain.’ We focus on the to-do list rather than on the done list.”

Jon continued, “Dan wrote, ‘They’re doing themselves a massive injustice—all it takes is a simple mindset shift: go from feeling like your goals are forever out of reach, to realizing that you’re making progress.’

“This shift in perspective inspired me, and I felt a sense of fulfillment and satisfaction. If we don’t acknowledge and write down our achievements,” Jon continued, “we’re going to focus on our gaps—what we don’t have rather than what we do have, focusing on what we haven’t done instead of appreciating what we’ve done.”

“You know, Jon, I experienced the same thing. Every year I look back and list successes and all the good things that are in my life. It feels great.”

“I know what you mean. It’s made me happier,” agreed Jon. “I’ve learned that the gap and the gain doesn’t just apply to work—it applies to everything. For instance, we can say, ‘There are so many things I haven’t learned, so many books I haven’t read.’ Or, we can say: ‘Look what I’ve learned, look at all the books I’ve read.’ I’ve learned that we have to look back. We have to look at our gains in each area of our lives and appreciate them . . . be proud of them. Improvements aren’t always visible, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t happening.”

Appreciation, Awe, Admiration

Jon was excited and on a roll. “Something else I’ve started to practice as a Happiness Habit is appreciating. When I play tennis or ski, I take the time to look around and appreciate the environment. I look at the mountains and the incredible scenery; and it is so magnificent that it fills me with a sense of awe. As I’m becoming more aware, more appreciative, I’m becoming a better . . . appreciator . . . I’m an appreciator!” He laughed.

“I’m practicing appreciation and awe as habits, too,” I said. “Like you, I’ve been rushing through life, working hard, seeking success, and not looking at or appreciating so many awesome things that there are to see, hear, and feel. It’s as Charles Spurgeon said: ‘It is not how much we have, but how much we enjoy, that makes happiness.’”

“Awe!” Jon replied. “That’s a great word and a great experience!”

“Yes, I recently read about a book called Awe: The New Science of Everyday Wonder and How It Can Transform Your Life. It was written by Professor Keltner, of the University of California Berkeley.”

“Awe is extreme appreciation—something above and beyond,” Jon said.

“That’s what the book Awe describes—how we see awe in real life, or read about it, or see it in the movies.”

Jon shared my excitement: “I get awed by sports and athletes—I admire Michael Jordan, Bo Jackson, Tom Brady, Serena Williams, LeBron James, Tiger Woods . . . .”

I jumped in. “Certain music gets to me. People are powerfully affected by music. The song, ‘Everybody Hurts Sometimes,’ sung by Pixie Lott gets to me. Just read the comments about it online. It actually saved a few peoples’ lives. Some music sends tingles down my spine; other music gives me a feeling of reverence or longing.”

“Lori and I get a lot of pleasure from listening to music.”

“I do, too,” I agreed. “A fun song I love to play and try to live up to is ‘When I Grow Up,’ sung by Clint Daniels. Some of my friends say I’ve made a lot of progress.”

Jon laughed and agreed.

“I feel awe when I hear the song, ‘America the Beautiful . . . O beautiful for spacious skies . . . from sea to shining sea.’”

“Hey, Carl, I didn’t know that you were a patriot. I thought you were an Englishman.”

“True, but I’m an American by choice.”

“Appreciation and awe culminate in admiration. Admiration is at the pinnacle,” I said. “The Olympic celebrations express admiration for athletes who have become the best in the world. We admire them. It’s important to admire ourselves when we do something special, and to admire others. Admiring is good for us, good for others . . . it is a virtue.” I added, “We can contemplate and appreciate the past, appreciate things in the present, and visualize and appreciate future plans.”

Jon replied, “I love to look at photographs; they help me remember and appreciate the delights and pleasures of past experiences.”

“Yeah, photographs are a wonderful way to appreciate things,” I said. “I have two digital picture frames on my desk. The photographs keep changing every ten to fifteen seconds. It’s a joy to appreciate people and adventures from the past. For the future, too. We can look at pictures of places we’re going to visit, watch YouTube, and anticipate and relish the future.”

“My grandkids are great appreciators,” Jon continued. “They get excited about the most innocent things—a mouse, or a rabbit, or a bug, or a planned vacation. The joy they experience is an example for those of us who may have dimmed our capacity to appreciate.”

“Yes!” I agreed. “We hear a lot about being present or being in the now. If we’re appreciating someone or something, we have to be in the present. Being in the present means not dwelling on the past and not worrying about the future. It’s impossible to be dwelling on the past or worrying about the future if one is currently in the present appreciating something or admiring something.”

“Carl, this has been a happy discussion . . . and great skiing, too. I don’t often get to have this kind of conversation. I will appreciate this as a happy day.” He chuckled.


CHAPTER 19

The Philosophy of Happiness


“Make your life a meaningful one.”

—SUNDAY ADELAJA



“WOW,” COLLIN SAID IN AWE.

I shifted around on my skis to face him. Collin stood tall at the top of the ski run in his blue ski jacket and matching helmet, leaning forward on his poles. He had raised his goggles and was squinting against the dazzling glare of the morning sun on the snow, gazing out across the vast, snowcapped expanse of mountain peaks that spiked the horizon.

“So, I gather you like the view,” I said, amused.

He turned to me, grinning. “I feel like Leo DiCaprio in Titanic. You know . . . ‘I’m the king of the world!’” We laughed.

It was February, about two months after the dinner when I had presented him and Rachel with their Happiness Grant. Like me, Collin is an avid skier.

I looked off to the west and gestured toward dark clouds rolling in. “Unfortunately, we’ll only get one more run in this morning. That storm they warned us about last night is arriving.”

He glanced at the clouds. “Yeah. Too bad. We’d better get going. I wish you would have picked a steeper, more challenging run.”

“This trail is called ‘Success,’” I replied. “I like it, and I like the name.”

He laughed. “Of course. You couldn’t pass up a trail to ‘Success,’ right? Beat you down.”

He lowered his goggles, adjusted his helmet, then launched himself down the slope toward the ski lodges and resort buildings that snaked across the slopes several thousand feet below. And, he beat me down.
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At the bottom, I spotted him, his skis off and propped upright in the snow. I slid to a stop and kicked out of mine. I took another glance at the sky; the wind had picked up and clouds gathered over the mountain ridges behind us. “No more skiing until the storm blows through,” I said, hefting my skis over my shoulder. “Let’s store our gear, find Rachel, and get something to eat. I made reservations at Stein’s for lunch.”

Collin and Rachel had arrived the evening before and checked into the Stein Eriksen Lodge, named for the famous Norwegian Olympic skier. The mountain lodge captures Norway’s rustic, alpine flavor with tasteful elegance.

I suggested to Collin and Rachel that we have lunch outside in one of the Alpenglobes on the deck.

Within the cozy glass dome, we sat around a table in climate-controlled comfort, enjoying dramatic, grand views of the gathering storm over the mountains. We watched the ski patrol usher the last of the skiers descending the slopes inside to escape the storm. When our food arrived, Collin and Rachel were all smiles.

“It gives me pleasure to enjoy my favorite ski spot with you,” I said. “I’m pursuing happiness, just as you are.”

They exchanged a quick glance. Collin said, “We wanted to talk with you about the Happiness Planning.”

“Since I hadn’t heard from you, I was wondering how your planning was coming along.”

Rachel chewed her lower lip. “Well . . . we have questions.”

“We’re pretty happy,” Collin said. “But when we sat down to think about our happiness, and what would make us more happy, we felt . . . confused.”

“Confused about what makes you happy?”

“Well, not entirely. I mean, we love to travel. And we enjoy our cabin in Placid Lake. But you’re giving us a lot of money, Carl, and setting priorities among all the things we want and value is a challenge. Happiness is a big topic, and we want to make the most of our Happiness Grant.”

“Happiness has been a topic of interest for thousands of years and has been written about by some of our greatest philosophers and psychologists. Thomas Jefferson famously wrote that we have inalienable rights to the pursuit of happiness. The philosopher, Blaise Pascal, held that ‘All men seek happiness. This is without exception . . . the motive of every action of every man.’ One study showed that those who are happy tend to live significantly longer than those who aren’t.”

“Those are some heavy dudes.” Collin laughed.

“There’s another heavy dude . . . are you familiar with Aristotle?”

“Sorta . . . .”

“Aristotle is brilliant; the father of logic, science, and more. He was a pioneer of pursuing happiness. He put it at the top of his ethical philosophy. He called happiness eudaemonia, which he said was the result and reward of acting virtuously. He wrote more about happiness than anyone before him. He believed that happiness is the meaning and purpose of life.”

“‘The meaning and purpose of life’?” repeated Collin thoughtfully. “I knew happiness was important, but the ‘meaning and purpose’? Meaning . . . well, what does meaning mean?” He shook his head in confusion.

Meaning?

I replied, “I just listened to a Peter Attia podcast with Arthur Brooks. He’s the professor of the practice of public leadership at the Harvard Kennedy School and a professor of management practice at the Harvard Business School. He said: ‘Meaning is most important . . . because you can’t live without it. But,’ he went on to say, ‘nobody knows what it is.’”15

Collin frowned. “Most important . . . yet no one knows what it is!”

“Well,” I replied, “he goes on to explain that it is a combination of coherence, direction, and significance. The way to determine if you have meaning is to answer two questions:

Why am I alive?

What am I willing to die for today? ”

Rachel looked perplexed and said, “I’m not sure how I would answer those questions.”

“Professor Brooks then tells us about his son, who’s a sniper in the Marines. His answer to the question, Why am I alive? is: Because God made me to serve. And in answer to what he’s willing to die for, he says his faith, family, his fellow Marines, and the United States of America. Professor Brooks comments that: ‘These are very right answers.’

“A commenter on the podcast disagreed and was blunt: ‘Those questions made my wheels come off. What am I here for (i.e., why am I alive)? I’m not here for anything! Life exists, including my own life . . . .’ In answer to the second question, of what he’d die for: ‘I wouldn’t die for anything!’ He went on to say: ‘What really jarred was the story of Professor Brooks’s son, a Marine sniper, who would die for God and country.’”

Collin said, “Wow, that was pretty harsh. I’m not sure I agree with Professor Brooks, either, even though he’s from Harvard.”

Rachel chimed in, “Well, the thing that has meaning for me is . . . each other—our love. And I love my business . . . that gives me meaning; and I love my family; and our friends. All of those things give meaning to my life . . . . When it comes to dying, I don’t want to die for anything—I want to live for things. I live for living.”

Collin said, “I think the meaning of our lives is whatever we value and our purposes.”

“I agree. The meaning of life is what we make it. We’re living for our highest values, whatever they are; living for the things we love; living for enjoyment; living for the love of life. As Aristotle said, the meaning of life is pursuing our own happiness. The meaning of our lives is whatever we decide it to be.

“I like what Ayn Rand wrote: ‘Joy, exaltation, beauty, greatness, heroism, all the supreme, uplifting values of man’s existence on Earth, are the meaning of life.’”16

Rachel said, “Oh, that’s an inspiring, happy message.”

Happiness as Achieving Values

“Since Aristotle, others have also counted happiness as a top value,” I said. “Think about this . . . the founding fathers were a group of the best-educated (they had studied Aristotle), wisest men in America who agonized over every word, every sentence, of the Declaration of Independence. They elevated the pursuit of happiness onto a political pedestal right alongside life and liberty. According to the Declaration, our lives belong to us, and we have the right to spend our lives freely pursuing our own happiness.”

“We’ve always thought it was important . . . ,” Collin paused. “Since you’ve asked for a Happiness Plan, it’s been on our minds constantly. We’ve talked about it practically every day.”

Rachel interrupted, “Everybody wants to be happy.”

“I think that’s right,” I replied. “Happiness is, or should be, a top purpose. It is a way of living—a practice.

“For Aristotle, happiness meant a life well-lived. A life that was broadly successful in the important ways—from enjoying one’s work to having a loving family and pleasant home, and even having the latest model chariot.” They chuckled. “True happiness is a balance of all the good things that enrich human life—health, love, family, friends, pleasure, productiveness, learning.”

“That’s a lot, but it does make sense. We have most of those things. We have a nice home, great friends . . . .”

“And each other,” Rachel added lovingly. “And we’re healthy! We have lots of stuff. We’re happy . . . and we’re ready for more.”

How Do We Become Happier?

“Perhaps the most important thing Aristotle would tell us: We can achieve and sustain happiness only by practicing virtues.”

“Virtues? You mean like giving to charity, going to church, and recycling?” I had to laugh. “No, no—he wouldn’t have thought of those as virtues. He meant things we do to improve ourselves and our lives—virtues such as thinking, planning, and pursuing purpose(s). That’s what enabled me to ‘walk to Australia.’” I told them the story. “Other virtues are engaging in purposeful, productive work; being honest; building life-serving habits. Virtues are actions we take for ourselves; to create our best self and the best life for ourselves. True virtues are life-affirming and will lead to and result in the best possible life.”

“The opposite of virtue is vice, isn’t it?” asked Rachel.

“That’s true,” I said. “Socrates thought that vice was the poison of the soul—vices such as dishonesty, injustice, coercion, and willful ignorance. Vice is that which is anti-life.”

She continued, “Poison . . . harming others harms ourselves. Making others unhappy will make us unhappy. Making others happy . . . . Virtues are good for us . . . and good for others, too.”

They were quiet for a moment. I looked skyward at the clouds blanketing the mountains. Rachel broke my reverie. “So, can you sum it up simply? What did Aristotle think happiness is and how do we achieve it?”

“He has been quoted as saying, ‘Happiness is the exercise of vital powers, along lines of excellence, in a life affording them scope.’”

Seeing her perplexed look, I said, “Yes, that’s a mouthful. ‘The exercise of vital powers means to develop our strengths—to be the best we can be given the talents and abilities we have.’ ‘Along lines of excellence’ means that we develop those talents and use them to the best of our ability—which is what you two are doing. ‘In a life affording them scope’ means a range of interests and pursuits. Aristotle meant a fulfilling, flourishing life.”

“You call that simple!” Collin reacted. “Can you give real-world examples . . . with real people?”

I turned to him. “Let’s take you for example: When you were at the top of the mountain earlier, you said, ‘I’m the king of the world!’ A great feeling, right?”

“Yes, I was on top of the world!” He laughed.

“And then you raced down the slope. You’ve developed your talents and become an expert skier. How did that make you feel?”

“It was great . . . exhilarating.”

“Right,” I said. “But let me ask you: Suppose that’s all you ever did in your life—ski down these runs. How would that make you feel?”

He looked toward the mountains. “If that were the only thing I did . . . I’m sure I’d get bored.”

“There’s only so many of your talents, and so much of your potential, that you can exercise on a ski slope. You need a bigger, more challenging scope and purpose.”

“Right,” he nodded. “That’s why I ski, or go to our cabin, only during vacations. But most of the time, my main focus is on my work—my main purpose has been on building and managing our new business. The work challenges me and gives me lots of scope to exercise my talents. This is coming together for me. We’re already practicing what Aristotle was talking about. That feels great!”

“Let’s take some others who practiced what Aristotle advised: Benjamin Franklin is considered the father of the philosophy and practice of self-improvement—he studied Aristotle. He’s a good example of what Aristotle meant by ‘vital powers’ (talents and abilities) and developing his talents to levels of excellence. He focused on and practiced Happiness Habits all his life. He made lists of self-improvement actions he called ‘virtues.’”

“There you go again with virtues. Examples, please.”

“His virtues were real-world, practical, and included continuous study and self-improvement, work (which he called ‘industry’), managing his finances (which he called ‘frugality’), being fair to himself and others (which he called ‘justice’), and not being arrogant or conceited (which he called ‘humility’). He devised a system to be ‘the best possible self.’”

“Okay, I can relate to those virtues,” agreed Collin. “We work hard, manage our money, we’re honest and fair. We do those things.”

I continued, “Through practicing his virtues, he pursued personal excellence. And he certainly achieved it! His range and scope of interests were amazing. They included writing and publishing, literature, public service, science, and, most famously, an intense interest in electricity. From all accounts, Franklin lived a fabulous and happy life—he developed his ‘vital powers’ with broad ‘scope.’”

“That’s inspiring, and a bit overwhelming,” said Rachel. “But those virtues do make sense—anyone could practice them.”

“He didn’t start out as the man he became—as he writes, as a young man, he ate and drank too much, talked too much (especially about himself), spent more money than he had, and didn’t finish many goals. He wrestled with many of the same kinds of urges and flaws that we all do. He developed virtuehabits to counteract his bad habits. He’d focus on one virtue at a time, work on it all week, then focus on the next. He practiced virtue-habits to increase his happiness.”

“We could practice our virtues together,” suggested Rachel. “There are a few I’d like you to practice,” she said with a smile, prodding Collin.

“Franklin said, ‘ . . . though I never arrived at the perfection I had been so ambitious of obtaining, but fell short of it, yet I was . . . a better and happier man than I otherwise should have been had I not attempted it.’”

“That’s encouraging! I was beginning to think I’m expected to be perfect—but it’s working toward it that counts,” Rachel said.

She continued, “From what I’ve read, another incredible, successful, and happy person is Oprah Winfrey. She overcame horrific traumas and challenges and became one of the most influential women in the world. I love that she says: ‘The big secret in life is there is no secret. Whatever your goal, you can get there if you’re willing to work.’”17

Collin jumped in. “We love Oprah. She realized that failure was part of life, and the resilience you gain from falling down and picking yourself up again is a key to success.”

I picked up on this enthusiasm, “She’s a model for us to emulate. If she can do it—”

Collin interrupted me. “Franklin and Oprah lived their ideals; they lived with inspiration and achieved their values.” He was jumping around in his seat. “I just thought of another example: I recently saw the movie Air, which, in part, is the story of Michael Jordan. In some ways he’s like Oprah. When he didn’t make his high school’s varsity basketball team, he didn’t get discouraged or quit. He worked harder and became an amazing basketball player and an admirable human being. He’s fabulously successful and certainly seems happy.”

“We can’t all be Ben Franklins, or Oprahs, or Michael Jordans,” I said, “and we don’t need to be. We can develop whatever talents and abilities—modest or grand—we have and pursue our own dreams. Then, like them, we can become more successful and happier.”

Dealing with Clouds

By that time, the sky was dark, the wind was raging, and snow pelted down and then melted on the roof of our warm Alpenglobe.

I pointed to the sky. “One more thing we should discuss. Clouds.”

“Clouds?” Rachel asked.

“Yes. Do you know that Joni Mitchell song, ‘Both Sides Now,’ where she sings, ‘So many things I would have done, but clouds got in my way’?”

Rachel said, “I love that song; it helped me through my divorce.”

“Those clouds out there—they interfered with our skiing today. And that’s a metaphor for what sometimes happens in our lives. Clouds roll in. They interrupt our plans, and when they’re dark enough, they can disrupt our lives. We all face clouds. I’ve faced plenty in my life, as you know only too well, Collin. You and I faced some serious clouds in our business.”

“We did, and we managed them,” Collin replied.

“Our mood and happiness levels vary as we go through life. We have bad days, good days, and great days—just like the weather. That’s reality, and we can’t wish it away. It happens. It may be dark and rain for several days, or even several weeks. But then, one day, the sun will come back, and our happiness level can return. We just have to accept this, just as we have to accept the weather. We have to accept that some days we’re going to have a bad day and then look forward to the good days when the sun will return.

“Helen Keller is an inspiration for managing clouds,” I said. “She was the first deaf and blind person in the United States to earn a college degree. Can you believe that!? She said: ‘A happy life consists not in the absence, but in the mastery of hardships.’ She dealt with incredible clouds, but she still developed her talents and abilities—’vital powers’—without hearing or sight, and achieved the most remarkable things and a happy life.”

Rachel asked, “How do we deal with clouds?”

“That’s a big question, and something to discuss with your coach. Briefly, we have to hold onto a positive perspective as we confront the disruptions and crises in our lives. We have to remind ourselves who we are, what we value, and what we want to accomplish. In tough times, we have to remember that life can be good—that happiness is possible—and that it is our rightful, natural state of being.”

“I like that,” said Collin.

Rachel added, “Yes, the sun is always there, behind the clouds, and it will reappear to warm us and brighten up our lives. Clouds make it impossible to ski today, but the forecast is for sun tomorrow.”

We had finished our meals, so I stood.

“Since we can’t ski today, I suggest we pursue some pleasure—escape the storm and go back to the lodge. We can enjoy the workout room, the sauna, and the whirlpool. Who’s up for that?”

There were smiles and no objections.


 

15 Arthur Brooks, “The Science of Happiness,” Peter Attia podcast, October 10, 2022, #226, https://peterattiamd.com/arthurbrooks/.

16 Ayn Rand, Letters of Ayn Rand (New York: Penguin, 1997).

17 Oprah Winfrey, “What I Know for Sure,” O Magazine, July 19, 2008, https://www.oprah.com/omagazine/what-i-know-for-sure-hard-work.


CHAPTER 20

Further Thoughts on Happiness Habits


“We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act, but a habit.”

—ARISTOTLE



FOR SEVERAL DAYS, I skied with two other close friends, Mike and Kate. We shared similar philosophies, enjoyed reading and discussing books, and watched movies together. We met often for dinner and stimulating discussions. Mike was one of the most intelligent, passionate, energetic, hardworking entrepreneurs I had ever met. He wasn’t just full of ideas, he put them into action. I appreciated and admired Mike. He was in my will. I changed his bequest to a pre-quest.

Mike and I went off to ski the black diamond, Stein’s Way. Later, when we met with Kate for lunch, Mike wanted to discuss Atomic Habits. He thought it was an important book, and he asked me if I’d read it.

“I’ve read it, and I’m practicing habits for increasing my happiness. I’d say it’s indispensable for self-improvement and increasing happiness.”

He asked, “Have you done anything with it?”

“I’ve coined a new word: Haphabs, short for Happiness Habits,” I responded. “It’s part of my Happiness Plan.”

Kate asked, “Tell me what you’re doing with habits.”

“I read a book every day, even if it’s just for a few minutes. I finish one book and immediately start another. And I alternate between fiction and non-fiction. I love fiction.”

“That’s one of my top Haphabs, too!” Kate exclaimed, picking up the new word.

“I love music,” I said. “I was forgetting to play it, so I’ve developed the habit of listening to music regularly. I listen to music when I’m getting ready in the morning, at dinnertime, and before I go to sleep. Music is a continual source of pleasure and increases my happiness.”

“Kate and I love music—that’s one of our habits, too,” Mike said.

“You also exercise, as I do,” I continued. “My habits include strength training, cardio, playing tennis twice a week, and hiking up the hill behind my home weekly. Also, I’ve now resumed a habit of swimming first thing in the morning (I had given it up because, as I jokingly said, the water was wet and cold, but that was a poor excuse). Exercising is one of the best habits I’ve ever developed—it is a miracle drug!”

“That’s also one of our habits. Anything else?” asked Kate.

“For nutrition, I eat clean and healthy, which is part of my plan to live to 120. I’ve eliminated sugar as much as possible. I also eat lots of protein; my longevity doctor, Peter Attia, recommends eating one gram of protein for each pound of body weight.”

Mike nodded and said, “Those are great habits. We do most of those—except I’m not sure we’re getting that much protein. That could be a new Haphab in the making!”

“We’ve started a new habit,” said Kate. “After a hard day, we love to watch comedy—stand-up comics or comedy shows. We love to laugh.”

“That’s a fun habit,” I said, perking up excitedly. “That’s a habit I want to practice. That should be pretty easy.”

“It is fun. We go to bed with laughter in our heads and a light spirit.”

I continued, “I’ve also started developing other habits.”

“What are they?”

“I’ve started stretching first thing in the morning and last thing at night. Stretching has eliminated the leg cramps in the middle of the night, which would wake me up. It’s also given me flexibility. Another habit: Each morning after swimming, I sit and think for a few minutes about my life and the day ahead of me—a sort of meditation. I ask myself, ‘What do I want?’ and reflect upon it. That gets me in a relaxed frame of mind, focused on the day ahead.”

Mike added, “I take a ‘meditative’ walk one to three times a day. That’s my best thinking time. I walk, think, and write by dictating into a recorder. Walking is simultaneously my most important work activity and a break from my office and computer screen.”

“I’m also working on the habit of taking breaks,” I contributed. “I have a tendency to just work for hours until my head feels like it’s full of cotton. Now, when I get to a good point in my work, whether it’s half an hour or an hour or two, I get up and walk around, stretch, or just do something different for a few minutes.”

“We do that in our way,” offered Kate. “We take breaks by listening to music, going outside, or checking in with each other.”

“I’m also working on a habit of appreciating and admiring,” I said. “I’m reminding myself of all the good things in my life—to admire beauty, achievements, greatness.”

“These are good habits. People would be a lot happier if they practiced even some of these,” Mike commented.

“That may seem like a lot of habits,” I continued, “but they fit into my days, and I space them out during the week. Some of them, such as appreciating and admiring, take very little or no time.”

“I like your intentionality,” Mike said. “It’s inspiring. And I love the idea of Happiness Habits—make that Haphabs.” I laughed. He continued, “I’m going to make a list, and start creating some habits.”

See the Workbook for a list of habits to try.
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CHAPTER 21

Lessons Learned


“Happiness is not something ready-made. It comes from your own actions.”

—DALAI LAMA



THE HAPPINESS EXPERIMENT benefited from the insights of thoughtful men and women. The lessons learned could help you with your own Happiness Plan. I asked The Happiness Experiment’s participants what important ideas they could share with readers.

As you consider their thoughts, observe that they focus on strategic, long-lasting ideas, not tactics—things we can start now that will make a real difference.

Lesson 1: We Need to Decide to Be Happy

“Happiness is not a brilliant climax to years of grim struggle and anxiety. It is a long succession of little decisions simply to be happy in the moment.”

In order to develop a Happiness Plan, my friends were “forced” to make the decision to increase their happiness.

When we consciously choose to make happiness a part of our lives, it starts an active happiness process of intentionally pursuing it, rather than expecting it to just happen sometime, someday, maybe. Happiness can become a practice all the time, beginning now.

My friend, Robert, is a brilliant economist who teaches at a major university and has published several important books. He said that the most important thing he learned and wanted to tell readers was:


Take the time to learn and realize what happiness means to you. And then act. Some assume happiness just happens. They think “it’s just a bunch of good things that happen to me, and then I’ll be happy.” No!

I accepted that I’m the author of my happiness. If it is to be, it is up to me. I’m the cause of it.

Robert’s wife, Athena, was excited about this lesson:

Don’t wait to be happy. Don’t assume happiness will come to you. You don’t have to have money—plan for happiness now. Figure out how you can start achieving your plan now. Decide and commit to it . . . now. Otherwise, you’ll continue working and doing whatever it is you’re doing and not increasing your happiness. You’ll be waiting . . . . Happiness is too precious to postpone.

We excitedly made the decision and started immediately. We brought our future plans forward to now. We’re both so happy, and we’re grateful to you.

Asher put it this way:

Happiness doesn’t just arrive one day at our front door. I found we needed to consciously decide. Happiness is created. Just as love is created, career and wealth are created, so is happiness.



This attitude of decisively pursuing happiness was echoed by Collin and his wife, Rachel. I’ll repeat what they wrote (Chapter 16) after doing their planning:


In our happiness research we came across a quote that we used to inspire our thinking: ‘Happiness doesn’t just happen—it has to be made; it has to be produced, created, discovered, built from the ground up. And it has to be a decision in one’s mind: the decision to be happy.’ We made that firm decision. Everything else followed.



The conscious decision comes first. The planning follows. Then the pursuit . . . .

Lesson 2: Take Happiness Seriously—Study It

Just like any other subject, happiness is a subject for study. Happiness is derived from philosophy and psychology. And, just like any subject, it has an application and practices. My friend Alex realized that happiness is a subject to study and a practice.

He told me, “When you offered the grant, there was a gestation period, and I thought about happiness before I started applying money to it. The whole subject came into focus. Instead of being in the background, it came into the foreground. I realized there was a discipline of happiness just like the discipline of biology, or physics, or poetry. One could study it—there were rules and laws, things to learn. Then I realized that it is also a practice like yoga or fitness, and working to improve oneself. I can’t think of anything better to study and practice. Some people might say, ‘I practice yoga,’ and I would say, ‘Yeah, that’s good, but I practice happiness.’”

Lesson 3: The Planning Is More Important than the Money

The lesson most frequently mentioned: “The money is great,” said Duke, a professor of philosophy, “but you don’t need the money. That’s the most important thing I learned. We can plan now without money.”

Collin repeated that point. “The real fun was the planning. Rachel and I spent loads of time discussing it—we had such fun doing it. It’s not just where you end up; it’s also the journey of the happiness process. It’s not even the final plan, but it’s the planning process that we enjoyed, and that was so beneficial.”

Austin, my other professor friend, agreed. “The bottom line is this: Everyone should have a Happiness Plan. Everyone can do Happiness Planning without money. People use money as an excuse—they say, ‘I can’t be happy because I don’t have money.’ That’s not true. The single best thing for my wife and me wasn’t the pre-quest; it was doing the planning.”

Lesson 4: A Coach Is Invaluable

My friends were challenged by the many opportunities, choices, and dreams that ran through their minds. They were like kids in a candy store with $100 to spend.

“The opportunities to do whatever we wanted overwhelmed us,” Collin reported. “When given such a sum of money to spend, so many things come to mind. Should we do this, or that, or this other thing? We struggled to make decisions regarding what would bring us the most happiness.”

“There were so many things we wanted to do!” added Rachel. “I learned that having money to spend is unnerving, as I had never experienced anything like this. It made me second-guess myself several times—trying to think of practical things to do, while also wanting to pursue exciting dreams that I would otherwise never get to experience.”

“How did you choose what to do?” I asked.

“Our coach helped us identify what would bring us the most happiness—identify the things that were really important to us, what we valued the most—our values. Coaching helped us come together and define our true meaning of happiness,” Collin explained.

“Our coach helped us by asking loads of great questions. He got us thinking. We thought about our wants and what actions we’d need to take. He had us do a values assessment—we went over a long list of values with him. Then Rachel and I discussed them and decided our top values and what we needed to do to get them—things you call virtues. That was a great process for us.”

“On the financial side,” Collin said, “I received coaching from Richard, your financial planner. I had a rough idea of what I wanted to do. But instead of just putting the money in my bank, he helped me with a simple Investment Plan. I’m grateful for his mentoring and coaching.”

My friend Austin was surprised at the value coaching had.

“To be perfectly honest, Carl, I was skeptical when you suggested that we use a coach. I thought it would be a waste of time and would last about two months. But it was so valuable that I kept doing it for a full year.

“My coach and I met by Zoom. We were very open with each other. I mean, I didn’t know this guy, I’d never met him before, but I told him things about my life I’ve never told anybody. After, I’d share our conversation with Taylor. So, both of us benefitted. It brought us closer.”

The most dramatic proof of the value of coaching came from my friend, Asher, and his wife, Catherine. They had suffered devastating trauma (see Chapter 25). Even after five years, these two dear friends were still grieving. Because of that, I was reluctant to offer them a Happiness Grant. How could I approach them? And how could they accept it?

The most profound effect on them wasn’t the money. Much to their surprise, it was the coaching. Catherine told me:


We were searching for ways to start our lives over again. Even years after our loss, we were so low we weren’t really living. Coaching was something we never would have done. We wouldn’t waste the money. I’m sorry, but truthfully, I thought that most life coaches were quacks.

But, boy! Has my attitude changed. My whole life has changed because of the coaching!

Carl, coaching was just life-altering! I think about something related to our coaching every single day. It guides my life. Our coach changed our lives. It sounds dramatic, but it’s true. In an important way, this Happiness Grant and the coaching saved our lives.



Lesson 5: Plan Long Term and Short Term

I was impressed by the thinking that went into Jon and Lori’s choices when using a portion of their Happiness Grant to renovate their San Diego house.

“The first thing we thought about was: What’s the best happiness return on our investments?” Jon recalled. “A trip is fun for a couple of weeks. You certainly have memories afterward, and we both believe that travel changes you and gives you perspective. So, we took trips with the kids that they would never do on their own. They will always remember them and talk about them their whole lives.

“But for the long-term return, we remodeled our house. We knew we wanted to keep the home in our family for multiple generations. While we will enjoy it during our lifetimes, we wanted to make it spectacular and to build it so well that the happiness return on investment would continue for decades—even lifetimes.”

“So,” I summarized, “you built a beautiful, comfortable space to enjoy with your family and friends now, and it will be a long-lasting benefit into the future.”

“Without a doubt, Carl,” Lori replied with a big smile. “I’m never inside the house now; I’m always out in my new, beautiful, peaceful yard . . . frequently the family’s there . . . and there are hummingbirds all around. It just makes us so happy. It’s beyond meaningful to me.

“After renovating everything, we sent invitations to everyone we love. ‘Please use the house,’ we said. ‘We’re not there 24/7.’ Our friends and family were so excited: ‘You really mean it? Can we really use it?’ I’ve got a rolling calendar of guests now, when before it just sat empty.”

This is an example of generosity with a possession—they share the beautiful home, generosity goes on, happiness ripples and spreads to family and friends.

“I love how you thought about the grant like investment capital—happiness capital,” I exclaimed, “and how to maximize the return for the long-term happiness for your family.”

“That was a lesson we both learned,” Jon concluded. “As we coached each other, we took a step back and said: Wait a minute—let’s not just go for a few quick hits of happiness. Let’s find some longer, deeper, higher return on our investment for happiness. That’s why we focused on our beach home.”
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My friend Robert, the brilliant economics professor, is used to thinking about investing for the long term versus the short term. He and his wife, Athena—a talented interior designer—approached the challenge of making the highest and best use of their Happiness Grant with careful thought. They were used to planning long term, rather than enjoying life now in the short term.

“It was harder than I thought,” Athena admitted. “Our first inclination was to save it—put it in our retirement account and let it grow. We were future-oriented. But you asked us to spend the money as soon as possible. That shook us up; we had to spend it! My brain was in knots over that.”

“I could tell you struggled with it,” I said. “After I offered you the pre-quest, you didn’t get back to me for months.”

“At first, we just wanted to invest it,” Robert said. “Because you asked us to spend the money, we had to do a major pivot in our time horizon.

“You switched our time frame in a remarkable and wonderful way, Carl. We started enjoying the benefits right away. We had been putting happiness off for ‘tomorrow,’ but by spending the money now, it saved us at least a decade of waiting to enjoy the happiness that we experience now.”

Athena elaborated. “I had the idea that the money had to earn more money . . . like I would be wasting it if those funds didn’t multiply. I had to get that idea out of my head. Instead, we could create personal value and enjoyment of life now! That pivot freed us up to think about how to use the money to exponentially add to our enjoyment now, and also later.”

Switching their “time horizon” changed their lives. Rather than continuing to rent for another ten years, they started to design and build the house of their dreams . . . now.

“The new dream house we built was so important to us,” said Robert. “First, because we got two offices out of it. As we speak, I’m sitting in this wonderful office where I’m much more productive, and Athena has her own office where she’s doing her interior design. So even though the house is a ‘consumption’ purchase, it does have that productive element to it, too—we’re earning more money. It is so cool!”

Athena said, “We call it our ‘Magic House,’ because it’s incredible. We have spectacular sunrises and sunsets throughout the year on both sides of the house. We sit on our beautiful back deck, and we share the experience with friends. They tell me how wonderful it is, this special space that we’ve created. Our whole social life has opened up in a way I didn’t expect because our happiness has spread to family and friends.”

The lesson Robert and Athena learned was that happiness shouldn’t be put off to some distant, ever-receding tomorrow. They brought long-term values forward, into the present. They did this by thinking and planning what to do now rather than “someday.”

Their newfound happiness increased the happiness of their family and friends. This “ripple effect” of ever-expanding circles of happiness was a recurring theme in the feedback I received from my friends.

Lesson 6: Create Circumstances That Add to Everyday Happiness

Our surroundings—the environment in which we live every day—can have a major influence on our attitude, mood, and motivation. My friends increased their happiness by creating homes and/or renovating spaces that immersed them in beauty and nourished their souls every day.

April made major renovations to her home, which she loves. Jon and Lori upgraded their home into a gorgeous space for their enjoyment and for entertaining guests. Collin and Rachel made improvements to their lake cabin, turning it into an enticing destination for their family and friends.

Austin and Taylor were eloquent about their reasons for buying and designing a dream home. He wrote:


I wanted to live and spend my time in a beautiful space all the time. I wanted my life filled with grace and beauty, and I wanted to experience that beauty every single day. To me, beauty means harmony, and a beautiful life harmonizes time and space, body and soul, husband and wife.

At our old house, we weren’t living in beauty. I was always uptight living there—like living in a prison. But now we’re living in beauty. This is our beautiful place. Right now, I’m looking out my back windows at the golf course. I have a view that competes with your beautiful home.

Living here feels like the burdens of the world are lifted off me. A few nights ago, Taylor and I were in the living room, and I said, “Isn’t this beautiful?” She smiled and said, “Yes, it really is.” We pinch ourselves every now and then, just because it’s so wonderful.

This place is so beautiful, so great, and I’m so happy here—I don’t ever want to leave it!

This year we decided that we didn’t really want to go on a vacation, because where we live is like being on vacation.

It’s an effort to leave. I was surprised what an effect living in this kind of environment and beauty had on me. I didn’t realize it would be so important and so pivotal. It’s been life changing.



I loved to hear of the transformation from living in a place that Austin described as almost like “living in a prison” to transforming it into his “beautiful place.” Reading about their joy and their beautiful life gave me immense pleasure.

Something unexpected and quite wonderful emerged from this experiment and the coaching. Spouses and romantic partners had to engage in discussions of happiness that had to include their relationship, their desires, their dreams (some of which had never been revealed to each other). They compared their lists, discussed them frequently, and drafted and then redrafted their Happiness Plans working together.

In at least one case, it rekindled their relationship back to the time they first fell in love and the aspirations they had at that time. In almost all cases, the relationships were enhanced and became more loving.

Most of my friends were married or had a romantic partner, and the Happiness Planning enriched their life partnerships. While the grant was to my primary friends, it became obvious that their romantic partners or spouses would be part of the planning. I anticipated the planning would help the primary beneficiary, but I didn’t realize how much it would enrich the relationships.

Asher told me that he and Catherine had invested in the circumstances of their environment for their everyday happiness. He told me:


Two major purchases increase my happiness every day. I drive my new Lexus every day, and as I’m driving and enjoying my luxurious car, I ask myself a question: What’s good in my life? I appreciate health, love, beauty, career, my friends, and more. I just appreciate them. By the time I get to work, I have a smile on my face. I intentionally go through the daily habits of appreciating. On the way home in my delightful car, I relax, the stresses of the day dissipate, and I arrive home with a smile (most of the time). Driving to work and back home ‘frames my day.’

Another major purchase is our bed. Catherine had frequently complained about our bed, and she’d wake in the morning stiff and sore. She never really got a good night’s sleep. We spent three times as much as we normally would on a new bed, and I’m thrilled that we did. Now, we both sleep soundly, healthily, and joyfully. It’s like dying and going to Heaven every night.



Asher enjoys telling friends about his Happiness Plan. He explains his list of highest values (his coach helped him clarify his values) and how they’re working on their values and living according to them.

He told me he has become a “missionary for happiness.” “I’m not sharing the details of the Happiness Grant, but I do share with close friends the coaching and the exercise of defining values, comparing values, weighing those values, identifying what feeds those values. I’ve become a missionary for a values-driven life.”

Lesson 7: Happiness Plans Need to Be Flexible

“No one thing will make us happy forever—we need novelty, variety, and surprise.”

The COVID lockdowns affected my friends’ Happiness Plans. Their dreams of travel and idyllic vacations got shut down. They had to be flexible and adjust their plans.

Collin and Rachel had to rethink their priorities.


A lesson we learned was that, despite our best efforts, some of our plans had to change due to COVID. Travel and some other things couldn’t be done, so we put the money into things that could bring us happiness.

We put a ton of thought and coaching into our plan. We learned about ourselves. We realized that our happiness comes mainly from experiences—from things Rachel and I do together—more so than a new car or a new toy. Our happiness and joy are derived from our shared experiences. We never realized that before.

We also share experiences with other people. We take friends to our remodeled cabin and on adventures riding in our off-road vehicle.

Austin and Taylor offered this:

A Happiness Plan can’t be static. It’s not one and done. A Happiness Plan, like life itself, changes, grows, evolves. And one’s happiness in life changes, grows, and evolves. That’s true for individuals, and it’s also true for couples in a marriage. We learned a lot when we first did our plan, but things in our lives are different today than they were when you first gave us the Happiness Grant and challenged us to do Happiness Planning. We’re not in the same place today that we were two years ago, so we decided that part of our Happiness Plan is to update it at least once a year.



Implementing a Happiness Plan can provide emotional feedback, sometimes revealing our true values and priorities. Joshua told me:


When COVID interrupted my travel for training and speaking engagements, I was forced to live off my Happiness Grant. That plus the end of an eight-year relationship meant my focus changed to projects at home and to working on my new book. The grant money gave me the peace, time, and space to do new projects, which I loved.

I loved transforming my old farm cottage into a beautiful guest-house. It was a joyous process. And when it was done, I loved having visitors stay there.

Then my life changed again, so I pivoted. I rented the cottage out to a woman who’s become a fun neighbor. So now the cottage is a source of income and a different kind of pleasure.

I’ve learned several lessons, Carl. First, nothing in life stays the same. Happiness requires being able to pivot with changes in circumstances. Second, the most important thing is being aware of when to pivot. Don’t cling to a plan when things change. Step back and list options for pivoting. Select one. Move on. Don’t get stuck in the loss of what was. Instead, focus on the joy of what is and what can be.



Pivoting can be uncomfortable and disruptive, but when it needs to be done, we should do it.

Lesson 8: Fear and Inertia Need to Be Confronted

Inertia, procrastination, and fear are big reasons some of us remain stuck in bad situations.

This was a problem with some of my friends. Happily, their grant and coaching motivated them to act. Take Duke, the philosophy professor: Before receiving his grant, he was sitting on five unpublished book manuscripts! When his agent retired, he lost his motivation. He was doing nothing to find a new agent or publish his manuscripts.

“You see, Carl, I don’t like dealing with literary agents and publishers. I love the creative writing process, but promoting myself to the literary establishment and the publishing process is tedious and scary. I didn’t want to confront it.”

For his coaching, he paired up with my friend Alex—also academically trained and philosophically informed. It was a good fit.

“We bonded,” Duke told me, grinning.

“Well,” I teased, “you’re both a little crazy.”

He laughed. “Yeah, yeah. These two quirky, crazy philosophy guys connected right away.”

The results were dramatic. With nudging from Alex, Duke confronted his inertia and started to get his manuscripts published.

The coaching worked. Within one year, Duke had acquired a new agent, published a book of short stories, and contracted with a publisher for a nonfiction book on the state of our educational system, now published.

I asked Duke for lessons learned.

“I reconsidered my values—I learned that writing, not teaching, is a high value for me. But not just the writing: I also want to publish what I write. I’ve got to take action. I’ve got to face the fear. I’ve got to go out and deal with literary agents, publishers, publicists. That takes integrity—being true to myself and my goals.”

“That’s right, Duke. I remember an important lesson: Plans don’t work. Only people work. You’ve got to do the work.”

“Yes, the planning is more important than money. I already had the time to do what needed to be done. I was writing already, so none of that required money. I could give all the money back and still be working on my happiness.

“I knew the steps to take, but I wasn’t doing it. I needed to face my fears and find the courage to act.”

“And your coach . . . ?” I started.

He nodded. “Alex provided . . . what do you call it? ‘Tough love.’ He stayed on me: ‘Contact agents, contact publishers, do it. Do it!’ I would stall. I’d say, ‘Well, I was thinking (philosophers do a lot of thinking!) I want to get this other book finished first.’ But he wouldn’t have any of that. ‘No! Do it now, Duke! Waiting to do X until after you’ve done Y is just a means of not doing X. So, do it now!’”

“Good advice,” I said.

“For sure. Alex pushed me, and I needed that.” Duke smiled. “It was good for me that he’s a philosopher, too. You know what they say about us philosophers: We know all things in general but nothing in particular. Well, Alex drove home for me that even philosophers need to act—work the plan.”

I smiled because I remembered what his coach, Alex, had told me about himself. “I’m the intellectual who never paid enough attention to financial and practical matters and found myself marooned on an island of financial difficulty,” he admitted to me. “This Happiness Experiment was an opportunity for me to move off that island.”

Duke also learned: “Be specific and write it down. Brainstorm your plan first, then write each step of the way. Words written on a page or on a computer screen make your ideas real and concrete. Writing gets the ideas out of your head and into the world.”

Many friends dealt with their fear, procrastination, and clouds. It isn’t an uncommon problem. That’s reality. There’s weather. Some weather is gloomy and has to be managed.

Lesson 9: Recognition, Appreciation, and Gratitude Are Life Enhancing

Receiving expressions of gratitude was a rare experience for my friends. Many said so. “You know, Carl,” Austin confided, “the pre-quest and the Happiness Plan gave me an experience that I’ve rarely had in my life: gratitude. This is true for Taylor, too—maybe even more true for her than for me. We are self-reliant and have never relied on the beneficence of other people. I’ve never experienced the kind of generosity and friendship that I have from you. It’s affected me powerfully . . . emotionally. This has been a new experience for me—and in a nonreligious way, it’s been a blessing.”

For Duke, my expression of gratitude to him led to a profound realization. He told me:

“A student at the end of the last semester said, ‘Professor, I didn’t think I would like a philosophy class, but this is the best class I’ve ever had. It’s changed my life.’ She meant it, but I couldn’t accept it. I never really appreciated it, never really took the time to accept and enjoy it.”

“What changed?” I asked.

“It’s finally sinking in. Your explicit recognition of my contributions to your life—your expression of gratitude—had a huge impact on me. Knowing I helped you become so successful has made me feel proud and . . . visible. The visibility, the recognition from you, the gratitude you expressed backed up with so much money—that hit me like a blast to the head. I do make positive impacts on a lot of people’s lives with my teaching, lecturing, and writing. That feels so great!”

My economist friend Robert had a similar experience: “I learned that I influence people in ways I don’t always imagine or expect. There are people who don’t voice their appreciation. You did, and it has massively changed our lives.”

My friends felt recognized and appreciated, and the grants gave them the means to express their gratitude, and to benevolently expand their circles of positive influence.

“I was able to retain someone in Australia to help me create a global community to promote my ideas,” Joshua informed me. “I was able to give him a modest monthly stipend that enabled him to do that. I was able to do similar things on a small but meaningful scale with other people. Just like you appreciate me, I appreciate them.”

Other friends had similar stories. These are satisfying examples of “virtuous circles”—expanding circles of expressions of gratitude that prompt others to express gratitude, too, rippling out in ever-widening virtuous circles.

Lesson 10: Money Is Only One Way of Expressing Gratitude

I have wealth, so I’m able to make Gratitude Grants to my friends. But gifting money isn’t the only way. Austin told me that he had his own way of expressing his abundance.

“This may seem small, but it can be summed up as ‘pass it on.’ Since Taylor and I have been given a pre-quest, and it’s made our lives so much better and happier, I now want to ‘pass it on’—to share my happiness with other people. About a year ago, I made the decision that I would make somebody’s life—students, friends, colleagues—a little bit happier, every single day.”

He stopped, looked a bit sheepish, and shrugged. “Carl, I realize that’s small stuff . . . .”

“No, it’s not!” I exclaimed.

Encouraged, he continued. “Here’s an example: I’ve got a happy life, but out in the world there are many who aren’t so happy. So, I try to make one person smile—to brighten their day in some small way.”

“Austin, that’s good! That reminds me of an old song by the gravelly-voiced Jimmy Durante called ‘Make Someone Happy.’” I hesitated, then plunged: “Now, this is going to embarrass me and embarrass you, too.” I cleared my throat and altered my voice into a gruff impersonation of Durante singing about making people happy.

He laughed long and loud. “I love that song.”

“You recognize it?” I asked.

“Yes! Not only did you not embarrass yourself, you impressed me. That was a good imitation.”

“Well, Austin, I love your idea of expanding happiness—making it grow, passing it along.”

We know we can’t make someone else happy. Each of us has to decide whether to be happy for ourselves and pursue happiness for ourselves. We are urged to focus on others, not ourselves—to help others be happy. That won’t work. Making ourselves happier is hard enough. If everyone worked on themselves, happiness in the world would grow.

When we are happy, those we love and care about benefit and become happier. As my friends’ happiness expanded, they were encouraged to share it—to pass it on: April, who passed along furniture and her precious collections to others; Jon and Collin sharing their newly renovated homes; some gifted jewelry, and another a car.

In microcosm, my friends started a sort of Happiness Movement—and that movement could make a change in the world.

Lesson 11: Pursue Your Own Happiness Without Guilt

Guilt can be a barrier to happiness. Some people suffer from “unearned guilt.” Unearned guilt needs to be recognized and emphatically rejected. If we have earned real guilt, then we make a sincere apology, in person if possible; if not, by Zoom; if not, by phone; if not, by email (don’t send a text). If possible, we make up for any damage or harm. This can be a step forward to happiness. It may be hard, but once we do it, we will feel relieved and happier.

It’s not possible to enjoy your life if you feel guilty or morally ambivalent about success and happiness. We need to accept, own, and enjoy our happiness.18

Some people believe that one’s own happiness comes at the expense of someone else’s. It’s as if there’s a fixed quantity of success and happiness in the universe. Therefore, “selfishly” taking a piece of happiness for ourselves reduces the amount available for others. Put like that, we see how silly it is. The amount of joy in the universe is unlimited. There’s more than enough for everyone. It’s endless. If we increase our happiness by taking positive, productive actions in our lives, we deserve to be rewarded with happiness. We earn our happiness. We don’t take anything away from anyone else. The truth is, we add to happiness because happiness spreads. Happy people are more loving, more generous, and make others happier.

Some, like Collin and Rachel, admitted they felt unearned guilt. They tried to hide their Happiness Grants from family and friends.

“I felt bad,” Rachel revealed. “We were so excited, but we felt like we couldn’t shout it from the rooftops. We got all this money, and we felt we had to keep it a secret.”

Collin sighed. “We felt people might think we were being ‘selfish.’ Because part of the pre-quest condition was that we had to spend it on ourselves—our own happiness. So, we did feel a little guilty—all these good things are coming to us and not to others.”

“Like they’d think, Where did you get all this money?” Rachel explained. “None of our families are well off, so it just felt kind of . . . I don’t know . . . it made me feel a bit guilty.”

“We are more generous,” Rachel related. “Like if we go out to dinner, we try to pay. Or we host parties—like our big Fourth of July party. We share our happiness with people.”

I thought, How sad we live in a world where good people feel guilty for their success and happiness. Good people like Collin and Rachel have everything to be proud of. Those who love them will celebrate their happiness, not enviously resent it.

One couple did dramatically reject “unearned guilt” and the accusation of “selfishness.” Asher explained how The Happiness Experiment caused him to reflect upon and change his views.

“Carl, during our whole lives we were told that we should sacrifice and suffer, and our happiness would be in Heaven. We should act and speak a certain way that was prescribed by someone else. We would then qualify for some sort of happiness in the next life.

“Awakening from our tragedy, I realized I had to rebuild our own happiness here on this earth. It was up to me. I’m responsible for my happiness, Carl. This is the only life I know I get, and this is the life I want to live. I’m not willing to defer any of my earthly happiness for a vague promise that someone else has made to me. How do they know what’s good for me?”

Wow! I remained silent while he paused, gathering his thoughts.

He continued, “Is this change in our attitudes from receiving the happiness money? Is it a reaction from our tragedy? Is it just . . . I don’t know. But right now, the two of us, in this life, are living good lives—living happily for ourselves and those we love.

“I’m going to add one more thing, Carl. We live in a time when we’re bombarded with the idea that we need to do for others and not for ourselves. Why for others? Why not for ourselves? Happiness illustrates the primacy of self. I’ve realized that the self is inseparable from happiness. It is my happiness. I can’t be happy through or for other people. Other people can’t be happy through me. And I’m entitled to enjoy my own happiness—just as others are theirs—without reservation or guilt.”

I closed my eyes and softly replied, “Amen.”

Asher and Catherine are two of the kindest, most generous, most loving people I know. They have a loving family, a loving group of friends, and are well known and respected in their community. For them to make these important connections between self and happiness, and of pursuing their own happiness without reservation or guilt, made me feel happy, too.

[image: images]

Asher and Catherine are reflective and articulate. When I asked about their “lessons learned,” they replied in writing with detail, insight, and thoughtfulness. Their letter crystallizes the “lessons learned” by other grant recipients. I asked their permission to include it in this book. They proudly agreed.


Dear Carl,

We have a unique experience, because the Happiness Grant arrived when our lives had been shattered, and we were now rebuilding our lives. Our tragic loss contextualizes our experience . . . .



LESSONS LEARNED AND SIGNIFICANT GAINS/BENEFITS


1. The wisdom of coaching. Coaching wasn’t even considered as we were attempting to recover from our tragedy. It proved to be invaluable. It provided a weekly schedule, proven curriculum, and a neutral expert to convene and organize our efforts.

Originally, we didn’t focus on the Happiness Grant (the money) for months. Our early work analyzing life values was a critical preparation to happiness activities and expenditures. We prioritized our top ten values. We defined each value with detail. We rated how we were living our values. We identified what activities enlarge our values and what activities repel our values.

When we finally turned to our Happiness Grant, it was easy to align money with different values because we had an organized, analytical template for how to spend the money. Without our written values, we could have spent the money impulsively—the wrong amounts for the wrong purposes. Instead, we spent the money as strategic investments in ourselves.

At first, we didn’t see the connection between money and values. We knew money wouldn’t buy our happiness. Yes, that’s true, but we learned that some of our values would be helped with money. With that understanding, we viewed spending money differently. We would invest in ourselves, our deeper values, as opposed to buying Band-Aid solutions to salve our emotional wounds.

Through our coach-driven values plan, we understood who we are, our values, and what we want. We developed a road map for how we wished to live. Through coaching and our written values, we turned from facing outward to looking inward. We’re surrounded by family, friends, professional colleagues, and church acquaintances who have opinions about who we should be and what we should do. These are lovely people, who are important to us. But they’re not more important than we are to ourselves. We learned the power of an outward no to give ourselves an inward yes. With our coach, we introspected, and we’re more aware of ourselves and choose to nurture ourselves through our own life choices and expenses.

2. The Happiness Grant helped us evolve from parsimony to pleasure. We’ve worked hard our entire marriage. We deferred rewards for “that time” when we would enjoy our financial successes. We never defined “that time,” except to generally believe it was during the last season of our lives. We now realize “that time” is now.

Our money is for our own pleasure. We often add the happiness money to our own money to “boost” Happiness. We now buy things we would never have bought before; indeed, we now dream as never before. And we learned how pleasurable life can be with a little luxury. It is also pleasurable to avoid tasks that distract us from what we want to do. (For example, yard and kitchen work. As I type this, three men are outside working in my beautiful yard while I’m inside doing what I want to do.) It is fun to dream, design, and implement pleasure! Money is now a tool to use, not a treasure to guard.

3. Money is connected to spiritual (nonreligious) and emotional peace. With happiness money, we were able to connect to our physical health through diagnostics, nutrition, and exercise. Those connections calmed our minds. Happiness money allowed us to spend more time on ourselves as opposed to time on tasks; we were able to connect to our souls through readings, journaling, and scheduled contemplative times. We walk more, talk more, read more, and think more, thanks to coaching and money well spent. Our weekends and vacations are purpose-driven and connected to our values. Through this, we’ve decluttered our minds of many unnecessary stressors. Knowing we have money and are spending the money intentionally, wisely, gives us peace.

4. We experienced friendship at a higher level. I struggled with my own hubris when the Happiness Grant was first presented. I didn’t want to be obligated (or even subordinated) because of our wealth disparity with yours. I came to realize the Happiness Plan was also part of your happiness endeavors, Carl. It is validating to be recognized and loved for who we are. We had earned your trust to honor us with such a gift. This is inspiring and ennobling.

As you know, we embarked upon a tiny Happiness Grant plan of our own, with our own money (not the happiness money). We value and “granted a little happiness” to Catherine’s cousin, and, in turn, our relationship with him has deepened, which gives us great satisfaction. Friendship is more than the feelings of our hearts; friendship is also a verb inviting us to action. To paraphrase you, friends must be “friending,” and we must be friendable. As you’ve demonstrated, it isn’t altruistic action borne of obligation; it is action borne of mutual respect, admiration, and voluntary generosity. The Happiness Plan has taught us how to be better friends.



OBSERVATIONS OF THE PROCESS


The Plan was well delivered. You pledged that the Happiness Grant wouldn’t change our relationship. That has proven true. You respected our happiness autonomy.

We felt a little anxious about spending too much money too soon. I understand the Happiness Grant was to be impactful and not for long-term security. But some of our Happiness is grounded in career choices I must still make. I think we struck a good balance.

Finally, thank you, Carl, for disrupting our lives!



As I finished reading this letter, I was deeply moved. This was an exquisitely beautiful summary of all that I could have wished for but couldn’t have imagined. I felt reciprocal love.

 

18 Paul Gilbert et al., “Fears of Compassion: Development of Three Self-Report Measures,” Psychology and Psychotherapy: Theory, Research, and Practice 84, no. 3 (Sep 2011). This paper cites the beliefs that undermine happiness.


CHAPTER 22

Lives Transformed: Alex and Karen


“Life is not about finding yourself.

It is about creating yourself.”

—GEORGE BERNARD SHAW



YEARS AGO, I encountered a young man dressed like a cowboy in the Australian outback, in the mining town of Mount Isa, Queensland. He approached me with a big smile and a warm handshake and said, “It’s good to see you again.”

I didn’t recognize him. I stammered, “I’m sorry . . . ?”

“You probably don’t remember me, but three years ago you told me something that changed my life.” I raised my eyebrows, and he continued. “You see, we only spoke for half an hour. I told you about my passion to perform in the rodeo and to travel all over the country. My friends and family were opposed to it because it was a lot of travel, and it was dangerous. Also, it didn’t pay very well. I love my parents and family, and I didn’t want to disrespect them. I told you I wanted to do it so badly that it hurt. You looked directly at me and said firmly, ‘If that’s something you want to do so badly, don’t let anything or anyone stop you.’ I took that to heart, and for the last three years I’ve been performing in the rodeo and loving it. So, thanks, mate, for changing my life—I’m grateful.”

That conversation was a little thing in the scheme of my life—so little, in fact, that I had forgotten it! But little things can mean a lot. Sometimes, what we believe to be “little things” change lives. Consider another “little thing” that massively changed a man’s life:


A prisoner, having served his time, had to check in with the prison doctor/psychiatrist before release. He entered the office, walked up to the doctor, shook his hand warmly, and said, “Thanks, doctor. You saved my life.” The doctor was surprised and embarrassed. He said, “I’m sorry, but I don’t remember . . . .” The prisoner said, “That’s okay, doc, you wouldn’t. You see, when I came in here, you had me do all those tests. You met with me afterward and told me that I had a high IQ. That has changed my life. I didn’t think I was smart; I thought I was dumb. I thought I’d failed. But when you told me that, my life started to make sense. I realized why I read scientific papers and journals, why I liked to learn stuff, why I liked classical music. My life started to make sense. I can tell you this, I won’t be back here.



I had a teacher who did a “little thing” that changed my life.

I had always wanted to be able to write. Over the years, I needed to write, and write well—for my work, but more importantly to be able to communicate my ideas clearly.

Grammar was a frustrating problem for me. I had missed learning grammar during my education. This deficiency was painful, because I couldn’t write without tangling up sentences and paragraphs into awkward messes. I was confused by grammar. I disliked it, yet I knew I needed to understand it if I intended to write effectively.

Returning to England after a long absence, I decided to take a course on how to improve my study skills. I struggled to express myself in writing on the assignments. After I messed up an assigned essay, the instructor, Alex, asked me what was going on.

I said with embarrassment, “I never understood grammar back in school. The subject is a black hole for me. I don’t like it.”

“That’s funny,” he replied with a good-natured smile, “because I love grammar!” He chuckled.

I stared at him. “Love . . . grammar?”

“Sure. It’s fun.”

“Well, not for me. I never got the hang of it.”

He looked at me sympathetically. “Carl, you’re smart and articulate when you speak. If you want to, there’s no reason why you can’t master grammar.”

“I wouldn’t know where to begin.”

“I’d be happy to tutor you.”

He said it so lightly and enthusiastically that I agreed, accepting his generous offer.

Alex and I met regularly for tutoring sessions. He gave me a set of two grammar books, which we read together. We spent many hours practicing grammar exercises. And he made it fun. He explained grammatical concepts in playful, imaginative ways.

My bleak view of grammar improved to a point where, today, I enjoy it. I’ve benefited immeasurably from the lessons Alex taught so cheerfully. In business, I’ve been able to write thousands of policies, procedures, and memos that are professional and clear. Alex’s tutoring helped me to write and become successful. And now, I’m writing this book! So again, thank you, Alex. I’m grateful to you.

Dedicated teachers change lives. They love to teach. They inspire. My executive assistant told me about a high school teacher who had changed her life. She said she was going to search for him and write to tell him the impact he had had on her life.

You probably had such a teacher. Often, teachers aren’t aware of how much they can, and do, change lives. There’s a wonderful, uplifting movie about such a teacher: Mr. Holland’s Opus, which I highly recommend.

Alex is one of the most colorful, creative, and unusual people I’ve ever met, and one of my close friends. He graduated from Oxford University in England. After his Oxford days, he pursued his fascination with philosophy and psychology and became a life coach.

Alex moved to the eastern United States, where he acquired a small farm. He now light-heartedly refers to himself as a “gentleman farmer”—immersed in tending to his animals and inventing new gadgets.

Alex made a significant impact on my life, and I’m grateful for his generosity, so I included him in my will. To express my gratitude, I turned his bequest into a pre-quest and offered him a Happiness Grant.

At the time, I didn’t realize the clouds and challenges he was privately facing—or how big an impact the grant would have on his life.

I invited Alex to my home and made the pre-quest presentation. He was stunned and deeply affected. He caught his breath and told me he had to take a break to digest it all. So, he went for a long walk on the beach below my home.

When he returned, to my surprise, he said that he couldn’t accept the grant—at least not immediately. He explained that he had several clouds to address first and that the grant would complicate matters.

He was facing a crisis with his farm. It was on rented land, and his landlord had just announced he was going to sell the property. He was devastated because the landlord had assured him that he’d be able to lease the farm indefinitely, but now the landlord told him he had to leave. Alex explained, “Because I’m self-employed, with a low income, it is impossible for me to get a mortgage to purchase the property.”

Alex was faced with the daunting problem of relocating and arranging care for sixty-seven animals. He was overwhelmed.

Nine months went by. Finally, Alex wrote to tell me he and his partner, Karen, were ready. He wrote:


This will make a HUGE difference in my life, and the whole program has already had traction with my attitude, my feeling of being at home on this land, my dreams, and my happiness.

I appreciate this gift, and how you’re willing to step outside the box (outside the coffin?) and do this now and not at some future date when it wouldn’t have meant so much to me and our relationship. Karen and I are so very grateful.

I’m incredibly blessed.

Much love,

Alex



Alex followed up with a detailed, impressive, multiphase Happiness Plan. He emphasized the value he had already gained from the planning process itself:


The magic of being a recipient of this grant is that, even before receiving any of the money, it already nurtured so much in my life. So many things that were mere daydreams are now appearing on the horizon. That feeling itself has been a wonderful gift.

I’ve been thinking of this Happiness Plan for nine months, musing on happiness and the causes of happiness—how to nurture it, maintain it, surrender to it, and help others achieve it. I did some Happiness Coaching for others, discussed the process with friends . . . and recently started to receive my own formal coaching for the grant. I’ve already initiated many changes and am inspired by the planning and the evolving clarity and confidence that has emerged.

It has been a lovely process. I’ve enjoyed imagining so many possibilities . . . happiness has now become a priority. I have funds to realize some of my dreams and change the circumstances of my life. Especially rewarding has been the process of sorting out the most fruitful areas on which to focus. My gratitude “level” has had a real boost.

After reading, thinking, and studying, I’ve realized that happiness is a subject to study, and I’ve become a devoted student. The whole subject of happiness has engaged me as never before. Happiness has become a subject, an area of interest, a pursuit, a discipline. This Happiness Grant was a scholarship affording me the opportunity to learn so much more about this key aspect of living.

I’m so grateful for the opportunity to ponder my priorities, get to know myself better, and then to talk all this over with my coach each week. It is a miraculous opportunity to be given the time and space to study something that’s at the heart of living without being overwhelmed by the pressure of basic survival needs. It’s allowed me to unlearn some not-so-helpful things and to work on making some new habits.

I’ve dealt with clouds, and I discussed things in depth with Karen. Now my task is to use the funds wisely.



In the planning process, Alex’s top priorities centered around his immediate circumstances and making life less stressful. He recounted:


A high priority was our living conditions—the circumstances of our immediate life. This wasn’t about getting a newer car—it was about enhancing survival, both for us and for our animals.

We fenced the whole property to keep our horses, goats, chickens, and guineas safe and to not upset our neighbors with stray animals. We built a new chicken coop that has proper protection against predators and is easy to maintain. We drained parts of the land, built roads, and created infrastructure to properly care for our animals. We’ve created a sanctuary.

It wasn’t all about our basic needs. We also splurged! Our bedroom had only one small window, and Karen felt claustrophobic. We knocked a large hole in the wall and installed French doors and built a deck outside the bedroom, where we often sleep when weather permits.

Renovations, plus hiring assistants, have dramatically eased the burden of running the farm operations. As a result of this focus on our circumstances, Karen and I have a richer, less stressful day-to-day life. It’s been a radical transformation. We’ve increased our happiness.



His plan included values such as business, income development, and producing new inventions that would bring in royalties. His spiritual values included social dancing, meditation, and continued Happiness Coaching. For fun and relationships, he listed traveling with Karen and their families, hosting guests, and horseback riding.

We kept in touch during his planning process, and he gave me updates. About a year later, I asked Alex and Karen what they thought of the grant process.

“I know the Happiness Grant helped with your living circumstances . . . .”

“Yes!” Alex responded with a big smile. “We live in our circumstances, and, for us, they sucked—literally, with mud everywhere, up to our knees. Everyday living was a struggle, and the threat of losing our farm and our animals was terrifying—a continual dark cloud. There was a lot of stress and unhappiness in our lives.”

“With your planning, you’ve changed your circumstances,” I acknowledged.

“We have, and while we were sort of happy, our happiness has definitely gone up.”

“Great! Anything else?” I asked.

He lit up with a happy smile and said:

“Carl, I used to have a cavalier attitude toward happiness—I never really thought about it. It seemed to me that happiness was just passive contentment, and it would come and go of its own accord. I now understand that happiness is an active, lifelong pursuit. When I received the money, it was like I had been given a scholarship to explore the role of happiness in my life.

“Each part of the pre-quest program worked together—the grant of money, the thinking and planning, and the coaching. The program allowed me to reduce the clouds of worry, stress, and threats to survival; to change important circumstances of living; to nurture my mindset and establish Happiness Habits.

“Though the spending part has come to an end, the subject of happiness engages me as never before—the planning is done, the money used; yet I’m still blessed by the presence of this new heightened value, this new focus. Happiness is an exciting, continuing pursuit and a discipline. I’ve become a disciple of happiness—my own and others’.”

That delighted me. “A ‘disciple of happiness.’ I love that! So, you’re telling me it’s still on your mind and part of your daily life?”

He nodded. “I find myself reflecting on happiness many times each day—it’s becoming a habit! I ask myself questions about my mindset, such as: Can I worry less about certain things, can I bring other thoughts to the foreground, can I be more mindful, in what ways can I choose to be happy? I also ask myself what attitudes, beliefs, and bad habits I need to let go of.

“Establishing Happiness Habits has helped—engaging in pleasurable activities, doing good work, getting in the zone, solving puzzles, being in love—so many things now bring me happiness. Sometimes it’s not so much the ‘doing’ but just the feeling and being that’s wonderful . . . . Appreciation has been a great habit to cultivate. It is one of the easiest ways I’ve found to improve my attitude and to immediately become happier. There’s always more to appreciate! It is transformative.”

“That’s great, Alex. I’m happy to hear it,” I smiled.

Alex continued, “And I love coaching others. Helping them increase their happiness deepens my understanding of, and commitment to, my own happiness.”

“It appears that you’re developing a new mindset.”

“Yes, definitely,” he said, emphatically. “That’s big. Now I know and believe happiness is important. More than that, right now, it is my top value and purpose. I want more! I love happiness.” He laughed.

“Making pre-quests,” I said, “has got me thinking more about my own happiness. I’ve had a reluctance, like . . . when I was a kid in England with the war. I saw and believed that life was hard and a struggle . . . our circumstances weren’t good. As an adult, I believed that life was all about work, work, work; and that’s what I did. Fun, pleasure, and happiness weren’t on my radar. I’ve been working on my happiness mindset.”

“Good for you. You deserve it.”

Karen was seated behind him, and I had been watching her face. “Karen, what’s that smile all about?”

She laughed. “Carl, I’ve never seen Alex like this. He has so much new energy! He’s on fire! From the day you offered him the Happiness Grant, he’d wake up talking about it, he’d go to sleep talking about it. I loved it because he was so inspired. Alex has always been generally happy, but he’s much more so now. It has been a pleasure to watch him do things he really loves, such as build. At one time, he wanted to be an architect, and he wouldn’t have had this opportunity to live out one of his dreams of being able to create and build something of his own if he hadn’t received that grant. To see that side of Alex . . . I know he has many creative outlets, but I’ve never seen that part of him before.”

“It seems the Happiness Grant has brought you two closer?”

Alex answered, “It gave us a lot of time together, thinking and planning about what the most important things to us are. What gives us the most joy? What do we really need to do, and in what order, and how much should we allocate to each thing? So, yes, it brought us closer.”

“It definitely brought us closer—come on, Alex!” Karen said, emphatically. “Having these deep conversations about our dreams, about what we could create on our farm that we couldn’t have done before . . . Carl, it’s just a really beautiful thing to have brainstormed about it together and then to have created it.”

“Karen is right. It’s been clarifying . . . engrossing . . . and fulfilling,” he answered, with thoughtful pauses. “It has enriched our relationship. Happiness is a subject worth studying and striving for. I’ve changed my mindset about it.

“The program has transformed both of us. And perhaps more importantly, I’m continuing my journey to increasing happiness with a set of tools in my backpack: tools that will help generate ongoing Happiness Habits; help us deal with clouds, change our circumstances, and form a happiness mindset to appreciate all this.”

“That’s great to have such tools, but I wonder, Alex,” I ventured, “do you see any negatives to the program?”

He laughed. “Yes . . . it comes to an end.”

The program really didn’t come to an end. I received an email from Alex two years later:


Hi, Carl,

Just to let you know, I’m still in love with the whole activity of giving and receiving Gratitude Grants. Karen and I are moved every day by the implementation and results of my grant . . . . Recently, we welcomed a three-month-old Pyrenees dog into our family to act as a guardian for the farm animals. She’s a wonder—already over fifty pounds and, of course, the sweetest puppy in the world. Karen is in love with her. “Happiness is a warm puppy.”

Talk soon,

Love,

Alex




CHAPTER 23

Lives Transformed: Duke


“Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom.”

—ARISTOTLE



AT A PHILOSOPHY CONFERENCE, I had met a professor of philosophy named Duke.

You may have an image of philosophy professors as head in the clouds, snobbish, and a bit weird. Duke is the opposite. Raised in Brooklyn, New York, with a thick Brooklyn accent and blue-collar family roots, he has a warm, comfortable manner: down-to-earth, approachable, and funny, and he has a great sense of humor. In addition to teaching college and lecturing for the public, Duke writes books. He loves to write. It’s probably his highest value.

We hit it off right away. I liked him and was impressed by his intelligence, breadth of knowledge, and valuable insights. After a few years of our growing friendship—and my eagerness to expand my own understanding of philosophy—I asked him to tutor me.

Duke lived on the other side of the country, so he tutored me by phone in hour-long sessions every Friday for about a decade (Zoom was yet to be invented). He patiently, entertainingly, taught me the history of philosophy, and to appreciate the value of rational, life-serving philosophy—”philosophy for living,” he called it. We discussed the arts, culture, literature, and political theories. Duke brought the topics to life, connecting esoteric ideas to examples drawn from popular novels, films, and current events. His passion for ideas was contagious.

At conferences and on other trips, we met and enjoyed dinner. We became friends.

As a college professor, Duke was far from wealthy. But he had a sense of pride to match his sense of humor. On one occasion, he and I went out to dinner with a mutual friend, a wealthy real estate mogul. When the waiter arrived with the check, Duke quickly grabbed it.

He pointed to us. “These guys are multimillionaires,” he announced to the bemused server, “and I’m just a lowly, poor philosophy professor. But I’m paying.” He grinned. “Only in America do philosophy professors take multi-millionaires out to dinner.” We all laughed.

It was a joy to be around this warm, amusing, intelligent man. He taught me rational, life-serving, practical philosophy. His tutoring and coaching helped me to become more successful, both personally and professionally. I felt grateful to him for decades of ideas, fun, and friendship.

To express my gratitude for Duke’s life-changing tutoring and enriching friendship, and my admiration for his intellectual work, I had put a bequest for him in my will. He’d get my thank-you when I died. But, as with the other friends you’ve met in these pages, I didn’t want to wait—I didn’t want him to wait—and I offered him a Happiness Grant. He had lectured eloquently about the nature and importance of happiness, so the grant would only enhance the life of a man who I thought was already very happy. But Duke wasn’t as happy as he used to be, and not as happy as he wanted to be. He had clouds and had lost sight of his central purpose.

Why was Duke unhappy?

Duke confided in me that his life had lost its former luster. His living circumstances—his home—was, as he put it, “a nice enough place; it was neat and tidy; but it felt stale, dated. It needed upgrades, just as I personally needed an upgrade.” Despite working out regularly at home with a treadmill and weights, he was no longer the fit and trim man he used to be. He’d put on weight.

Meaningful work and romance are two extremely important aspects of happiness. In both, he was suffering. His main work was teaching. He aimed to inspire students with his passion for ideas. Late in the evening, after a day of teaching, he’d work on his latest book. But pessimistically, he thought, What’s the point? It’s not going to get published and, if it does, no one will read it. On his side table, he already had a stack of five completed manuscripts.

He was stuck. To get published, he needed a new agent. His former agent had retired, and the prospect of finding a new one made him tired and anxious. He was demoralized by rejections from agents and publishers. He held the negative belief that, “The publishing industry is hostile to my ideas.” Additionally, the process of marketing his work involved tedium and drudgery. He already felt defeated.

He had published seven books. He knew he should try to get these new manuscripts published, which would bring in income. Then he could cut back on his teaching schedule so he could write. He loved writing. He’d rather do that than anything else in the world. In the evenings, as tired as he was, he kept writing. He’d work doggedly at his keyboard, but without satisfaction, and unhappily.

He was working partly to conceal his loneliness. He’d return from a day of teaching, enter his apartment . . . and he was alone. As he told me, “As I walked into my apartment, I paused briefly in the doorway . . . it lacked something. I was greeted by empty silence. Alone.” Later, in the darkened bedroom, he’d lie in bed in the silence, staring up at the ceiling. Beside him, on the king mattress, lay a second pillow . . . empty. “I had times of terrible loneliness after my divorce. Yes, there had been problems, but I still miss her. The loving, the companionship . . . . Now I’ve had several relationships, but none as long or as satisfying as with my ex-wife.”

I realized that Duke needed to create a plan to get his “self” back. He needed something to blow away the clouds. I said, “Let’s chat again soon.”

Duke’s Grant

I sent him a message: “I have something special to talk to you about. Can we do a video call this weekend?”

“You said you had something special you wanted to talk about, Carl. So, what’s the mystery?” Duke didn’t stand on ceremony.

“I’ve been thinking about and appreciating the people who made a difference in my life; those who have been generous to me and for whom I’m grateful. You’re one of those special people, Duke. I’m grateful for ten years of tutoring, for your books and lectures—you know how much I’ve enjoyed your work. I’ve learned a lot from you, and I’m grateful for our friendship. I’m more successful and happier because of you.”

He smiled broadly with satisfaction. “I’m delighted to hear that, Carl. Our friendship means a lot to me, too.”

“I’ve been thinking, Duke, I don’t think I’ve fully expressed my gratitude to you.”

He frowned. “Are you kidding? You paid me for my tutoring, you’ve bought my books and recommended them to others. You bought me dinner . . . except for that one time.” He laughed.

“That’s not enough. I think you deserve something more.”

He stared blankly. “Deserve more . . . what?” He rolled his eyes and spread his hands. “Carl, I have no freakin’ clue what you have in mind. And frankly, it’s embarrassing for me to speculate about it. What do you think I deserve?”

I explained further why I was grateful for his generosity, his impact on my life, and that he was in my will. He said, “Okay, good. Call me when you die.” I laughed. “I’m calling you before I die because I’m going to bring it forward and pay it now as a Gratitude Grant. I told him the amount. His reaction was priceless. He was flabbergasted and uncharacteristically speechless. Struggling for words, he thanked me effusively. He knew that, given his modest income, this would impact his life.

Later, he told Alex, his happiness coach, “It’s funny. It wasn’t just the money. I felt appreciated—even admired. I felt validated that Carl valued me in that way. He wasn’t just saying words, he had thought about it. He told me exactly why . . . . That meant a lot to me. And then . . . the money hit me hard.”

It hadn’t occurred to me that being recognized, appreciated, and admired would be such an important part of pre-quests. But several of my friends said the same thing.

With Alex’s guidance, Duke developed his Happiness Plan. After listing and assessing his values, it became clear that his top ones were writing and publishing—this was his central purpose, which had been thwarted. His fire had gone out. Duke had lectured and written about purposes. From him, I learned their crucial importance.

A central purpose gives meaning and, well, purpose to one’s life. Clear, articulated purposes motivate and organize our lives. To live well and fully, we need to live purposefully. Purposes can be material or spiritual—usually they contain elements of both. Material purposes can include such things as being fit and healthy, being financially secure, and acquiring and continuing to create a beautiful home. Spiritual purposes might include creating and maintaining a loving romantic relationship, creating and maintaining close friendships, creating a happy and flourishing family, being a lifelong learner, and pursuing philosophical and religious purposes.

Purposes don’t come from outside of us—from teachers, parents, or society. Purposes come from inside of us. As we grow up, purposes develop from things we grow to appreciate, become fascinated with, care about, consider important, admire, or love. Values evolve and develop. Purposes are intentions to pursue the things we value. Purposes originate from and contain our values.

Our lives require a central purpose. Duke knew this, since he had lectured on it. He explained that the words purpose and goal are sometimes used interchangeably—but the difference is important. A goal is a specific, shorter-term, measurable intent. It is time-specific. A purpose is open-ended, longer-term intent without a necessary ending point. Duke gave some examples with a PowerPoint slide. We set goals to further our purposes.







	PURPOSES

	GOALS




	Continue to read every day

	Read Atomic Habits




	Learn continuously

	Take courses on happiness




	Pursue my happiness

	Create Happiness Habits




	Be fit

	Exercise two times a week




	Maintain my health

	Go for a checkup





Purposes are frequently lifelong but can be shorter-term. Purposes are strategic. Goals are usually tactical. A central purpose is a major, strategic, core driver of our lives. It is the central meaning of our lives.

Our central purpose is most often our career purpose (teacher, singer, builder, entrepreneur, tech engineer, manager, driver, gardener, and many more), or it can be to raise a happy, flourishing family, or it can be to pursue education. Our central purpose is something that fascinates us, something we enjoy or even love. It is a powerful motivator that enables one to get up and greet each day, perhaps with a smile. Pursuing one’s central purpose takes a lot of thought and time—we may spend forty to one hundred hours per week on it. Because so much of our thought, time, and effort goes into it, it is the greatest source of pleasure and happiness.

Having and following a purpose is one way we can define life. All the good things in life come from having and following purposes. Purposes motivate us. Having purposes is powerful and central to life. Knowing and articulating our purposes, and pursuing them with intention, is necessary for a happy life. There’s no such thing as a “purposeless happy life.” When we set and continue to achieve purposes, we’re creating a successful state of life, generating happiness for ourselves and for those around us.

Success means being the kind of person we want to be, doing what we want to do, and getting what we rationally want. Wants range from the most basic (food and shelter) to work success, love success, home success, personal fulfillment. Success is about achieving our personal needs, wants, and dreams, whether modest or wildly ambitious.

The sad thing is that Duke knew this so well—he had tutored me on it, and he could have written the preceding paragraphs, but he’d lost sight of it, lost confidence, and lost his former life-loving mindset. With his Happiness Planning, he set out to remedy this.

Duke’s Happiness Plan:

INCREASED LITERARY PRODUCTIVITY


The most valuable resource any of us has is time. I intend to buy time to pursue my central purpose: writing both fiction and nonfiction. To date, I’ve published seven full-length books, four monographs, and dozens of essays. Now I will publish the rest.



To do this, he’d use some of the grant to reduce the time he spent teaching and increase his time spent writing.

FOR MY PURPOSE


For the next two years, I will cut teaching from 4–5 down to 1–2 courses per semester.

This will save roughly forty hours per week.

This adds up to 600 hours per semester; 1,200 hours per academic year; and 2,400 hours for two years. This is time I can spend writing and publishing.

For this, I budget [X dollars] per year.



He planned to hire a literary assistant who would research appropriate literary agents for each type of book and help get them published. He wrote:


	He/she will research literary agents to find one appropriate for each of my books.

	He/she will help edit and/or brainstorm query letters with me.

	I will budget [X dollars] for the first year. If successful, I will continue it for a second year.



He also planned to hire a part-time personal assistant to help reduce his workload and support his writing:


	This will save an estimated 10 hours per week, or 500–520 per year.

	For this I budget [X dollars]; I will continue it for a second year if I find the service sufficiently valuable.



MY HEALTH AND FITNESS


	I’ve always exercised. As I reach my sixties, my indulgence in carbs has made me overweight. This is a major cloud for me.

	Go on a low-carb diet (already started).

	I already own a treadmill, free weights, and a yoga mat. But I will now also buy a recumbent bike, which I prefer.

	I’ve begun this and am already feeling leaner, fitter, and better, with increased energy. My happiness quotient has come up a few points already.


A ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIP


I don’t have romance in my life. I miss the emotional and physical intimacy of a lover. My coach has reminded me how important this is. I’ve been deeply involved in a romantic relationship most of my life, and I know the immense value of one. This will not take any money. The work with my coach has crystallized the importance of this to me.


	Sign up with a dating site.

	Start dating immediately.
(I’ve already met a delightful lady . . . we’ll see where it goes.)






FUN AND PLEASURE


My coach has helped me realize that simple pleasures were missing from my life. I lacked entertainment and pure fun. I love reading fiction and watching movies.


	I’ve already got from Amazon a big stack of Sherlock Holmes, Nero Wolfe, James Bond, Professor Challenger, Scot Harvath, and Philip Marlowe novels that are on the floor of my bedroom, which I’ve begun reading.

	I will watch a movie from my favorite genres at least once a week.





DAY-TO-DAY GOODWILL


It’s amazing how much happier I already feel. When I walk into a store, or a restaurant, or a gas station, I ask, “Hey, how you doing?” I get big smiles back. It’s funny. I thought people were suddenly being more friendly to me. I thought people were changing. Then I realized it was me who had changed.

These moments of human connection brightened my day. It’s a small habit, but it’s easy to do. While I do this a fair amount already, my coach helped me realize that I want to do it more. Make it a habit. I’m now practicing it actively.



As he worked with his coach, his life was changing . . . before receiving his money.

“My life has already benefited from working with my coach, from introspecting, and from taking inexpensive steps in pursuit of several of my values.” Duke started to turn things around. Each day, he took small actions to form new habits. He’s made progress handling his clouds, regained his confidence, and has a brighter, positive mindset.

“One value is my changed mindset. I’m now living in a more expansive world. Someone whom I respect clearly values and recognizes me—my work, my character, and my contributions to his life. I now have an inspiring vision of a world where people appreciate and recognize my work and actually back it up with a freakin’ Gratitude Grant. That’s amazing! They ought to put Gratitude Grant in the dictionary! I’m deeply grateful!”

After some time, I checked in with Duke about his Happiness Coaching.

“First,” he said, “I filled out some questionnaires to provide information to Alex about me and my circumstances and my purposes, including my central purpose. We focused on taking positive steps to make my life more fulfilled right now. He prodded me. And to be honest, I needed that.”

“Why is that?”

Duke reminded me that lack of motivation had been holding him back from publishing his manuscripts. “Carl, when I received my Happiness Grant, as you know, I had five unpublished books. Some of those manuscripts were ready for a publisher. But they were just sitting there. When my literary agent retired, I procrastinated about getting a new one. I don’t like promoting myself to the literary establishment. I was excited about one book on education that I knew would be controversial. I lacked the confidence to try to publish it. I had grown discouraged, and I had an apathetic mindset.

“Alex gave me a kick in the butt more than once,” he continued, laughing. “His ‘tough love’ was persuasive. He pushed me, saying in effect: ‘Stop being a wimp! Change your mindset. Man up, do the work, and face the fear. The prize is worth the game.’ He said, ‘What we’ve got to do is get some books published. Get started!’

“So I did, Carl. I worked out an Action Plan for which books to publish first, and then . . . .”

With Alex’s help, Duke created an Action Plan that required daily steps: polish the manuscripts; research the publishing industry and network; list contacts; send out queries to book agents; engage a new agent; submit his books to publishers.

His plan worked. His books are now getting published—including his collection of short stories and his education book. This book critically examines our educational system, and has received enthusiastic endorsements from experts.

Duke’s Pursuit of Happiness

A few months later, I asked Duke for his thoughts on the Happiness Program.

“I know this: The pursuit of happiness is the most important purpose of all. Your grant got me thinking and working actively on increasing my happiness in concrete ways. I have a new mindset—a happiness mindset.”

“Concrete? What do you mean?”

“As you know, Carl, first, foremost, and always, I’m a writer. Now, I’m teaching only one class per semester. Every morning, I look forward to a rich day of creativity. The money freed up my time to do more writing.”

“So, the money was the most important . . . ?”

“Absolutely not!” he protested, frowning and waving his hand as if he were erasing a student’s mistake on a classroom blackboard. “It’s the combination of the grant money and the planning process that has been responsible for my life and career turnaround. The money bought me the time to write, but the Happiness Planning was the most revolutionary! The thinking and the planning motivated me to take immediate steps to publish my manuscripts.

“In fact,” he continued, “the planning is more important to promoting happiness than the money is. Sure, the money is great; but the thinking that goes into the planning—identifying and prioritizing my values and then spending the money wisely—is what’s fundamental.”

“So, the Happiness Planning was what got your life moving.”

He nodded. “Exactly. It helped me focus. Look, you know I’m rational, and I already had a very good idea of what I wanted to do with my life. But we don’t always have a clear, concrete idea of what’s going to make us happy—of what we want and what we don’t want, specifically. This process—the planning—helped me zero in on that. I asked myself: How do I spend all this money? How do I want to divvy it up—for which values, which goals? And how do I get from here to there? What are the actual steps? Those questions got me thinking. I had to think. You made me do it.” He laughed.

I laughed, too, and asked, “What main values are you pursuing now?”

“Writing above all. I love to write, and I wasn’t practicing the virtue of getting my writing published and read. So, practicing that virtue was really important.

“Then health and fitness. I really didn’t like the way my body felt, and I didn’t like the way it looked, and it didn’t help with the ladies.” He smiled. “I just wasn’t doing it. I needed to get with it, and exercise and diet, and now I’m doing that. I needed to get my home circumstances sorted out, and that was big for me because coming home to an empty apartment, at least I could make it attractive and a place that I enjoyed. And so, I did some work on that. I’ve always loved wisdom and philosophy, and I’m pursuing that by reading and teaching, and those are really high values for me.

“It’s also time to enjoy peace of mind and pursue direct pleasure through reading and movies.

“So, my life is coming together, and my highest values are being realized. That makes me happy. Oh yes, one more thing: I needed to get my mindset sorted out. I, of all people, know the power of ideas, and I needed to get my positive beliefs and ideas affirmed. Commit to them. I’m making some habits now of reminding myself about my important beliefs.”

In addition to getting his writing career back on track, Duke made improvements to his lifestyle and emotional health—and, consequently, to his mindset. He went back on a diet and established a regular exercise routine. With his reduced teaching workload, he spent more time on pleasurable activities, which included spending more time with his beloved daughter. Alex, his coach, helped him identify negative emotions, work on his mindset to change his attitudes, and gain a better perspective on his romantic life.

“These days, I whistle while I work. Throughout the day, I find myself chuckling and smiling. I’m able to laugh off annoyances and remind myself that they’re not a big deal. And when I go to bed at night, I’m tired but satisfied . . . sometimes, I even smile.”

“I’m pleased that the grant has worked out so well.”

He beamed as he answered, “My happiness quotient is significantly higher than it was before. The Happiness Grant contributed substantially to that; but the Happiness Plan, that I created and put into effect, was huge. This isn’t the end: This is how the rest of my life is going to play out.

“Finally,” he summarized, “what’s most important: It is the planning. A plan without money is better than money without a plan.”


CHAPTER 24

Lives Transformed: Mike and Kate


“Appreciation is a wonderful thing. It makes what is excellent in others belong to us as well.”

—VOLTAIRE



AS A KID, I became a hero worshipper. Admiration for heroes was a passion common among children of that era in England. Fictional heroes magnetically attracted us to our thrilling Saturday morning picture shows. In a darkened theater, we cheered brave men and women of unshakeable integrity who performed larger-than-life deeds in the face of daunting odds and great perils. These fantasy heroes, and the real-life heroes of the recent world war, inspired millions of us to attempt to follow their examples: to face our own challenges with persistence and honor.

There are many kinds of heroes: political heroes—George Washington, Thomas Jefferson; military heroes—General Eisenhower, General Patton, Colonel Warden; medical heroes—Marie Curie, Jonas Salk; philosophical heroes—Socrates, Aristotle; and ordinary men and women who do extraordinary things.

Some of the greatest heroes today are entrepreneurs. I know from firsthand experience what it takes to be an entrepreneur, and I’ve worked with many. I think any person who, against great odds and opposition, takes on daunting risks and creates and implements new ideas to improve our lives and the world, is a hero. The best of them are true visionaries who generate creative ideas, burn with passion to realize them, and refuse to give up, no matter the failures and heartbreak that most entrepreneurs experience.

Even when they succeed, entrepreneurs may pay a heavy price for their uncompromising independence. Although we often hear the success stories, many entrepreneurs don’t make it. They may lack the money or resources to bring their ideas into reality. Yet, they refuse to let go of their vision or to give up. They continue to struggle and persist—borrowing money, mortgaging their homes, and living from credit card to credit card in pursuit of their dreams. We hear the success stories but not those of the great many who ultimately fail, heartbroken and poor. I think both are heroes.

I’m grateful that such men and women exist. They’ve dreamed of and created benefits for us all. They inspire me, and that’s why I’ve encouraged, advised, and supported aspiring entrepreneurs. It is the adult version of my youthful hero worship.

What Is a Hero?

A hero is someone who remains unshakably dedicated to a life-serving vision and values in the face of daunting obstacles. My friend, Mike, is such a man. He’s buoyantly energetic, intellectually ambitious, and uncompromisingly honorable. Of the various emotions I feel toward him, admiration tops the list.

Mike is an impassioned idealist with an intense interest in practical, rational philosophy (we met at a philosophy conference). He’s an objective realist, which sets him apart from most idealists I’ve encountered. His intellectual interests aren’t merely intellectual, but practical—for use in the real world. He’s an entrepreneur in the world of ideas.

Mike started studying philosophy in his twenties and fell in love with ideas. That passion evolved into his life’s mission: to write and speak about the ideas and values that are deeply important to him personally, and to the world. His first book was a systematic presentation of life-serving moral philosophy. It challenged the traditional view that being moral means self-sacrificially serving others, and championed the idea that being moral means choosing and pursuing one’s own life-serving values while respecting the rights of others to do the same. To do this, Mike nurtured a dream: to create, edit, and publish a journal of practical philosophy. The journal would be for thoughtful, intellectually engaged readers, and its articles would cover a range of subjects—art, education, economics, music, movies, politics.

Mike’s wife, Kate, formerly a teacher, became the journal’s business manager. The couple worked from their home near where I live. As friends, we met regularly. For over a decade, I witnessed firsthand their valiant efforts to succeed against great odds.

Mike knew it would be a challenge to launch and sustain a journal of ideas—and make it a commercial success. But he didn’t anticipate that, in addition to the challenges inherent in the marketplace of ideas, people who despised his intellectual independence and commitment would maliciously defame him publicly and privately in a concerted effort to put him and his journal out of business. His efforts to keep the journal afloat became a grueling, desperate struggle. He worked eighty-hour weeks and went into massive debt. All of this created stress in his life and marriage. The journal was in danger of failing. Nonetheless, Mike persisted.

Anxious about the worsening crisis and how it might affect them and their daughter, Kate told Mike bluntly that she was nearing the breaking point.

Part of the problem stemmed from a difference in their respective personalities. “I’ve always been an optimist,” Mike explained to me. “I don’t sweat anything. If plan A doesn’t work, I always have a plan B, and if that doesn’t work, I move on to plan C. I know I’ll always manage to land on my feet.” He sighed. “But Kate . . . she’s a worrier—and in this case, her worries were understandable.”

“He’s right,” Kate admitted. “I worry. Mike keeps quoting me ‘The Serenity Prayer.’ You know . . . ‘God grant me the serenity to accept the things I can’t change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.’ It’s a good mindset, but under the circumstances, it didn’t help me, and it began to annoy me. It seemed frivolous, as if he wasn’t taking my concerns seriously enough. I mean, we were facing ruin!”

During the height of the crisis, Mike and Kate had no time, money, or energy for much of a life outside of work. To survive, they had to put all their focus into their business. They couldn’t afford to travel or take vacations. Even date nights were relatively few and far between. They were hostages to the struggling journal and its fate. In the face of all these crushing pressures, Mike remained irrepressible. He had a vision he simply refused to relinquish, and convictions and principles he’d never compromise. He stuck it out, and continued producing a high-quality journal.

His optimistic mindset led to a bold and creative solution. Mike decided to expand their offerings beyond the journal itself. To give the journal more visibility, he began putting on conferences about practical philosophy, which were highly successful and popular.

Mike and Kate applied for and received a grant to found an educational organization dedicated to teaching people rational, practical philosophy—“philosophy for freedom and flourishing.” It attracted students, subscribers, and donors. Students completing writing courses became new writers and editors for the journal. Soon, the business began to recover.

I was impressed. The turnaround was remarkable. How Mike handled this professional crisis increased my admiration for him and Kate. His business was now growing again; his personal life, which had been seriously stressed, was happier. His perseverance was finally paying off. I had included him in my will. Now, it was a joy for me to turn his bequest into a pre-quest.

Mike and Kate’s Gratitude Grant

As frequent guests in my home, it was routine for Mike and Kate to accept my dinner invitation. They had no idea I was about to present them with a Gratitude Grant. We dined indoors, in the cozy nook off my kitchen. It was another of our many enjoyable meals, with stimulating conversation spanning our wide-ranging interests.

After dinner, we remained in the nook, enjoying easy conversation. To set the stage for the grant, I brought up happiness and money, and we shared ideas.

Then I said, “I have some news for you . . . I have a gift.”

Mike slowly put down his wine glass. He and Kate exchanged a quick glance. I expressed in some detail how I admired what they had achieved, how enriching our friendship had been, and how grateful I was. I said, “I have a ‘Gratitude Grant’ from me,” I explained, “which is a ‘Happiness Grant’ for you. I admire what you’ve done. You two have been heroic in the conduct of your lives and your business activities, and heroes deserve to be rewarded. So, this is a tribute to you.”

I told them the amount of the Gratitude Grant, and I said, “I hope you will use this to increase your happiness.”

They were stunned. They stared uncomprehendingly at me—then at each other—then back at me. They were speechless. Their eyes were wide, and their mouths were open. They appeared to have stopped breathing.

It was probably just seconds of this silence, but it felt like a full minute. Then, as it sunk in, Kate broke into tears, from the relief of all the years of struggle and worry she had endured. Mike put his arm around her and drew her close. He was near tears himself.

For once in his life, he wasn’t able to express himself. “How can you grasp something like that—it’s unimaginable! How do you respond to that?” he said later. “Your emotions well up—powerful emotions you’ve never felt before, because you’ve never experienced anything like this. We’ve always struggled financially because both of us, quite knowingly, chose less-than-lucrative careers. We never focused on financial wealth. And suddenly to have a substantial sum of money to spend specifically and exclusively for the purpose of enjoying life and increasing our happiness—it just didn’t compute.”

“We were in complete and utter shock,” Kate added. “We heard your words, but their meaning was so incomprehensible that it wasn’t sinking in. It didn’t really sink in for many days. In that first instant, though, my mind zoomed in on one thing: the massive weight that would be lifted from my shoulders. My worry over finances has always been a persistent, crushing weight—in your words, a ‘cloud.’ Realizing that this cloud would be lifted—I just cried with relief and joy. It was overwhelming in the most wonderful way. One of the happiest, most unbelievable moments I’ve ever experienced.”

Mike and Kate’s Plan

Mike and Kate developed a detailed, ambitious plan for how they would use their Happiness Grant. They engaged with my coach, Joshua, and worked on and revised their plan several times. It included working on health and fitness, home improvements, romantic excursions, higher education for their daughter, and exotic travel. Mike wrote:


Kate and I love traveling together, yet we’ve been unable to do so for many years. With our grant, we will take trips we’ve long dreamed of: back to Amalfi in Italy for our twentieth anniversary, to Scotland, Norway, and New Zealand. We plan also to take weekend getaways to romantic places we love.

Kate wrote:

Mike and our daughter love to go skiing, rock climbing, and hiking together, and I love to have this time to myself. We plan to dedicate a few weekends per year to these soul-fueling activities.

They both wrote:

We want to share our happiness, so we also want to send you to our favorite B&B for a weekend. We’d like to treat you to dinner at a couple of our favorite restaurants in the area while you’re there.

Thank you, Carl, for being such a supportive friend and for this generous gift. We will use it to fill our lives with values we love. We will flourish in ways we otherwise couldn’t have. And we will be forever grateful. From the core of our souls, thank you.



Results of Their Happiness Plan

A year and a half after they received the grant, they delighted me with a description of how their lives had changed. I read the card aloud in their presence:


With our Happiness Grant, we purchased a new car, installed a new HVAC system in our home, enjoyed some romantic weekend trips, and worked with a personal fitness trainer. We love to cook, watch movies, read, listen to music, enjoy our patios, and enjoy each other’s company and that of friends. Our home is a beautiful place that we’ve tailored to our liking. We love it. We’ve wanted to do some things that we couldn’t afford to do before: upgrade the bathrooms, turn the garage into a gym, and replant our gardens. The improvements to our patio are a special source of joy. It is now so beautiful and comfortable that we often bring our laptops out there and work for the day; it’s like an outdoor living room. We’ve replaced the dilapidated pergola, replanted the garden, updated the irrigation system, and added warm landscape lighting to beautify the place.

Our daughter loves that patio. She still climbs up on the pergola to watch the sunset or to stare at the stars, let her mind wander, and think about life. We’ve made this home into a charming paradise that we love. And with these, and the many improvements your Happiness Grant has made possible, we’re loving our lives more than ever.

Besides the many material improvements we’ve enjoyed, I’ve found the change of my mindset to be most meaningful. Before your Happiness Grant, I (Kate) was always worrying about the future. The present hardly existed for me, as I was always worried about how to make ends meet. I didn’t realize I was almost entirely focused on and worrying about the future. I still think about and plan for the future, but now I’m not living only for tomorrow. I’ve started living in the present, in the here and now—being able to enjoy and relish each moment.

Our work schedule had for so long been so overwhelming. Relaxation and leisure time were aims for a distant future, not for the present. We were always solving pressing problems, one after another. Of course, we continue solving problems—that’s business and life, but we now enjoy leisure time and time to breathe. When I think about the future, it’s about wonderful possibilities that lie ahead.



“I’m so happy to hear this,” I said.

“Despite all our difficulties, we were happy before,” Kate said. “But the peace of mind your Happiness Grant provided has enabled us to appreciate life and our relationship more deeply.”

“I see you’re smiling, Mike.”

“Because Kate is right,” he replied. “As she said, we were loving life already; but now, because so many wonderful, new options are available to us, everything is just so much better—both more relaxing and more intense. We’re not only doing work we love, we’re also traveling—so far in the United States and Europe—beautifying our home, going dancing, going to concerts and comedy shows, enjoying date nights. We’re loving life to the extreme.”

“The Happiness Experiment worked for you,” I smiled.

Mike paused, looking off into the distance before replying quietly and thoughtfully.

“Happiness is all about pursuing and achieving our values. We know what we want and what matters to us in life. And although money, as the cliché goes, can’t buy happiness, it certainly can and does buy time, wonderful experiences, and peace of mind—if we spend it well. That is key. And how to do it is not obvious. So, in addition to appreciating the Happiness Grant, we are deeply appreciative of your offer of a happiness coach to help with the planning. Joshua’s coaching was unbelievably helpful to us in thinking through our possibilities and priorities. And what we learned in that process continues to inform our thinking. Now Kate and I coach each other. We regularly look at our lives from a big-picture perspective, review our values and aims, make plans, and live more fully than before. Our lives are wonderful. Our relationship is enhanced. We are so grateful. Thank you.”

The pursuit of happiness is lifelong. Once we start that journey, it never ends. Happiness Planning energizes happiness, and then it goes on and on. It is part of life. There’s no, Okay, that’s enough happiness. I’m done now. I’m going to do something else. It’s an everyday thing; it’s actions all the time, and once you get going in that direction, it’s irresistible. You just can’t get off that train, and you won’t want to.


CHAPTER 25

Lives Transformed: Asher and Catherine


“The true secret of happiness lies in taking a genuine interest in all the details of daily life.”

—WILLIAM MORRIS



THE PRE-QUESTS AFFECTED my friends’ lives in different ways. For Alex and Karen, it gave them resources and planning skills to enhance their living circumstances and to work on creating their dream life on a small farm. It provided Duke with the means to revitalize his central purpose—his career path—by moving away from teaching and toward his passion: writing and publishing books. It liberated Mike and Kate from financial stress and overworking and provided them the time and peace to be able to enjoy their lives.

The pre-quest had a profound and dramatic impact on the lives of two dear friends, Asher and Catherine, whose souls had been crushed by unspeakable tragedy.
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I met Asher when I was involved in a contract dispute with a bank. He was a private mediator/arbitrator. My attorney and I asked him to help us settle the case rather than go through a trial.

I remember Asher’s first words to me: “Mr. Barney, I know some people resent success and wealth. I don’t. In fact, I admire men who are successful and have earned their wealth honestly.”

That surprised me. I had experienced criticism, even hostility, due to my success and wealth. Following Asher’s comment, I felt reassured that I would be treated fairly and without bias.

On breaks during the negotiations, Asher and I discussed ideas. We had read some of the same important books and held some of the same philosophical ideas. I felt a growing rapport. I thought, Here is a good intelligent man.

I had enjoyed our conversations so much that, at the end of the mediation—during which he had crafted a settlement—I asked him if we could continue our stimulating conversations. He declined “for professional reasons,” but after a few email exchanges, he accepted my invitation to dinner—”just this once.”

That was the start of bimonthly dinners; fascinating and rewarding conversations; and an enriching friendship. I enjoyed discussing law with a man with a brilliant mind who was deeply involved in a wide range of legal conflicts. My admiration for Asher grew. In addition to our social meetings, I asked Asher to participate in some of my philanthropic activities. I sought his advice on various grant programs. I valued his wisdom, judgment, and legal perspectives. Our professional and personal relationship grew.

In time, our socializing began to include his devoted wife, Catherine, whom I also became fond of. They were life-loving and active—always doing things: traveling to special places in America and around the world, going for long hikes, motorcycle trips, and even running marathons. They were full of life.

They had a loving family: two sons and a daughter. As a family, they celebrated holidays together, went on vacations, and had regular family gatherings—theirs was an idyllic family. Rebecca, being the only daughter, is cherished by all. She is a slender, beautiful twenty-eight-year-old. She adores her brothers and her mom and dad. She’s the loving mother of a little girl, and she’s now expecting to deliver her next child. She is accomplished, has a graduate degree, and is planning to go back to school for her law degree when her husband graduates from medical school. Rebecca and her husband are staying with her mother and father while her husband attends medical school locally. Grandparents Asher and Catherine are having a wonderful time spoiling their granddaughter.

Now, with heavy sadness and regret, I must change the tense of this from “she is” to “she was.”

Suddenly and shockingly, everything changed. Life was sucked away from Asher and Catherine and their family.

A Shocking, Tragic Loss

It was a Friday evening. Asher and Catherine had come to visit me and planned to stay at my home for the weekend. That evening, we had a wonderful time, enjoying perfect weather, great food, and stimulating conversation. Like me, Asher and Catherine were morning people and wanted to go for a walk at six a.m., tour the neighborhood, and stroll on the beach. I was in my home office at six a.m. working.

Suddenly, I was startled by an unearthly, sustained howl of indescribable pain. It sounded like an animal being tortured, right outside my home.

I stopped to listen. Moments later, I heard another series of bloodcurdling, anguished shrieks. What in the world? I got up from my chair and opened the front door.

Twenty-five feet away, Catherine was lying in the middle of the street, flailing her hands and feet against the pavement, sobbing and wailing, “No! No! God, no!” Asher was crouched over his wife, his arms tight around her. A mobile phone lay next to them on the pavement.

Shocked, I cried out, “What’s wrong?”

They didn’t look at me or answer. Catherine continued to cry out in anguish, while Asher held her, himself trembling violently.

I felt as if my blood had frozen. My body tingled from head to toe. I took a tentative step toward them. “Are you hurt? Should I call 911?”

No answer. I don’t think they heard me.

I cried out louder and more urgently, “Asher, please tell me what’s wrong! Should I call 911?”

He struggled to his feet, tears pouring down ghost-white cheeks. He staggered toward me rigidly, as if in a trance.

“I want a plane!” he croaked.

“Asher! Please tell me what’s happened!”

“I must have an airplane . . . .”

“Yes, okay, I’ll get a plane, but what—”

“I must have a plane . . . ,” he cried. He was unsteady, swaying. I held his shoulders to support him. Urgently, I repeated, “Please, Asher, tell me what’s wrong.”

He stared at me, his eyes wide, overflowing with tears and unspeakable agony. He tried to speak. His mouth moved, but no words came out. I whispered gently, “Please . . . tell me what’s happened.”

He struggled and choked out, “Rebecca . . . is . . . dead.” His face contorted with agony. His whole body shook. Pitiful sobs erupted from him.

I felt as if someone had punched me in the chest.

“I must get to the airport!” he repeated desperately.

“Yes, Asher, of course—you take care of Catherine, and I’ll get you a flight home right away. Let’s get Catherine inside.”

We helped her rise from the pavement, and I supported them both as we all stumbled into the house.

Later, slowly, painfully, the rest of the story came out.

Rebecca had gone to the airport to pick up a friend. After dropping off her friend, she was returning home around midnight. Only a few hundred yards from home, she was struck head-on by a drunk driver. She and her baby were killed.
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For two hours, I called, first trying, without success, to charter a private plane; then I called all the airlines for seats for an immediate flight to Denver out of nearby airports—Orange County, Long Beach, San Diego, or Los Angeles. Finally, I booked a flight out of Los Angeles.

Asher and Catherine weren’t strong enough to stand or travel on their own. I called Sam, my driver. I briefly explained what had happened, and he came immediately. Sam drove us for about an hour to LAX. I sat up front while Asher and Catherine clung to each other in the back seat, weeping. Sam was so moved by the couple’s grief that he firmly refused any payment for the trip.

We arrived at the airport; they were so overcome they could barely move. I carried their luggage in one hand and supported them with the other. I had purchased three tickets so that I could help them through security. The slow, painful walk down the long causeway at LAX to the gate seemed interminable—it was the saddest, longest walk of our lives.

I sat with them near the gate. People were shocked by what they saw and heard—the heart-wrenching sounds of anguish. When boarding began, I helped them to their feet, supporting them through the gate to the door of the plane. Other passengers stepped aside, responding with sympathy and respect for the stricken couple. There, I hugged them, and left them to fly home to face unimaginable suffering. They boarded the plane, clinging to each other.

Years of Torment—the Pain Went On and On

In the tortured days, weeks, months, and years that followed, my friends were in the grip of inconsolable grief and bottomless despair. Tears flowed daily, then weekly, then monthly, and then a black cloud settled over their souls. They lost their passion for living and all interest in life.

We all encounter clouds in our lives, but some clouds are so bleak, dark, and heavy that they seem to block out all light—even the memory of light. Goals seemed pointless. In their suffering state, it was impossible for them to imagine the prospect of ever being happy again. They wanted nothing except for Rebecca to come back, and for the pain to stop.

Asher told me that his phone had been a professional tool and “a friend.” But since he received that call that dreadful morning, his phone had become a threat. Whenever he answered, it triggered the memory of the shocking call that morning that gave him that dreadful news.

For years, Asher couldn’t bear to drive past the site near their home where Rebecca had tragically died; instead, he detoured about a half hour out of his way so he could approach from the opposite direction. Similarly, for several years, they couldn’t revisit me at my home. They associated it with the painful event. When they finally did visit, they couldn’t walk past the spot just a few yards down my street where they had received that awful news, nor could they sleep in the same bedroom they had occupied that night.

Asher and Catherine’s sons immediately quit their jobs and moved back home. In seclusion, the family grieved. With love and mutual support, the sons and Rebecca’s husband were slowly able to deal with their loss and grief. But not Asher and Catherine. They remained in a frozen state. Rebecca’s death remained a torment—a raw, open, agonizing wound. Their hearts were broken—and would be forever. Despite several years of reading and rereading dozens of books about dealing with loss (Seneca’s Consolation: To Marcia with Love being one)—attending support groups, and experimenting with grief counseling, nothing worked. They couldn’t bear the unbearable, nor comprehend the incomprehensible, nor accept the unacceptable.

Offering a Pre-Quest

During that time, I had been developing my pre-quest idea. I began to make pre-quests. I knew I wanted to advance the bequest in my will and offer these two cherished friends a Happiness Grant, but how could I? I knew I had to wait until they might be able, and open, to think about a future.

Five long years after the accident, I thought they may have recovered enough for me to risk broaching the subject. I invited them to dinner at my home. Catherine told me later, “It was actually good timing because we were beginning to seek a way to start our lives over. We were at such a low point. We weren’t living. We had lost all desire. We couldn’t go on this way.”

Knowing how difficult it was likely to be, I carefully prepared my presentation of the pre-quest. I needed to be sensitive, not only because of their grief, but because they were proud, independent professionals (an offer that remotely appeared like charity or pity would repel them!). I recounted how grateful I was for Asher settling my lawsuit and all the valuable legal advice he had given me; I admired him for his integrity and humanity, and I had always enjoyed and benefited from our stimulating discussions and his advice and help with my philanthropy. I valued him and our friendship, which had been so beneficial to me.

I told them that to express my gratitude, they had a bequest in my will. They thanked me graciously. They thought that was fine, generous, and acceptable. Then, I told them how I planned to live to be 120 and that I had the money now . . . . I made the presentation as I had done with others, and I offered them the Gratitude Grant—the pre-quest. Throughout my presentation, they had sat quietly, listening with curiosity: What are you saying? What are you doing? They were calm, reflective, and silent. It was disconcerting.

Asher’s Response to the Pre-Quest

They paused for a long, uncomfortable time. Asher gazed thoughtfully at the ceiling, breathing deeply, while processing what I’d said. Finally, he said quietly and steadily, “Carl, that was very well presented,” almost as if he were complimenting a lawyer in the conference room. “You laid out your thoughts and ideas well. I, too, have enjoyed and valued our friendship—I’ve benefitted, too. So, it’s been reciprocal—a mutual back-and-forth exchange.

“We’re successful and secure financially, even comfortable; but that’s a lot of money—more money than we’ve had at any one time. And if, as you say, it’s tax-free, then this is an enormous sum for us . . . I can’t accept it. I want to tell you why. I have worked very hard all my life, and I’ve never accepted anything that I didn’t actually earn or, in this case, actually deserve. I can’t accept this amount of money because I don’t believe that I’ve earned it or deserve it. I thank you from the bottom of my heart but . . . again . . . I can’t accept it.”

Catherine was nodding throughout and said, “I support Asher. I understand his thinking. Neither of us came from money; we’ve worked hard to earn what we have. We have strong moral/ethical beliefs; and so, if it doesn’t feel right, we don’t do it. And while this is a generous gift, Carl, I agree with Asher . . . we can’t accept it.”

I gently argued with them. “You’re going to get it when I die, so what are you going to say then? I have the money now, so why wait?” They said, “That’s different, and we’ll deal with that when it happens.”

I continued, “I’m not going to close any doors. Think about it, talk to advisors, and if you ever change your mind, let’s get together again.”

Shortly after, Asher sent me an email. After expressing his gratitude, he explained:


I was overwhelmed by your gesture of friendship and affection. You were persuasive when explaining why you wanted to make a pre-quest to me—I had never even heard of such a thing as a “pre-quest.” The whole idea is surreal and remarkable. I’m struggling to work through my response.

I can’t shake the thought of my darling, deceased daughter. I was her hero. She followed my footsteps in college—even working the same job as a teaching assistant for the political science department. She was admitted to a joint JD/MPA program before postponing the law portion, so her husband could start medical school. With an MPA in hand, she looked forward to returning to law school. Shortly before the accident, she had accompanied me when I gave a speech at a convention of lawyers about the benefits of mediation and arbitration. I remember how we talked about our futures together. I have to pause from this writing, because I’ll share that I’m overcome . . . .

She’s gone . . . I must filter the memories. I know if she, during her life, thought that I would survive her, she’d hope that I lived fully in her absence and not be enslaved to her loss. I read summaries of Seneca’s letters to his mother, Helvia, and to Marcia again today. It’s impossible for me to believe that I will never see her face again or hear her sweet voice. I have a continuing sense of desolation, as I continue to remember that she really is gone. I will battle with my grief, and one determination in this battle is to do what I would have done if tragedy hadn’t visited my family. I’m not declining the pre-quest because of my grief—instead, I shall proceed with whatever I choose to do with grief as my companion. I can’t remove myself from the number of the living. And I choose to see who Rebecca was, as opposed to the premature and tragic end to her life.

I’ve neither inherited nor been gifted money. I’m proud about being independent—not needing anyone else. That may be silly, and perhaps I could work through it, because I would accept a bequest from your estate in the future when you’re no longer with us. I also have to work through how our relationship could change if we introduced money into it.

But my biggest reluctance is agreeing that your pre-quest is earned and deserved. You would like to see how your money contributes to my happiness. But I would like to see how my receipt of your money contributes to your happiness.



Money can complicate, disrupt, or even harm a relationship—I had emphasized that the pre-quest should not affect our relationship, there would be no obligation, and they should think of me as dead. (Happily, now looking back, pre-quests haven’t negatively impacted, but routinely enhanced, relationships with my friends.)

I introduced Asher to my friend, Joshua. They hit it off, especially since Joshua, too, had tragically lost a child. Over several months, they had long discussions (not coaching), and eventually Joshua helped Asher grasp that the grant wasn’t a sacrifice for me or charity. Nor was it merely generosity. It was a personal gift born from gratitude, admiration, and love. That was critical. He (and my other friends) had to understand that the grant wasn’t altruism. It wasn’t even a gift. It was my response to their acts of generosity—their devotion, service, and love. In effect, it was my sense of reciprocity—an act of fairness, of justice. It was my recognition of their goodness, of their impact on my life and happiness. Once Asher understood that I wanted to express my gratitude to him, he accepted—happily for all of us, as it turned out.

About four months later, we had another conversation. He told me, “We’ve thought about it deeply, we’ve discussed it carefully, and we’ve come to the conclusion that if you’re going to give it to us when you die . . . why wait? We may as well accept it while you’re alive, and when we can both—you and us—enjoy it. Also, it will make a huge difference in our lives right now, rather than having to wait until you’re 120.”

The Sun Rises

Asher wrote: “It’s impossible to describe our lives and the influence of the Happiness Grant without acknowledging the tragic event that framed our days. Our lives had disassembled in an instant from a single phone call. It’s very difficult for us to separate ourselves from that.”

It was a struggle for Asher and Catherine even to contemplate the notion of happiness, let alone pursue it. With the indispensable help and support of their superb coach, Jay, they faced their demons.

The Power of Coaching

“The greatest impact of the pre-quest has been the coaching,” Asher commented. “We could return the money now and already be better for the experience. The money was a springboard, enabling us to spread and test our broken wings, and to discover if we could fly again.”

Catherine echoed that point. “We certainly have enjoyed our Happiness Grant. But no material possession has even come close to resolving our clouds and delighting us as the coaching has. There isn’t a day that goes by that Asher and I don’t reflect on what we’ve read, discovered, and discussed in our coaching with Jay. We now coach each other. We’ve learned so much about ourselves and each other.”

She added, “The coaching has helped us with coping mechanisms. That may not sound especially positive, but it has been a huge help. We know we’re never going to forget our loss; so, to live, we do have to cope. Our coach has helped us learn how to go on, to live life with meaning and purpose—and yes, with increasing happiness.”

Waking the Wanting

“If you don’t go after what you want, you’ll never have it.”

—NORA ROBERTS

One of the purposes of Happiness Planning and coaching was to wake up the wanting.

Wanting can range from wanting nothing—apathy—to a lust for life—exhilaration and wanting everything life has to offer. Wanting moves in parallel with the scale of happiness (see page 133).

Wanting is expressed in our values and purposes—values and wants to be gained and wants to be maintained. Our purposes are ongoing wants.

We start in life by wanting our basic needs—food, comfort, and affection. As we grow, our wanting fire grows. We want to be someone, we want to do things, we want to have things . . . we want. Wanting is captured by the American dream—we want someone to love, a home, a family, and enough money to be financially secure.

Just as there is physical energy, there’s also emotional or psychological energy. When the wanting dies, the emotional energy also dies. Emotional or psychological energy comes from our wanting and valuing—that is how energy is generated. Emotional/psychological energy is shown by our mood and our motivation. Without emotional energy, there cannot be motivation. At any time, we can suffer from lack of physical energy or emotional/psychological energy, or both.

Some keep their desires and excitement alive; others let their fires die spark by spark. Sometimes, the fire is shockingly extinguished by personal tragedy—the wanting dies. That’s what happened with Asher and Catherine.

Catherine wrote:


Carl, we’ve talked about wanting and values. Now we want to honor the wishes and the memory of our darling daughter—we know she would want us to be happy. Knowing this, we want to live; we want to enjoy life; we want to be happy. We’ve changed our mindset from tragedy and suffering to the love of life and pursuit of a happiness mindset.

Asher expanded on Catherine’s message:

I fear being too vulnerable or dramatic, but the coaching and Happiness Plan may have saved our lives. We weren’t saved from physical death, in a literal sense, but we were saved from merely existing, enduring our unhappy lives. We’re liberated. We’re living again. Our lives were in smoldering ruins when the Happiness Grant was presented to us. Time would have undoubtedly healed us to some degree, but the healing was accelerated through the Happiness Grant. We found life could again be joyful, despite the clouds of sorrow. We now view our present and future differently. We yearn to awaken each day with health and happiness. As Catherine said, “Eighteen months of coaching allowed me to get my life back.”

Again, with risks of vulnerability and overstatement, the Happiness Plan also saved our marriage. You told me several years ago that successful romantic partners must be loving and lovable. Deep grief can be an obstacle to both. We never feared or discussed divorce. We both knew our marriage would survive, but there was a risk it wouldn’t flourish. Now, our number one life value is to continually create our marriage. We work every day to touch that value. And the more we touch it the better it becomes.



For me, their most touching message was a homemade holiday card they sent to me in December of that year. It contained an array of photos of things they had done or items they had purchased with their grant. The photos included travel experiences, their new exercise equipment, a stack of home-delivered meals, their newly furnished home theater, and the truck delivering their new mattress. In each photo they positioned a poster atop the items they had acquired. The poster was a blown-up photograph of me, with the word HAPPINESS printed at the bottom. My heart swelled—a remarkable experience for a stoic Englishman.

On the back side of the card was another photo of Asher and Catherine, holding the poster of me and standing in front of Asher’s dream car: their new Lexus LS 500, decorated with a giant red bow.

Reflecting on My Happiness

As I read their words of gratitude and looked at the photos, I felt a mix of emotions—intense pleasure, pride, and satisfaction. The lives of two dear friends whom I loved had been revitalized—they had risen from depths of unimaginable despair and elevated to increased happiness.

[image: images]

I retraced my steps through time, across many decades, to the beginnings of this improbable experiment—I flashed on a scene from my childhood: on a sidewalk outside a movie theater, where the seeds of gratitude had been planted in a little boy’s heart by a simple, seminal act of kindness from a generous stranger, the Sixpence Lady. My mind flicked forward to another scene: a near-fatal flight, which I survived solely because of the competence of a superb pilot and crew. And then a more recent event—in my office, looking at a financial report of a lot of money that I wasn’t using for myself or anyone. And forward again: pausing on the faces of the twenty special people named in my will. I had intended to recognize and express my gratitude to them after I was dead. There was no need to wait. I’m so pleased I didn’t.

Enjoying now the words and photos from Asher and Catherine, and reflecting on the increased happiness of my friends, my heart filled with joy. I said to myself, “The Happiness Experiment is a success.”


A Gift for You

To increase your happiness, get a Happiness Checklist free from my website, HappinessExperiment.com.



[image: images]


Happiness Planning Workbook
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A STEP-BY-STEP PLAN TO INCREASE YOUR HAPPINESS


 

The Happiness Planning Workbook

WELCOME TO THE HAPPINESS PLANNING WORKBOOK—a road map for increasing your happiness throughout your life.

Embracing happiness is embracing life. There is no better investment of your time and energy than in increasing your level of happiness.

You could complete this guide in a few hours, but it’s best to take your time. Think through the issues slowly and revisit them regularly. This approach will have a greater impact on your happiness.

The Happiness Planning Workbook is designed to create a customized, flexible road map tailored to your personal needs, wants, and values. It will guide you through important parts of your life to help you understand what will bring you personal happiness. The workbook will assist you in developing a workable plan and a happiness-oriented mindset. Be open to change and willing to challenge your existing thinking. This guide is a tool. Used well, it can be transformational.

This workbook is based on lessons learned from real experiences and observations: It is not from academic studies, but real-life experiments. It is a series of practical strategies supported by tactics such as daily exercises. The strategies and tactics will help you stay on the road to increasing your happiness.

A delightful aspect of happiness is that it is contagious. By focusing on your own happiness, you positively impact those you care about, as well as the greater community. Happiness has a wonderful ripple effect.

Everyone can benefit from this planning, whether you are seeking a complete overhaul of your current circumstances or looking for ways to gain a higher level of happiness. You are the architect of your happiness.

The pursuit of happiness is a journey. This workbook provides a map for that journey. The road of happiness has ups and downs, but overall, it gently rises. It’s a beautiful road.

Thinking and Planning to Increase Happiness

Commit to becoming happier. Make the decision: I want to increase my happiness. Share your decision with someone you care about. Say it—preferably out loud. Own it. Want it. Make it real. Get it into your mind and your emotions. It is a life-changing decision.

Find someone to help—a romantic partner, friend, family member, coach, or therapist. Share this guide with them. You and a friend can mutually coach each other. If you can’t find a partner, you can do this on your own. With enough commitment and discipline, you can stay focused.

Thinking is basically asking and answering purposeful questions. We do it all the time: What shall I do today? What will we have for dinner? What will I buy at the store?


No one becomes successful and happy without thinking and planning. This guide will help you think and plan, step by step, to gradually increase your happiness week by week, month by month, and year by year. The more you put into it, the more you will get out of it. It’s worthwhile work.



The basic thinking questions regarding happiness are: What will increase my happiness? What will I do to increase my happiness? This guide will lead you through the sub-questions to answer those bigger questions. You will practice the virtues of thinking and planning. When you finish this workbook, you will have a Happiness Plan.

If you choose to work with a partner, who will that be: spouse, friend, coach, therapist, colleague, parent, sibling?

My thinking partner(s) will be: [Name(s)]

Dedicate time to work on your Happiness Plan. Schedule:

 

 

Step 1: Create a Dreams List

Imagine that you had all the time, ability, money—everything you needed—what would you want to do with your time and your life? Let your fantasies and dreams run wild. Describe your “Heaven on Earth.” What would it be like if your life were working perfectly—career/work, home, romantic relationship, children, parents?


	Find a quiet, comfortable space where you’ll be relaxed, such as a cozy corner at home, a park, or any place where you can dream without interruptions. Inspirational music playing in the background may help.

	Think about areas of your life such as personal growth, career, romantic relationships, other relationships, health, hobbies, travel, and adventures.

	Be as specific as you can. Rather than just saying “travel to France,” say “I want to experience Paris and the Eiffel Tower.”

	Write down whatever comes to mind, no matter how big or small, outlandish or conventional. Don’t worry about feasibility; just dream.

	Visualize your dreams. You can create a vision board with pictures and words representing them. This tool will keep your dreams alive and motivating.

	Attach your Dreams List to your Happiness Plan.
Done: Yes ___ No ___




DREAMS LIST
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Step 2: Identify What Will Increase Your Happiness

Values

People value different things—some people are passionate about learning and wisdom, and others don’t care so much. Some want travel and adventure; others focus on family and home. However, there are common values we all deal with.


	Money: Money is a universal value. Money is good. Some think that money is the answer to everything; it’s not. Enough money and the thoughtful, careful, planned use of money are what’s important. Money is a high value because it can translate into so many other values, such as supporting a family, buying a home, paying tuition for education, and more. Money can help buy us time, independence, and security.

	Work: Work can be a source of satisfaction, pride, success, and happiness. We spend so much time at work—as much as forty, sometimes up to one hundred hours a week. If we select work that we enjoy and value, it can be fulfilling and contribute to our personal growth and happiness.
Everything is work. There’s easy work—getting dressed, driving a car, going to the refrigerator for a snack. There’s hard work—digging and planting a garden, paying bills, exercising, playing a sport. There’s fun work—singing, dancing, making love, reading fiction. Happiness work will involve all of them—easy, fun, and hard work . . . forever. It is through working that we achieve our values.


	Relationships: Good relationships can provide so many positive experiences and values—stimulation, support, and pleasure. Relationships include a special romantic partner, work associates, family, children, friends, and pets. From them we get a sense of belonging, warmth, love, entertainment, and knowledge. The virtues of honesty, trust, cooperation, integrity, and thoughtfulness lead to fulfilling relationships, which are important to achieving happiness.

	Home: A home is a high value. It can be a sanctuary providing comfort, security, and stability. We decorate it, furnish it, and maintain it.

	Knowledge: Knowledge is a universal value. If we don’t know, we can’t go. If we do know . . . life is so much easier and more expansive. Knowledge is at our fingertips—YouTube, artificial intelligence (e-intelligence), and thousands of workshops and courses on the internet. The pursuit of knowledge leads to understanding, and it results in peace of mind, mental strength, and self-esteem. It is a source of stimulation and joy.

	Purpose: Purpose is a cardinal value—it is our engine; it is our motivation. Purpose energizes our lives. By being intentional, we make life happen (vs. letting life happen to us). Purposes are chosen and developed from our values and give meaning to our lives. A central purpose is the freeway of our lives.



ALL VALUES ARE NOT EQUAL

All wants and values are not equal. Our career, romantic partner, character, and physical and mental health are far more important than, say, getting a new car or a new pair of shoes. (My girlfriend may disagree about the shoes.) We can list our values and rate them top to bottom (as did Asher and Catherine in their Happiness Plan—see Chapter 16).

Once we get what we want, there is a need to maintain and keep our values: to keep our family flourishing, to keep our friends close, to progress at work, to secure our money, to maintain and improve our home, to keep our pets healthy, and all the other things we value. Valuing is ongoing.

Your wants and values are your motivation and your engine. They are your reasons for living. They are the meaning of life. They lead to happiness. List things you want to be, to do, and to have. List the things you love, desire, long for, and believe in. What do you want more of? You can ask: What is missing from my life?

Identifying your wants and values is a crucial step in the pursuit of happiness. You need to clearly understand what truly matters to you. This guide will help you identify your wants and values that will align your life with what brings you genuine fulfillment and increasing happiness.

Want what you want! First, what do we truly, authentically desire? That comes from a process of thinking to identify what we want. The next step is to “wake up the wanting” (some people have lost their wanting). Visualize and make the wanting emotional.

Ideally, spend time with a trusted friend, spouse, mentor, coach, or counselor who can help you sort out submerged or repressed wants (perhaps the sort of wants that you had in your youth). In the process of finding your wants, you can reflect upon joyful activities, which could be sports, technology, business, or the arts, which will give you clues. The peak moments you’ve enjoyed and times you felt extremely happy, fulfilled, or proud can also provide clues. Identifying influential people whom you admire can be a guide in identifying your values and virtues. The kind of books you read, the plays and movies you watch, the music you listen to, can help to surface your wants and longings. When do you feel most fulfilled? Find something that excites or energizes you. This is an easy, fun activity—take the time and enjoy the process.

Be sure that these are your own wants, not what others want—not your peers, nor society, nor your family. These must be your wants and values.

Identifying Values

Wanting gives clues to your values. Values guide your life and actions. They include your moral/ethical values, your family values, financial values, spiritual values, and more.

Real values are those that we are working on to gain or maintain. They’re not idle wishes. Our actions speak loudly of our values.

You can add more values to this list. Go through the lists and make a check mark ([image: images]) for those wants and values that are important to you. Make a second check mark ([image: images]) for those wants and values that are most important of those you selected. Finally, go over the items that have two check marks and put a third check mark ([image: images]) on the actionable wants and values on your list.

Rank your final list of wants and values on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest value. Try not to make too many 10s.

Spend a few minutes to visualize what your life would be like if your wants and values were realized. Visualizations drive them into your mind and emotions.

EXAMPLES OF VA LUES








	RATE

	VALUE
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	9

	Career/work
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	9

	Love
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	10

	Romantic relationships
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	9

	Sex

	[image: images]




	7

	Family
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	Money

	 




	 

	Pets

	 




	9

	Home
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	Children

	 




	9

	Friends
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	10

	Happiness
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	10

	Purpose(s)
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	10

	Health
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	10

	Fitness
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	Recreation
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	Safety

	 




	9

	Meaning
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	Hobbies

	 




	 

	Travel

	 




	 

	Art

	 




	10

	Self-esteem
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	10

	Character
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	9

	Mental health
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	9

	Knowledge
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	8

	Fiction books
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	8

	Nonfiction
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	Wealth

	 




	8

	Self-improvement
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	8

	Understanding
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	Possessions

	 




	 

	Management

	 




	9

	Dreams
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	Sports

	 




	7

	Heroes
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	7

	Movies
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	Plays
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	Concerts
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	9

	Humor
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	9

	Philosophy
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	Psychology
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	8

	Technology
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	Security

	 




	9

	Pleasure
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	Power

	 




	8

	Free time
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	Own business

	 




	8

	Moral code
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	8

	Ethics
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	10

	Virtue(s)
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	9

	Freedom
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YOUR VALUES








	RATE

	VALUE
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	Career/work

	 




	 

	Love

	 




	 

	Romantic relationships

	 




	 

	Sex

	 




	 

	Family

	 




	 

	Money

	 




	 

	Pets

	 




	 

	Home

	 




	 

	Children

	 




	 

	Friends

	 




	 

	Happiness

	 




	 

	Purpose(s)

	 




	 

	Health

	 




	 

	Fitness

	 




	 

	Recreation

	 




	 

	Safety

	 




	 

	Meaning

	 




	 

	Hobbies

	 




	 

	Travel

	 




	 

	Art

	 




	 

	Self-esteem

	 




	 

	Character

	 




	 

	Mental health

	 




	 

	Knowledge

	 




	 

	Fiction books

	 




	 

	Nonfiction

	 




	 

	Wealth

	 




	 

	Self-improvement

	 




	 

	Understanding

	 




	 

	Possessions

	 




	 

	Management

	 




	 

	Dreams

	 




	 

	Sports

	 




	 

	Heroes

	 




	 

	Movies

	 




	 

	Plays

	 




	 

	Concerts

	 




	 

	Humor

	 




	 

	Philosophy

	 




	 

	Psychology

	 




	 

	Technology

	 




	 

	Security

	 




	 

	Pleasure

	 




	 

	Power

	 




	 

	Free time

	 




	 

	Own business

	 




	 

	Moral code

	 




	 

	Ethics

	 




	 

	Virtue(s)

	 




	 

	Freedom

	 





 

Step 3: Identify Actions and Virtues for Increasing Happiness

Taking actions to make dreams, wants, and values a reality is how we increase happiness.

Living our values requires actions. Virtues are how we achieve and live our values. The only way to gain wants and values is through practicing certain actions—virtues. Virtues are practical, life-supporting actions and habits that we practice to get what we want in life.

If we want something, we have to do something: We do what we do, and we get what we get. If we want money, we must earn it or get it by other means. Some virtues—honesty, rationality, honor, productiveness, integrity—are ethical, moral virtues, but they are also practical virtues that lead to success, prosperity, and true happiness. Real virtues are practical and life-supporting.19

James Clear wrote: “The wedding is an event, love is a practice. The graduation is an event, education is a practice. The race is an event, fitness is a practice.”20

Just as with values, all virtues are not equal. Virtues such as thinking, working productively, honesty, and integrity are high virtues. Other virtues, such as exercising, celebrating, and humor, are important but are lower on the scale of virtues. Thinking, planning, and working are the top virtues—that’s how success and values are realized. Practicing these virtues creates self-esteem.

Consider your list of common wants and values. What actions and virtues will be required to achieve them? For example:

Intentionally pursuing our values with consistency is the virtue of integrity. By actively integrating your values and virtues into your everyday actions, you will create a fulfilling life true to who you are.

Sometimes, it will take the virtue of courage to face fear, uncertainty, and challenges. That may involve stepping out of your comfort zone. Sometimes the virtue of patience is needed for long-term progress toward our values and purposes. We need to accept and allow for that.







	WANTS AND VALUES

	ACTIONS AND VIRTUES




	Enriching friendships

	Time, appreciation, admiration, love reciprocity, honesty, respect




	Happy children

	Teaching, understanding, time, affection, love, patience, respect




	Money

	Working, helping, producing, saving, investing




	Knowledge

	Reading, studying, asking, writing, teaching, listening




	Time

	Scheduling, saying no, managing, prioritizing




	Love

	Lovable, loving, listening, appreciating, supporting, generosity




	Health/Fitness

	Exercising, sleeping, diet, supplements, medication




WHAT ACTIONS AND VIRTUES WILL YOU PRACTICE?

Some examples of actions and virtues are:


	I will think and plan to increase my happiness.

	I will gain knowledge and develop skills to create a successful career.

	I will be loving and lovable to have a successful romantic relationship.

	I will express gratitude and be appreciative and supportive to enrich my friendships.

	I will work with a financial planner to invest in my security.

	I will exercise and eat healthily to maintain good health.



Review your list of wants and values. What actions and virtues will be required to achieve them? Here are some actions and virtues to assist you. Use the one [image: images], two [image: images], and three [image: images] method to evaluate them for yourself.

WHAT ARE MY HIGHER VIRTUES?









	 

	Thinking

	 

	Character/Honor




	 

	Planning

	 

	Independence




	 

	Loving

	 

	Benevolence




	 

	Appreciating

	 

	Friendliness




	 

	Admiring

	 

	Openness




	 

	Productiveness

	 

	Understanding




	 

	Reading

	 

	Optimism




	 

	Grokking

	 

	Rationality




	 

	Action Planning

	 

	Intentionality




	 

	Productive Work

	 

	Honesty




	 

	Conscientiousness

	 

	Integrity




	 

	Discipline

	 

	Learning




	 

	Patience

	 

	Expressing gratitude




	 

	Self-improvement

	 

	Saying




	 

	Respect

	 

	Generosity




	 

	Helping

	 

	Justice




	 

	Cooperation

	 

	Listening




	 

	Courage

	 

	Abundance




	 

	Perseverance

	 

	Believing




	 

	Ambition

	 

	 





You would probably rate most of these virtues a 10, and that is right. These are things to practice all the time. For this exercise, you can emphasize actions and virtues to focus on and practice more consciously. Living a life that reflects our values means we’re living in a successful state of life, and happiness is the result and the reward.

VALUES AND VIRTUES THAT IMPACT SUCCESS AND HAPPINESS







	VALUES–WANTS

	VIRTUES–ACTIONS




	Health and fitness

	Exercising, eating healthy, sleeping, medical checkups




	Knowledge

	Reading, workshops, courses, AI, studying




	Career/Work

	Productiveness, commitment, ambition, teamwork




	Relationships

	Cooperating, supporting, helping, respecting




	Purpose/Meaning

	Thinking, loving, producing values, intending, grit




	Romantic relationship

	Being lovable and loving, empathy, listening




	Pleasure

	Reading, music, dancing, walking, sports, movies




	Self-esteem

	Developing character, practicing life-supporting virtues




	Character

	Honesty, fairness, integrity, courage, practicing virtues




	These values are lifelong and strategic

	Such virtues as honesty, integrity, and thinking are strategic and required. Other virtues may be optional and tactical.





 

Step 4: Access Circumstances Affecting Your Happiness

Think about positive and negative circumstances in your life. Your circumstances can affect your beliefs/mindset and whether you’ll be happy or unhappy. (You may have already covered your circumstances in the prior planning steps.) Use the one, two, three check-mark method.

CIRCUMSTANCES









	 

	Financial situation

	 

	Love




	 

	Central purpose(s)

	 

	Relationship




	 

	Parents

	 

	Sexual health




	 

	Children

	 

	Legal problems




	 

	Family

	 

	Health/Fitness




	 

	Home

	 

	Nutrition




	 

	Career/Work

	 

	Sleep




	 

	Debt

	 

	Illness




	 

	Conflicts

	 

	Disability




	 

	Money

	 

	More?




	 

	Clouds

	 

	 





 

Step 5: Locate Any Clouds

Going through this part of the guide may result in strong emotions or trigger upsets and anxiety. If so, work on this with a trusted friend, spouse, coach, or therapist as needed. If you have a serious cloud, don’t do this part alone.

We all have occasional “clouds” blocking our sunshine and depressing our happiness. There’s no such thing as the sun shining every minute of every day, and there’s no such thing as happiness every minute of every day. The level of happiness fluctuates like our pulse; our pulse goes up and down, but there’s a resting rate, or stable rate. Happiness also has a resting, stable state.

Some clouds are temporary—they roll in, and they’re gone in an hour, or a day or two. Some clouds last longer. For instance, the loss of a loved one may last a lifetime—it’s always there. (See the Academy Award–winning movie Ordinary People.) Some untreated emotional traumas are, in a sense, “permanent” clouds. Some emotionally laden memories are hidden forces that powerfully, but invisibly, impact us—how we view ourselves, other people, and the world. They can affect our jobs, the partners we choose, and the pursuit of our happiness.

All of us have had upsets, problems, and things we felt embarrassed or guilty about. We’ve all suffered losses, and we all have untreated trauma to some degree. We have had stresses in our lives, hurtful things. We’re resilient to many of these and can move on; but some clouds linger and need to be addressed.

Physical or mental health problems can lead to frustration, low self-esteem, and despair. Some people with physical ailments that cause pain and discomfort must limit their daily activities, which affects their mood and their well-being. Some are resilient and, even in the face of chronic illnesses, adapt and find sources of fulfillment and happiness. Some, even with tragic disabilities, do rise above them.

Mental health issues such as anxiety and sadness obviously affect one’s ability to experience joy and satisfaction. Some people do persist and believe that there are solutions—and for most things, there are solutions. Go through this list three times, putting a check mark next to any item you think might be affecting your health and happiness. These are the clouds you will focus on resolving.

CLOUDS I NEED TO HANDLE?



	[image: images]

	CLOUDS

	[image: images]

	CLOUDS




	 

	Losses—family, friends, pets

	 

	Persistent problems




	 

	Anxiety

	 

	Untreated trauma




	 

	Heartbreak(s)

	 

	Physical health




	 

	Loneliness

	 

	Mental health




	 

	Guilt

	 

	Motivation




	 

	Hostilities

	 

	Financial debts




	 

	Upsets

	 

	Aging




	 

	Work security

	 

	Personal safety




	 

	Conflicts

	 

	More





What clouds are blocking your sunshine?

What must be dealt with:

 

 

 

What I will do:

 

 

 

Please don’t give up on love or life. When you’re hurt or failing, try again (listen to the song “Everybody Hurts”—https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5rOiW_xY-kc.)

 

Step 6: Your Happiness Beliefs21

Positive beliefs lead to positive emotions, positive attitudes, and to greater happiness. For instance, if we believe people are a value and can be trusted, we will experience positive emotions with family, friends, and work associates. Our attitude will be friendly and respectful, and people will be a source of stimulation and pleasure.

The uplifting song sung by Louis Armstrong, “What a Wonderful World,” expresses the value of friends.

Just listening to that song makes me happier.

Positive Beliefs

If we hold such beliefs and believe them in our soul, they would form a life-loving mindset. I’m so lucky! would lift our mood if we identified evidence for it. When I asked myself What am I grateful for?, I identified who and why—for instance: for my education, I thought about inspiring teachers; for my success, I identified dedicated employees who made a difference; I identified friends who had enriched my life; and more. Supporting beliefs with evidence—actual instances—makes beliefs real, credible, and, yes, believable. Such evidence-supported beliefs develop into an authentic mindset.


I’m lucky because . . .

I’m fortunate . . .

I appreciate . . .

I admire . . .

I’m proud of . . .

I’ve achieved . . .

I’m grateful for . . .



We can have positive beliefs about our dreams, wants, values, virtues, circumstances, and clouds:

I can dream and work to make my dreams come true.

I can want things, and what I want is important.

I can identify my values, and work to gain them.

I can practice the virtues that will lead to my values.

I can deal with and change the circumstances in my life.

I can work to resolve the clouds of my life.

Attitudes Come from Beliefs

Beliefs are our being. Attitudes are our doing.

While changing or creating new beliefs, we’re choosing the way we want to live. Here’s part of a poem about making choices, which are kinds of beliefs, by an unknown author:


“. . . to live by choice, not by chance

To make changes . . .

I choose to listen to my inner voice . . . .”



The inner voices (which can be so soft that we barely hear them) are our beliefs. They affect everything we do in life—whether we succeed or fail, whether we love or hate, whether we become happy or miserable. Beliefs have power. Our minds have enormous power. (Remember the man in Australia who believed he was shot.)

Beliefs plus emotions are our attitudes. Attitudes mirror beliefs; attitudes come from our mindset. For better or worse, our attitude affects everything in our lives—our relationships, our work, our happiness. They have a profound impact on everything.

Attitudes are created by our beliefs, which we can change. Psychologist William James wrote: “The greatest discovery of my generation is that a human being can alter his life by altering his attitudes of mind.” We look at life and act through our attitudes—which determine how we choose to see and respond to people, events, and ourselves.

A friendship mindset can lead to friendships. You can test this: Just be friendly to someone you want to befriend. You want romance? Create a romantic mindset. A positive work mindset can lead to satisfaction at work. Our attitudes come from our beliefs. Ultimately, our attitudes shape our success and our happiness.

Carol Dweck is a renowned psychologist. Her book, Mindset: The New Psychology of Success, explores the powerful impact of our beliefs. She introduces the concept of the “fixed” and “growth” mindsets. She provides practical advice and strategies for how we can change mindsets.

Martin Seligman, considered the father of modern positive psychology, wrote Learned Optimism. He tells us how our mindset can dramatically affect our lives. He advises how we can challenge negative self-talk and how to adopt a more positive mindset. Negative attitudes come from negative beliefs. We can change them.

We can start each day with a series of true, positive beliefs that we can automate.


A famous quote summarizes attitudes:

The longer I live, the more I realize the impact of attitude on life . . . It is more important than the past, than education, than money, than circumstances, than failure, than successes, than what other people think, or say, or do . . . The remarkable thing is we have a choice every day regarding the attitude [beliefs] we will embrace for that day. We cannot change our past. The only thing we can do is . . . [change] . . . our attitude. I am convinced that life is 10% what happens to me and 90% of how I react to it. And so, it is with you . . . we are in charge of our attitudes.22

—Charles W. Swindoll



Mindset

Positive beliefs combine into a happiness mindset that will result in higher levels of happiness. Our dominant beliefs are our mindset(s). Our state of mind is a mindset. Peter Diamandis, Founder and Executive Chairman of the XPRIZE Foundation, said: “Our mindset is the most valuable thing we have.” The Most Valuable Thing We Have! More valuable than money and love? Yes, because our mindset makes love, and money, and everything else possible.

Automatized beliefs and mindsets are mental muscle. The muscle is developed through gaining evidence for true, positive beliefs and living them.

Mindware and Apps


	Our overall mindset is our mental software—mindware. The fundamental, big ideas are our overall operating system. We can “code” these ideas into our minds.

	I can make sense of the world and learn about it.

	Education and continuous learning are important.

	I can achieve my goals.

	Success and happiness are possible for me.

	I have free will—I can make choices.

	I can control my life.

	People are a value to me—I value relationships.

	Productive work is necessary for the achievement of my values.

	“I am the master of my fate; I am the captain of my soul.”23


You may have many of these beliefs already. If not, you can work to code them. Our operating system kicks in as soon as we wake up in the morning until we fall asleep at night. In fact, it still operates in our sleep. It is how we live—what we do, what we don’t do, what we love or hate, what we appreciate or criticize; the above powerful beliefs affect everything in our lives.

Mind Apps

We have mental apps for almost everything. Here are a few examples.

MONEY APP:


	Money is good—I want it.

	Money is the root of evil.

	I will earn money.



And lots more.

RELATIONSHIPS APP:


	I trust men and women, and people generally.

	I enjoy people and friendships.



And more.

CHILDREN’S APP:


	Children should be seen and not heard (in England).

	I enjoy being with my children.

	I love children.



And more.

There are apps for working, love, romance, sex, skiing, and reading—dozens of apps. In pursuing a Happiness Plan, you can select an area, identify the app-beliefs for that area, and then continue with them or change them using Happiness Habits.

Changing and Creating Beliefs

Some people have defeatist beliefs. The poem “Thinking,” by Walter D. Wintle, captures it perfectly:


If you think you’re beaten, you are

If you think you dare not, you don’t.

If you want to win, but you think you can’t

It is almost certain you won’t!

Success begins with a fellow’s will

It’s all in the state of mind.

A state of mind is a mindset.



Beliefs come from our childhood, upbringing, schools, experiences, choices, and culture. A belief goes before an emotion. For example: the emotion joy follows the belief, I’m succeeding. Anger follows the beliefs, Life is unfair; I’ve been cheated. Despair follows the belief, there’s nothing to live for. Emotions come from the underlying beliefs. As adults, we can become aware of them, and we can change them. We can create new beliefs by ourselves; however, entrenched beliefs may benefit from cognitive psychology. Cognitive behavioral therapy deals with changing our thinking, beliefs, and mindsets.

New beliefs are formed by processing our experiences, thinking, and taking action. Our beliefs and mindsets are thought into being. Sometimes we form beliefs suddenly, but usually we form them over time—changing them little by little through habits. Any beliefs we will have in the future, we will think into being. We create our beliefs. We need evidence to support any new beliefs, by looking for examples and practicing the new beliefs. For a belief to have power, it must be authentic, real, evidence-based—it must be true or made to be true. We can’t pretend or fake it.

We can reprogram our minds, just like a computer. Sometimes new beliefs will take root fast and dramatically; for others, it may take months, or even years. We can transform our mindsets to positive, life-loving, happiness-supporting programs. With evidence, we can believe these ideas with clarity, conviction, and commitment. Our goal is to make them automatic by using a habits process.

There are many things that can help us change beliefs—such as reading books, studying philosophy, journaling, in-person or online therapy and support groups. There are solutions—believe it!

Some beliefs and mindsets that come from childhood problems, upsets, guilts, bullying, and physical or emotional trauma may need coaching, therapy, reading, meditation, or some other practice to uncover. If negative beliefs pop up, catch them quickly and write them down. Think about them and identify where they came from. Contemplate the false, limiting beliefs and find evidence for an opposite, true belief. When we discover a limiting, false belief, we need to repeat it and feel the emotion triggered by that belief. Then we need to think about the experience and context from which it arose. We need to immerse ourselves in the original circumstances. That way, we can discover how the belief was developed and uproot it. Then, identify a true, realistic belief that fits into our current life circumstances. Then, repeat the new belief with evidence, reminders, and daily actions. Make the new belief part of life. This may take a short time, or it can take a long time.

We cannot deny or ignore the challenges and difficulties we face, but we can choose to appreciate the positive, cultivate beliefs, and find joy in our pursuit of happiness. Here is a list of some beliefs, and there are many more:

UNHAPPY BELIEFS VS . HAPPY BELIEFS







	UNHAPPY BELIEFS

	HAPPY BELIEFS




	I don’t deserve to be happy.

	I deserve happiness.




	My job sucks.

	I can get a new job.




	I don’t like myself.

	I am a good, decent person.




	I am not lovable.

	I am loving and lovable.




	Something bad will happen.

	99 percent of the time, good things happen.




	I am unimportant.

	I am a worthwhile person.




	I am not enough.

	I am enough.




	I am a frightened child.

	I am a confident adult.




	I have failed.

	I can succeed (or, failure is part of success).




	I don’t have enough time.

	I have enough time to do what I want to do.




A poem, by Edgar Albert Guest, displays beliefs (slightly modified):


Somebody said that it couldn’t be done . . .

Someone scoffed: “Oh, you’ll never do that . . .”

There are thousands to tell you it cannot be done . . .

But just buckle in with a bit of a grin,

Just take off your coat and go to it;

Just start in to sing as you tackle the thing

That “cannot be done,” and you’ll do it.

Henry Ford said, “Whether you [believe] you can or [believe] you can’t—you’re right.”

Our beliefs are powerful, and when changed, they change our lives.

Change our beliefs, change our emotions

Change our beliefs, change our attitudes . . .

Change our beliefs, change our state of mind

Change our beliefs, change our behavior

Change our beliefs, change clouds to sunshine



Mindsets in Music

“Music expresses that which cannot be said . . .”

—VICTOR HUGO

Music has a powerful impact on people’s beliefs and emotions. Consider the tens of thousands who attend concerts and download millions of songs. Listening to music can have a profound effect. It can inspire us to work on and create a positive mental operating system.

Some songs are particularly evocative of mindsets—not only in the lyrics but also in the haunting, emotional, poignant spirit (some songs are called “spirituals” for good reason). Musical elements such as melody, harmony, tune, tempo, volume and softness trigger mindsets. There are hundreds of songs that do this. Songs can dramatize beliefs and mindsets and help to uncover beliefs. If we listen carefully, certain songs may resonate and indicate beliefs that need to be clarified, resolved, or created. You may find songs and mindsets that affect you on a deep mental and emotional level and help you to change or create new mindsets.

Here are my selections. You may have your own favorites.


“I Love My Life”: This song by Robbie Williams has a powerful set of beliefs and an inspiring mindset! Watch the music video of this on YouTube and read the emotionally moving comments:

“Thank you for the power your song gave me.”

“I love this song. It is a hymn of the freedom of the soul.”

“. . . I was starting a new business. [Your song] gave me the power and courage to move on and believe in ME. I love my life!”

As I read the comments, some of them brought me to tears. If that song doesn’t give you a jolt of happiness, I don’t know what would. (https:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=j4ggyO-OFXU)

I love my life

I am wonderful

I am magical

I am me . . .

I am not my mistakes . . .

I am free . . .

“The Power of the Dream”: Performed by Celine Dion for the 1996 Olympics, this song inspires and motivates us. Dreams can come true. She sings that dreams inspire and motivate us to achieve. She believes in the power of dreams—that dreams have the power to spur individuals to achieve greatness.

Deep within each heart

There lies a magic spark

That lights the fire of our imagination

And since the dawn of man

The strength of just ‘I can’

Has brought together people of all nations . . .

Feel the flame forever burn

Teaching lessons we must learn

To bring us closer to the power of the dream

As the world gives us its best

To stand apart from all the rest

It is the power of the dream that brings us here . . .

There’s so much strength in all of us

Every woman, child, and man

It’s the moment that you think you can’t

You’ll discover that you can . . .

[You have the power] to realize the power of the dream.

“Imagine”: This song, by John Lennon, expresses a series of beliefs: Imagine “there’s no Heaven or Hell,” “we should just live for today,” a belief in “brotherhood of man and world peace.” It’s a vision—a belief of a utopian world. It is an appeal for peace, unity, and understanding. Our beliefs and mindsets are imaginations—some of them grounded in reality and others floating in the sky. One can also see a mindset of hope and idealism.

Imagine there’s no Heaven

It’s easy if you try

No Hell below us

Above us, only sky . . .

Nothing to kill or die for

And no religion, too

Imagine all the people

Livin’ life in peace . . .

I wonder if you can . . .

A brotherhood of man

“The Man in the Mirror”: Michael Jackson’s classic song is one of self-reflection and his belief in personal growth. The song’s mindset is about introspection—looking at yourself in the mirror, identifying changes to become a better person. We can decide to make a change, decide to become happier, and then start to change—now.

I’m gonna make a change

For once in my life

It’s gonna feel real good

Gonna make a difference

Gonna make it right . . .

I’m starting with the man in the mirror

I’m asking him to change his ways

And no message could’ve been any clearer

If they wanna make the world a better place

Take a look at yourself and then make a change

“Born to Lose”: I love Ray Charles. I was working out one day when I heard his lament “Born to Lose.” The words . . . the music . . . the grief-laden emotion of Ray’s singing struck me—it is a stark mindset. He believed that he was “born to lose.” Incredibly sad. The song describes a life of vain hopes and dreams that only brought pain. The beliefs are a mindset of despair evocatively crying of lifelong sorrow and long-lasting pain. Its poignant mindset is clear and powerful.

Born to lose, I’ve lived my life in vain

Every dream has only brought me pain

All my life I’ve always been so blue

Born to lose and now I’m losing you

How does that make you feel?

“I Can’t Stop Loving You”: This haunting song of unrequited love is sung by Ray Charles (originally by Don Gibson). The aching and agonizing emotions Ray expresses are beliefs of a deep sense of longing and hopeless love. He believes he will never get over the pain and the misery of lost love. He believes he can’t change the past or the way he feels. He believes time doesn’t relieve a broken heart; he believes there’s nothing he can do about it. “The pain will last forever.”

I can’t stop loving you

I’ve made up my mind . . .

I can’t stop wanting you

It’s useless to say . . .

They say that time

Heals a broken heart,

But time has stood still

Since we’ve been apart.

Anyone who has suffered a broken heart, as I have, will mourn their lost love.

“I Will Survive”: This song of empowerment, resilience, and triumph over adversity, by Gloria Gaynor, became an anthem for various movements. It symbolizes the struggle and triumph over adversity. She believes she can bounce back and grow even stronger after her setback; she believes in the strength of her spirit. She believes in being self-reliant, and she finds strength within herself rather than depending on others. She evolves from being vulnerable to believing in her strength and independence. She believes in a brighter future, emerging into sunshine after bleak clouds.

I kept [believing] I could never live without you by my side . . .

It took all the strength I had not to fall apart . . .

But now I hold my head up high . . .

I’m somebody new . . .

I will survive

As long as I know how to love . . .

I’ve got all my life to live

And I’ve got all my love to give . . .

This is a mindset of resilience.

“America the Beautiful”: Ray Charles brings depth and meaning to his version of this song. He goes beyond patriotism; it’s a heartfelt ode to America, an uplifting song made emotionally powerful by Ray’s soulful voice expressing his own experiences of struggles against oppression. He ends with a glorious tribute to America’s enduring spirit and possibilities. It is a lustrous mindset, sung only as Ray could sing it.

America, sweet America,

You know, God done shed his grace on thee

He crowned thy good, yes he did, in brotherhood

From sea to shining sea.

The most profound, philosophical belief I’ve ever heard about America comes from author, philosopher Ayn Rand: “The United States of America is the greatest, the noblest, and, in its original founding principles, the only moral country in the history of the world.”24

“America”: This song by Neil Diamond is a tribute to America. He believes in America as a land of freedom and opportunity; people from all over the world are seeking that freedom and a better life. The song’s mindset is of hope, opportunity, and a celebration of freedom. His enthusiasm for those “coming to America” to fulfill their dreams—”Got a dream to take them there”—highlights the aspirational effects of the American dream. America is a land where dreams can be realized, and freedoms are cherished.

We’ve been traveling far

Without a home

But not without a star. . . .

On the boats and on the planes

They’re coming to America . . .

Got a dream to take them there

They’re coming to America

Got a dream they’ve come to share

They’re coming to America.

“Fighter”: Christina Aguilera sings about recovering from a romantic betrayal with a new mindset of strength and resilience. She turns her negative experiences into personal growth and empowerment. She even expresses gratitude to the one who hurt her deeply, because it made her stronger and taught her to stand up for herself. The mindset is of overcoming obstacles and becoming more assertive and self-reliant.

After all you put me through

You’d think I’d despise you

But in the end, I wanna thank you

Because you made me that much stronger . . .

Makes me work a little bit harder

Makes me that much wiser

So thanks for making me a fighter

“Everybody Hurts”: This song by R.E.M. is a cry of pain and suffering. It goes on to evoke empathy—understanding and reassurance in the face of profound sadness and despair. It reminds us that everybody experiences pain and hardship, but “we need to hold on,” not give in to despair. It’s a mindset to encourage us to persist, to “hold on.” It assures us that we’re not alone in our struggle.

When the day is long

And the night, the night is yours alone

When you’re sure you’ve had enough

Of this life, well hang on

Don’t let yourself go

‘Cause everybody cries

And everybody hurts sometimes . . . .

If you feel like letting go (hold on)

If you think you’ve had too much

Of this life, well hang on

“Don’t Worry, Be Happy”: This fun, delightful song by Bobby McFerrin has a catchy melody and an uplifting mindset. It encourages us to be optimistic and happy despite life’s challenges. It’s a simple message of maintaining a positive outlook.

Don’t worry, be happy

In every life we have some trouble

But when you worry, you make it double

Don’t worry, be happy

“Shake It Off”: The musical phenomenon Taylor Swift sings of beliefs of resilience, positivity, and self-empowerment. She encourages us with a mindset of not letting negativity and criticism affect us to our core. She believes in a carefree and optimistic approach to life. The message is to stay true to yourself, shake off burdens and criticism, and go on to enjoy life.

“Respect”: Respect oneself (self-esteem), respect others, and receive respect from others. Aretha Franklin cries for recognition and respect. This song has been seen as an anthem of female empowerment. She wants to be valued and respected, as is her due. (A complement to this is Otis Redding’s original version of the song, which depicts a man desperately seeking respect.) Respect is a high value for all of us.

All I’m askin’

Is for a little respect . . .

Find out what it means to me

R-E-S-P-E-C-T

Sock it to me

A little respect . . .

I get tired . . .

Keep on tryin’ . . .

I got to have . . .

A little respect.

“I Will Always Love You”: This beautiful, emotionally haunting song written by Dolly Parton was famously performed by Whitney Houston in the film The Bodyguard. It is a heartfelt farewell to a loved one for whom, despite his leaving, she only wishes the best. The powerful belief, “I will always love you,” is held by many for a lost love, a lost family member, friend, or a pet. The belief of enduring love demonstrates that relationships can be ended with grace, with the benevolent belief for the best for each other. There’s accepting, vulnerability, and letting go, all while believing I will always love you. The song’s bittersweet belief is about the nature of love where joy and pain coexist. This song could apply to leaving home, life transitions, and saying goodbye to someone who has passed.

If I should stay

I would only be in your way

So I’ll go, but I know

I’ll think of you every step of the way

And I will always love you . . .

Bittersweet memories

That’s all I’m taking with me

So goodbye, please don’t cry

We both know I’m not what you need . . .

I hope life treats you kind . . .

And I wish you joy and happiness . . .

Darling, I love you

I’ll always, I’ll always love you

“One Moment in Time”: Whitney Houston performed this beautiful song (there’s also a delightful version from Dana Winner), which was written for the Summer Olympics held in Seoul, Korea. Since it was a song of the Olympics, its mindset is for striving for one’s personal best, hoping to experience a moment of glory, achieving the Olympic dream. It exemplifies the mindset of an athlete: I have a dream; I want to achieve it; I will do everything I can to win; I will play all out; I want to be the very best; It is up to me.

I want to . . .

. . . give the best of me . . .

I’ve lived to be

The very best . . .

Give me one moment in time

When I’m more than I thought I could be

When all of my dreams are a heartbeat away

And the answers are all up to me.

“We Believe in Happy Endings”: This song could heal troubled relationships. Watch Bob Marshall’s YouTube video, “Emmylou Harris/Earl Thomas Conley – We Believe in Happy Endings” from March 1, 2015, which displays a beautiful series of photographs. It’s a mindset of optimism and hope despite the challenges we face in romantic relationships. The beliefs are: Things will work out and There will be a happy ending. No matter how tough things get, with the power of love, things can be worked out. For couples or individuals facing tough times, this can be a healing mindset.

Who can tell just how it starts

Angry words and broken hearts . . .

But in a while the anger’s gone

And we forget who’s right or wrong . . .

We believe in happy endings . . .

We believe in new beginnings



My past is information, my present is to be enjoyed, and my future has endless possibilities.







	BELIEFS TO CHANGE

	NEW BELIEFS TO AUTOMATE




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 





Selected positive beliefs to practice as habits.


If You Need Help . . . Here Are Some Examples of Mindsets

This is a long list; feel free to skip this, or scan it, to locate beliefs you want to think about and perhaps work on.

You can create new beliefs and mindsets.

For the morning:

I will enjoy today.

I own this day (OTD). It is mine!

Today, I will achieve what’s most valuable for me.

I’m looking forward to . . . .

I will end the day satisfied.

Our mornings are so important and can set us up for the rest of the day. Here’s a story that exemplifies that.

John was positive all the time and in every situation. A friend, who wasn’t so positive, said to him: “I just don’t get it! No one can be positive all the time. How do you do it?” John replied, “I wake up each morning with certain beliefs—the day is going to be full of things to learn, interesting things, and things I can make happen. I look forward to each day.

“When something bad happens, I can choose to be a victim, or I can learn from it. I choose to learn from it.”

His friend protested, “That sounds good . . . it’s easy to say, but it’s not that easy to do.”

“Yes, it is,” John said. “We can choose and believe. It’s my choice and my beliefs.”

A year later, he fell from his roof and was seriously injured. He had a massive surgery, followed by weeks in intensive care. After he got out, I went to check up on him, and I asked him how he was. I couldn’t believe what he said:

“I’m doing great. Want to see my scars?” I asked him what had gone through his mind after he’d fallen from the roof and was lying, broken and in agony. He said, “As I lay on the ground, I knew I had a choice. I could choose to live, or I could choose to succumb and die. I chose to live. I wanted to live.”

I said, “Weren’t you scared?”

“Of course, but the paramedics were great. They kept telling me: ‘You’ll be fine; you’ll be fine . . . .’ When I was in the ER, the faces of the doctors and nurses were so bleak . . . I got scared. I could read their eyes: He’s a dead man. I knew I needed to do something.”

“What did you do?” I asked.

“This nurse was shouting questions at me: ‘Are you allergic to anything?’ ‘Yes,’ I replied. The doctors and nurses froze, waiting for my reply. I gasped for a deep breath and yelled, ‘Gravity!’ They couldn’t resist it—they laughed out loud. When they stopped laughing, I said, ‘I’m choosing to live. Operate on me as if I’m alive, not dead.’ So, here, I’m alive!” and he chuckled. We can create beliefs and make them habits. For instance:

For the night:

I will sleep all through the night.

Enough sleep is necessary to repair my body.

I will sleep peacefully, even blissfully.

I love sleep.

I will wake up refreshed.

I look forward to tomorrow.

Money:

FALSE BELIEFS:

Money is the root of all evil.

Love of money is the root of all evil.

Wanting money is greed.

People who are rich are immoral.

TRUE BELIEFS:

Earned and deserved money is moral.

Money can be used for what and whom I love.

Money contributes to my own and my family’s security.

I want enough money to pursue my values.

With money, I can do things.

Money can be exchanged for my values.

Money is a tool, a resource.

Love:

Love is life-enhancing and leads to greater happiness.

Love is fun.

I can find the right romantic partner.

I can be the right partner.

I can have the romantic love I want.

There are many things to love.

Sex:

Sex is one of life’s greatest pleasures.

Love makes sexual pleasure greater.

Sex should be taken seriously.

The skillful practice of sex is learned.

Sex is good, and good for me.

(There are also many negative, false beliefs about sex.)

Work:

I can make my work more enjoyable.

Through work, I can achieve many other values.

Work itself is a benefit for me.

Through work, I achieve self-improvement.

Through work, I gain knowledge and skills.

Through work, I get money to gain other values.

Health and fitness:

I’m in charge of my own health.

Life is short—unless I extend it.

Exercise is hard, but I will live longer.

I will live to 120 in good health.

My sleep is a priority.

I eat healthily.

Health and fitness are essential for happiness.

Friendships:

Friendships enrich life and increase happiness.

I can make friends.

I can enrich my friendships.

Friends are a great value for me.

I will enjoy more time with friends.

Purposes:

Having a central purpose drives my life.

Purposes add meaning to my life.

My purpose provides energy and motivation.

My purpose gives me a reason to get up in the morning.

I purposefully create values and achieve my dreams.

Happiness:

Happiness is a wonderful state; I want it.

I have a right to my own happiness.

Only I can make myself happy.

Happiness is my highest moral value.

Happiness is the result of achieving my values.

By practicing virtues, I can pursue and achieve happiness.

Happiness is possible for me.

Children:

My children are a precious value.

I love to play with my children.

I love to read to them.

I love to teach them.

I will protect them.

I love my children.

Comedy: The mindset of a comedian is demonstrated by the popular Ricky Gervais, who’s all over YouTube. For many comedians like Gervais, their mindset is:

I’m willing to offend people.

Any subject for comedy is fair game.

I will take risks.

I don’t care.

I will be courageous, because . . . I don’t care.

Common beliefs:

I’m willing to make mistakes.

I do everything possible to avoid mistakes.

Making mistakes is part of being human; no one is perfect.

I’m willing to take risks.

I’m uncomfortable taking risks.

I don’t have time to exercise.

Exercise will keep me alive . . . longer.

Change is a constant aspect of life and personal growth.

Dedication and hard work are key to achieving goals and dreams.

Strong personal relationships are important.

Unexpected events are a part of life.

Education and continuous learning are important.

Physical and mental health are crucial for a happy life.

Good and evil exist in the world; our moral obligation is to choose good.



Your Happiness Habits

This is where it all comes together. This is where thinking and planning become action. This is the payoff.

Developing Happiness Habits is personal and unique to you.

Through habits, we will make our actions and virtues a part of our daily life; our values will be achieved, and happiness will be the result and reward. As we practice virtues, we start to live our values, which is a beautiful state of life.

We can practice happiness activities in our lives every day, every week, every year. Happiness Habits are critical to the pursuit of happiness. Habits are how we live (up to 50 percent of our daily actions are done out of habit). Happiness is a way of living. As we practice our desired way of living, it becomes automated—the way we live. We need Happiness Habits to make happiness a way of life. Happiness Habits are productive actions and pleasurable activities that keep us motivated, fuel our spirits, and provide us with the continuous experience of a beautiful life.

We’ve all heard it takes thirty days to create a new habit—but, like so many things, this is not science. It can take ten minutes or up to a year or longer to create a new habit. Listening to music can become a habit in a few minutes, but others will take longer.

Reflection and celebration are important. Periodically, reevaluate your successful habits and select new ones as needed. Practicing habits will lead to steadily increasing happiness.

THE HABITS METHOD








	THE PROCESS

	STRATEGY AND TACTICS

	MOTIVATORS




	Make it obvious:

Make desired habits visible, and eliminate or reduce exposure to bad habits.

	Combine habits so they reinforce each other. Rearrange the environment to accommodate or reinforce desired habits.

	Create visuals (pictures, reminders, and charts) of your desired habits and the progress being made.




	Make it attractive:

Enhance the appeal of good habits, and make bad habits distasteful or unappealing.

	Surround yourself with support for good habits. Create an environment and culture for the desired habit(s).

	Connect habits with activities you enjoy or things and people you love.




	Make it easy:

Remove any friction or barriers for desired habits, and increase the difficulty and hardships for negative ones.

	Commit to two minutes or less to begin the desired habit, then let the time increase naturally.

	Take small steps, little by little—little is enough.

Be patient—it will take as long as needed.




	Make it satisfying:

Use reinforcements to make the habit routine and automatic.

	Enjoy immediate rewards for the habit. Track happiness habit progress.

	No pleasure, no progress (forget “no pain, no gain”).

Celebrate progress.





For further information, read Atomic Habits: An Easy & Proven Way to Build Good Habits & Break Bad Ones by James Clear.

Step 7: Selecting and Creating Happiness Habits

In my work on Happiness Habits, I created a worksheet to assess the habits that I wanted to work on. First, I created a long list of possible habits and rated them using one, two, or three check marks. I chose those I wanted to work on. Next, I identified how often I wanted to practice these habits. Here is part of my worksheet, which may help you to use this system.










	HABITS AND RATE

	DAILY

	WEEKLY

	MONTHLY

	ANNUALLY




	Express gratitude—make pre-quests? [image: images]

	[image: images]

	 

	 

	 




	Deliberately appreciate/relish the good [image: images]

	[image: images]

	 

	 

	 




	Read fiction and nonfiction [image: images]

	[image: images]

	 

	 

	 




	Exercise/sleep/diet [image: images]

	[image: images]

	 

	 

	 




	Belief/mindset adjustments [image: images]

	[image: images]

	 

	[image: images]

	[image: images]




	Practice virtues [image: images]

	[image: images]

	 

	 

	 




	Love broadly and deeply [image: images]

	[image: images]

	 

	 

	 




	Listen to music25 [image: images]

	[image: images]

	 

	 

	 




	Meditate/contemplate/think [image: images]

	[image: images]

	 

	 

	 




	List gains and achievements [image: images]

	 

	 

	 

	[image: images]




	Comedy—listen or watch [image: images]

	 

	[image: images]

	 

	 




	Take breaks [image: images]

	[image: images]

	 

	 

	 




	Look at photographs26 [image: images]

	[image: images]

	 

	 

	 





Choose Your Habits

Choose one, two, or a few habits to start with. It’s better to begin small with manageable habits and get into the routine. Small, consistent actions work. Be willing to experiment and try things. Be willing to quit if it’s not working for you—and then choose a new habit to pursue. Keep pursuing habits.

Share habits with family and friends, perhaps making contests out of them—making a fun game can be helpful.

What Happiness Habits would you like to pursue? Use the one [image: images], two [image: images], and three [image: images] system.

HAPPINESS HABITS











	[image: images]

	 

	[image: images]

	 

	[image: images]

	 




	 

	Listen to music

	 

	Read motivational books

	 

	Be generous



	 

	Look at photographs

	 

	Practice self-improvement activities

	 

	Walks




	 

	Meditate/contemplate/think

	 

	Exercise/stretch

	 

	Say no




	 

	List and feel gratitude

	 

	Movie nights

	 

	Family nights




	 

	Express gratitude—pre-quests?

	 

	Sports—tennis, skiing, etc.

	 

	Practice healthy sleep




	 

	Appreciate/relish the good

	 

	Limit social media

	 

	Write




	 

	Spend time with friends

	 

	List gains/achievements

	 

	Journal




	 

	Have date nights

	 

	Practice virtue(s)

	 

	Go on a diet




	 

	Attend plays/concerts

	 

	Love

	 

	Stop watching media/news




	 

	Review Happiness Plan

	 

	Work productively

	 

	Dance




	 

	Read fiction/nonfiction

	 

	Play with pet(s)

	 

	Manage distractions




	 

	Take courses

	 

	 

	 

	 





HAPPINESS HABITS I WILL CREATE










	LIST AND RATE HABITS

	DAILY

	WEEKLY

	MONTHLY

	ANNUALLY




	1.

	 

	 

	 

	 




	2.

	 

	 

	 

	 




	3.

	 

	 

	 

	 




	4.

	 

	 

	 

	 




	5.

	 

	 

	 

	 




	6.

	 

	 

	 

	 




	7.

	 

	 

	 

	 




	8.

	 

	 

	 

	 




	9.

	 

	 

	 

	 




	10.

	 

	 

	 

	 




	11.

	 

	 

	 

	 




	12.

	 

	 

	 

	 





Rewards and Celebrations

Rewards and celebrations of achievement are important in this process. We need these for spiritual fuel. Observe the countless award ceremonies, such as the Olympics, Academy Awards, Nobel Prizes, high school graduations, Emmys. We love rewards and celebrations. We’re energized by them. And if we incorporate them into our process of habit formation, we give ourselves more motivation to create and sustain good habits. After my girlfriend started her vigorous exercising habit and was out of breath and sweating, I asked her what she wanted as a reward. She broke into a big smile and said enthusiastically, “A sugar donut!” I laughed out loud.

We can use small rewards for starting a habit; later, having achieved and automated it, we can give ourselves a special, more substantial reward such as dinner at a favorite restaurant, or a ticket to a concert, or a new tennis racket.

For small rewards, here is a list of ideas that may be helpful:


	Enjoy a favorite snack.

	Have a cup of tea or coffee.

	Take a walk outside.

	Listen to a favorite song.

	Read some favorite poetry.

	Share the success with a special friend.

	Do a little dance to a favorite song.

	Play some music/an instrument.

	Write in a journal and reflect on the accomplishment.

	Watch a short video—perhaps a funny clip or an inspiring TED Talk.

	Have a relaxing stretch.

	Take a power nap.

	Plan some exciting things to do.

	Or you can simply say “Good job” and mean it.



Measuring Happiness

HOW WILL YOU KNOW IF YOU ARE INCREASING YOUR HAPPINESS?


	Are you excited about pursuing more happiness?

	Are you smiling more often? Be aware of smiling during the day.

	Do you find yourself laughing? Laughing out loud, laughing longer?

	Are you engaging in more pleasurable activities, such as playing more music?

	How well do you sleep? Sleeping well is an excellent measure of happiness.

	When you go to bed at night, do you feel like smiling?

	How do you wake up in the morning? Do you look forward to the day?

	When you’re playing music, do you do little dances or sing along with the music?

	Are you moving—a little faster or maybe a lot faster?

	Do you have more physical and emotional energy?

	Is there more fun and pleasure in your life?

	Are you loving life—your romantic partner, friends, other people, and other things?

	Is your life improving?

	Are you personally improving?

	Generally, do you have love in your life—outgoing and incoming?

	Are you expressive, while also being a good listener?


Increasing happiness happens gradually and may not be obvious. Look for it. Think about it. Notice it. Keep working on it. Celebrate it.

Finalize Your Happiness Plan

You have already taken the steps to a more joyful and fulfilling life, and now you can put them all together in your own Happiness Plan.

Here Is a Sample Happiness Plan

Look over this example for ideas:










	FOR MY HAPPINESS

	TO DO

	TIMELINE

	DONE

	REVIEW




	Step 1: My dreams (see page 229)

	Attach the list

	Annually

	 

	Annually




	STEP 2: MY HIGHEST WANTS/VALUES—MEANING AND REASON FOR LIVING




	Meaning

	Purposefully live my values

	Daily

	 

	Annually




	Happiness

	Practice Happiness Habits

	Daily

	 

	Annually




	Love

	Be loving and lovable—appreciate and admire

	Daily

	 

	Annually




	Career/work

	Increase my knowledge and skills

	Daily

	 

	Annually




	Self-esteem

	Practice virtues, be rational

	Daily

	 

	Annually




	Friends

	Increase contact and nurture

	Weekly

	 

	Annually




	Knowledge

	Take courses online in ___ and ___

	Weekly

	 

	Annually




	Self-improvement

	Put more attention on me. Read and take self-improvement courses.

	Weekly

	 

	Annually




	Wealth

	Create a financial plan

	30 Days

	 

	Annually




	Management/organization

	Plan and organize my life

	30 Days

	 

	Annually




	Possessions—gifting

	Gift items in my storage

	30 Days

	 

	Annually




	Purpose(s)

	Be true to my purpose(s)

	 

	 

	 




	STEP 3: HIGHEST ACTIONS/VIRTUES—WHAT I WILL DO TO GET WHAT I WANT




	Thinking

	Make it a habit—schedule time; meditate

	Always

	 

	 




	Planning

	Make it a habit—make lists

	Regularly

	 

	 




	Loving

	Relish good things and people; appreciate and admire—love life

	Daily

	 

	 




	Helping/supporting

	My mom and kids, and my friends and coworkers

	Daily

	 

	 




	Reading

	Read something every day

	Daily

	 

	 




	Working productively

	Set goals and honor them

	Daily

	 

	 




	Character development

	Practice virtues and the above habits

	Daily

	 

	 




	Expressing gratitude

	Appreciate and be alert to opportunities

	As observed

	 

	 




	STEP 4: CIRCUMSTANCES




	Health

	Go for full exam. Hip?

	30 days

	 

	 




	Nutrition

	Reduce sugar, increase protein

	30 days

	 

	 




	STEP 5: CLOUDS




	Romantic relationship

	Enroll in a dating service

	15 days

	 

	Quarterly




	Rushing and hurrying

	Change my mindset to manage time

	15 days

	 

	Quarterly




	Mental health

	Practice meditation and relaxation, change beliefs

	15 days

	 

	Quarterly




	Legal

	Create a plan with attorney

	30 days

	 

	 




	STEP 6: BELIEFS/MINDSET




	Identify my beliefs

	 
	Write a list, make beliefs habitual.

Create some mind apps.

	 

	 




	STEP 7: HAPPINESS HABITS—THIS IS WHERE HAPPINESS HAPPENS




	Practice habits

	See table on page 266

	 

	 

	 





My Happiness Plan










	FOR MY HAPPINESS

	TO DO

	TIMELINE

	DONE [image: images]

	REVIEW




	Step 1: My dreams

	See attached list

	Now

	 

	Annually




	STEP 2: MY HIGHEST WANTS/VALUES—MEANING AND REASON FOR LIVING




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	Purpose(s) Central Purpose

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	STEP 3: HIGHEST ACTIONS/VIRTUES—WHAT I WILL DO TO GET WHAT I WANT




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 



	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	STEP 4: CIRCUMSTANCES




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	STEP 5: CLOUDS




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	STEP 6:BELIEFS/MINDSET




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	STEP 7: HAPPINESS HABITS—THIS IS WHERE HAPPINESS HAPPENS




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 





Congratulations! You’ve completed a comprehensive Happiness Planning process. You have earned the right and deserve to be happier. My passionate wish is for you to increase happiness.

I would be delighted to hear about your successes. Write me at: HappinessExperiment.com or Carl@HappinessExperiment.com.


A Gift for You

To increase your happiness, get a Happiness Checklist free from my website, HappinessExperiment.com.



[image: images]

 

19 If you want to study this, Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Ben Franklin’s autobiography, and Ayn Rand’s The Objectivist Ethics would help. They all discuss practical virtues. Aristotle also has a famous essay on friendship. Lauri Santos, professor of psychology at Yale University, delivered a good six-minute YouTube video on “Why Virtue Is Key to Your Happiness.”

20 James Clear (@JamesClear), “The wedding is an event, love is a practice. The graduation is an event, education is a practice. The race is an event, fitness is a practice,” X, January 18, 2024, https://x.com/JamesClear/status/1748062573759528985.

21 I’m using “belief” to include ideas, thoughts, premises, and similar concepts.

22 Charles W. Swindoll, The Grace Awakening (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson Books, 2006).

23 William Ernest Henley, “Invictus,” Poems (Macmillan, 1920).

24 Ayn Rand, Philosophy: Who Needs It, Reprint edition (Signet, 1984): 10.

25 I’ve started taking music tutoring to increase my appreciation of music. I’m loving it and getting happier.

26 I highly recommend a moving photo frame where you can regularly look at the delightful photographs of friends, family, and vacations. I have two of them, side by side, on my desk. They’re a source of joy.


WORKBOOK

How to Make Gratitude Grants


A Gift for You

To make pre-quests, get a How to Make Gratitude Grants Checklist free from my website, HappinessExperiment.com.



 

You Can Make Gratitude Grants

IF YOU HAVE PROPERTY, TIME, knowledge, skills, or money, you can share your abundance with those you care about.

When we have a lot, we can give a lot. Most voluntary giving (about $500 billion per year in America) goes to universities, hospitals, churches, temples, mosques, or other charities. That is not enough. For justice, we should also recognize and reward those who helped us in our lives—those who helped us earn our wealth, such as former employees, current employees, valued friends, teachers, those who advised us. We can express our gratitude to those who made a difference in our lives. We can, and should, reward them in our will, or offer them a pre-quest, a small grant, and/or a Health Grant.

Imagine contacting your high school or college teacher and telling them that you have some good news and would like to meet with them for coffee, lunch, dinner, or on Zoom. Then you inform him or her of the impact they had upon your life, what you appreciate—be specific about what you are grateful for. Tell them you owe them a debt. Then surprise them by informing them that you’ve placed them in your will, but don’t stop there. Go the next step and say, “I’m changing your bequest to a pre-quest. I want to give it to you now.”

Thomas Paine said in 1775: “We have it in our power to begin the world over again.” Was he a dreamer? Within ten years, America had declared its independence, fought the most powerful army in the world, and written a Constitution that has lasted for almost 250 years. The world had been made over again.

We have it in our power to change our small part of the world. If we choose, we can contemplate, recognize, and appreciate the good deeds done for us—and reward them (not punish good deeds, as sometimes happens). It is a happy exercise—it’ll make you and your friends happier.

Understanding Pre-Quests

A pre-quest is a way to show gratitude to those who have positively impacted our lives by giving them something now instead of waiting until we pass away. It is not charity or altruism; it is a genuine expression of appreciation for their contributions to our success and happiness.

STEPS TO IMPLEMENTING GRATITUDE GRANTS


	Select a thinking partner

	It could be a spouse, confidant, coach, or a group.




	Identify beneficiaries

	Take the time to quietly reflect upon your life, contemplate those who impacted your success and happiness.



	Determine the right amount

	Decide on the appropriate amount of money, property, or time to grant.



	Schedule meetings

	Set appointments with each beneficiary for a personal or virtual meeting.



	Present the grant

	Explain how their goodness and generosity impacted you; make the grant authentic and heartfelt.



	Ask for a Happiness Plan

	A Happiness Plan is essential for ensuring the grant is used effectively. See the Guide for Happiness Planning.




The Lessons I Learned

Help at the right time: The right gift, for the right reason, for the right person, at the right time, is a joy for both parties. If grants could extend my friends’ lives, I didn’t want to wait. The gift can be small or larger, and it can be material—property, book(s), a course, money, health grant—or spiritual: knowledge, time, intense and caring listening. Whether we have a little or a lot, we can use what we have in the service of both our own life and the lives of those we care about and love. The Happiness Experiment is one of the best things I’ve ever done.

Not charity or altruism: Our friends wouldn’t accept charity or altruism (sacrifice). They might be offended by it. I made it clear that what I gave was for the authentic reason that they deserved it for the success and happiness they brought into my life, and I would be happier to see them happier. (The “charity” I do give to individuals, colleges, and organizations that I care about is not part of a pre-quest program.)

Giving pre-quests wasn’t easy: I wrestled with making large gifts while still alive. I met with my financial advisor to discuss how I could increase my own and others’ happiness. I thought about money sitting in my bank, not helping me or anyone. How could I best use it for myself and others? I struggled for months. I frustrated my executive coach, Joshua, continually complaining that the whole idea of pre-quests was ridiculous; it just wasn’t done. I went through the psychological struggle, and I finally came through it. After these discussions, The Happiness Experiment was conceived and launched. It changed me, and it changed my friends—in some cases dramatically.

The pre-quest must be authentic for both parties: Part of my struggle was that I needed to understand why I was making pre-quests and why I wanted to give a particular person the pre-quest. Was it gratitude? Admiration? Friendship? Love? In each case, I needed to be clear. Also, I needed to make it clear to them that this wasn’t an arbitrary gift: It was a Gratitude Grant—a grant of “just deserts” to a worthy person. For them, it was a “Happiness Grant,” meant to enhance their happiness.

The pre-quest is a package of elements: A pre-quest is not just about the money. Money is good and useful, but it isn’t the main thing. The real benefit of The Happiness Experiment lies in the complete pre-quest package, which starts with you thinking about happiness for yourself and others. Here are the steps:


	After reflecting and appreciating the good done for you during your life, make an authentic presentation that will make the grant acceptable for both.

	Ask for a Happiness Plan (or a Health Plan for a Health Grant), then make the grant. A Happiness Plan is essential.

	Offer coaching, or suggest a trusted friend, spouse, or other professional to help with the thinking and planning.

	Emphasize that no strings are attached. They can freely relish and use the money to increase their happiness. The “no strings” is important, because you don’t want it to affect your relationship.


Again, it’s not just about money: It is the process of recognition, expressing gratitude, Happiness Planning, receiving coaching, and creating a Happiness Plan.

Remember, a pre-quest can be of possessions. I owned a vacation home that I wasn’t using much at the Park City ski resort. I gifted it to a close friend who loved to ski. He uses it regularly and loves it. You can personally provide mentoring or coaching, rather than possessions or money. Sometimes, that can change lives.

A financial planner helps: Most people are overwhelmed by a large sum of money, so providing simple financial planning assistance is helpful. I offered my CPA/financial planner.

I learned about myself: I learned why I felt grateful to so many for so long—from the Sixpence Lady to the friends in my will. My gratitude came from realizing, accepting, and appreciating their generosity to me.

I’ve told wealthy people about the idea of pre-quests; without exception, they’ve been excited by the idea. My personal physician made a grant to a couple who were taking care of his home and children. He explained that they could use money now rather than waiting for what was in his will. If they were flourishing and happy now, then this would help them and help his children and family, too.

My wealth manager started to identify people who have worked for him (one for thirty years) and others whom he’s considering for pre-quests. He’s having fun thinking about it.

Pre-quests may not “begin the world over again,” but they can help change our part of the world and help our friends and family become more successful and increase their happiness. If enough people around the world did this, the world would be a happier place.

Action Plan for Making Pre-Quests

Imagine being surrounded by family, friends, employees, and former employees who are flourishing because you gave them a shot of happiness adrenaline and set them working on a Happiness Plan.

I’ll summarize this with a simple template that goes step by step through the process.







	ACTION ITEMS

	DESIRED OUTCOME




	1. Thinking partner: Select a thinking partner—spouse, confidant, coach, or it could be a group of friends or family members. Tell them you’ve come across a crazy idea for increasing happiness. Share the book with them and refer them to the chapters you want them to read.

	A thinking partner(s) is selected. Who?




	2. Beneficiaries: Think about your success and happiness. Remember those who made an impact on you, your success, your happiness—teachers, friends, employees, family members, a supervisor, romantic partner, doctor, or even a stranger like the Sixpence Lady.

Reflect, appreciate, and relish the generosity received from these people. If you’ve not created a will, no problem: Just create a list of people you’re grateful for and would at some time put in your will.

	A list of beneficiaries:




	3. How much: Identify the appropriate amount of money, property, or time you will grant. Think about each person’s contribution to your success and happiness. In the context of your own wealth, property, and time, what would make a difference in their lives. Too much or too little are concerns.

	Amount of money, property, or time to be gifted to each beneficiary. Write beside the names in the preceding row.




	4. Schedule: Make appointments with each friend, preferably for a meal, a quiet meeting, or a Zoom. Tell them you have some good news for them (but don’t explain).

	Schedules set for each beneficiary.




	5. The presentation: Meet with each and present the grant:


	Talk about success, happiness, and money to warm up the conversation—how does money impact happiness? What is happiness? Enjoy the conversation until . . . .

	Tell the person that they are in your will and explain why.

	Explain in detail how their goodness and generosity has impacted you—this is an important step.

	Tell them the amount of money, property, or time, and explain that you want to make a Gratitude Grant by making a pre-quest (define). They will receive everything now with one requirement.

	Tell them about Happiness Planning and creating a Happiness Plan. Refer to the Happiness Planning Guide in this book.

	Tell them that when you receive the Happiness Plan, you will complete the grant—all at one time.

	Offer a coach to help them with the planning (this could be optional, but it is helpful).

	Finally, inform them that the gift is tax-free, so it has greater value to them. (You may have to pay gift tax.)


	Enjoy the warmth of the process.

An authentic expression of gratitude, which is understood and accepted.




	6. Happy conclusion: Once again, tell your friends how much you’ve appreciated them and their generosity, which helped you to succeed and increased your own happiness.

	Satisfaction. Relish the event.





If you have a successful and happy experience with this, I would be delighted to hear from you at Carl@HappinessExperiment.com.


A Gift for You

To increase your happiness, get a Happiness Checklist free from my website, HappinessExperiment.com.
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In this book, Carl explores the concept of happiness through a philosophical yet practical lens. He believes that true happiness is not a spontaneous state but the result of deliberate planning and thoughtful consideration of what brings joy and fulfillment. The book introduces the innovative concept of “pre-quests,” a strategy for granting Gratitude Grants to those in one’s will before death. This increases one’s own happiness and contributes to the happiness of others.
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