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W

hile genetics play a role in our patterns of
happiness, our biology doesn’t have to
be our destiny. Much about our genetic
makeup is malleable. Also, our life circumstances and
factors within our voluntary control play a big role in
our level of happiness (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). This
is good news. It means that even those born with a
genetic tendency for gloominess have an opportunity
to take control over factors that can significantly
increase their well-being.

They let us know, for example, when we need to
make important changes and often accompany early
stages of growth activities. But if negative emotions
dominate our lives, our health and well-being will
suffer. Especially if you experience a high frequency
of negative emotions as a regular part of your work
(as lawyers often do), you may need to consciously
seek out good things to restore your equilibrium after
something bad happens. No one said happiness
didn’t require some work!

Happiness Is Worth The Effort
Most of us would like more happiness in our busy
lives, and science shows that it’s worth making
an effort. People with a Positive Emotional Style
(PES)—who tend toward positive emotions—are
more resilient, healthier, and happier. Among other
things, they have fewer symptoms of anxiety and
depression; live longer; have better immune systems,
cardiovascular health, and pulmonary functioning;
and have higher life and work satisfaction (Brafford,
2017). Science suggests that creating a personal
Happiness Plan can contribute to our health and
success.

Prioritize Positivity
When designing your own Happiness Plan, you’ll
want to keep in mind that, for evolutionary reasons,
bad is stronger than good: Negative emotions are
much stronger than positive ones. We’re hardwired to
react more strongly to bad things. As a result, we’re
not likely to feel happy (and experience the related
beneficial effects) unless our positive emotions
outweigh bad ones.
To feel happy, shoot for a ratio 3-5:1. In other words,
try to offset every negative experience with three to
five positive ones. This is not to say that we should
strive to eliminate negative emotion (which would be
impossible anyway!). Negative emotions are useful.
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But be aware that pursuing happiness for its own
sake can backfire and make us less happy. The best
strategy is to deliberately plan daily opportunities
that can lead to naturally-occurring positive emotions
(Datsu & King, 2016). Focus on the journey, not
the destination. The benefits are greater positive
emotions and well-being.

Choose High-Value Happiness Activities
Not all activities that trigger short-term positive
emotions contribute equally to our long-term
happiness. Scarfing down an entire pizza with extra
cheese, for example, may give me a jolt of temporary
pleasure, but it’s unlikely to do much for my longterm well-being. Activities that will give the biggest
boost to our health and happiness are those that
support our basic needs as continually-evolving
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human beings. The challenge will be to figure out
how to include more activities that support these
needs into your everyday life. It won’t happen by
accident.
√

√

√

Connection & Belonging. We humans have
a fundamental need to connect and belong.
This includes supportive relationships as well
as a sense of belonging or fit with groups we
care about. A sizable body of inter-disciplinary
research shows that this need is powerful and
pervasive. It can help or harm our cognitive
processes, emotional patterns, behaviors, and
health and well-being. A poor sense of belonging
and feelings of exclusion can trigger selfdefeating behaviors like procrastination, lethargy,
and depression.
Mastery Activities. Our fundamental needs
also include feeling confident in our ability to
master new skills and to have an impact on our
environment. Continuous learning and a growing
sense of mastery in activities that are significant
to us are keys to this source of well-being.
Maximize Autonomy. A third fundamental need
is driven by a basic human desire to be “selfcreating” and under self-rule. It’s about feeling
authentic and like the author and architect of
our own behavior—that our behavior aligns
with our interests and values and is within our
responsibility and control.

significant within your own values system and/
or that help us make progress toward goals or a
general purpose.

Plan & Track Your Progress
It may seem counter-intuitive but, like anything worth
doing, increasing happiness will take effort and
planning. Below are suggested steps to get started
on your Happiness Plan:
1. Learn Your Behavior Patterns. Much of our
behavior is so automatic that it occurs outside of
our awareness and as a matter of habit. To begin to
change our patterns to boost well-being, we need to
gain better awareness of them. A good way to do so
is to create an Activity and Mood Monitoring Chart.
For a week or more, complete an activity log (sort of
like your billable time log) on an hour-to-hour basis.
Write down brief statements of what you are doing
each hour (Addis & Martell, 2004).
2. Learn Associated Moods. Next, for each activity,
write down a few words that describe how you felt
during the activity. Words might include, for example,
happy, joyful, passionate, angry, anxious, or sad.
Rate each emotion on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10
being the most intense (Addis & Martell, 2004).

√

Help Others. Research also suggests that we
have a basic need to feel that we’re benefiting
others or the common good.

3. Review What You Noticed. After you’ve created
your logs for a week, review them and identify
patterns. Did your moods vary or not? Are there
common times of the day that are more difficult or
easier for you? Are there situations that routinely
make you happy or are associated with negative
emotions? (Addis & Martell, 2004).

√

Do Something Meaningful. We often waste
our scarce free time by mindlessly watching
TV, paging through gossip magazines, reading
click-bait on the Internet, or perusing social
media. These don’t contribute much to our sense
of meaningfulness in our lives or work--which
research shows is powerfully related to health and
happiness. Meaningful activities include those
that make us feel that we’re doing something

4. Identify Behaviors That Have Positive/Negative
Impact. Next, review your logs and identify what
activities or behaviors made you feel bad on a regular
basis. Consider what alternatives you may have that
can make you feel better or improve the situation.
Also identify activities and behaviors that regularly
boosted your mood. Consider why that was so and
how you can increase those ingredients in your daily
schedule.
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5. Create a Schedule of Mood-Boosting Activities.
After looking over the behaviors, activities, and
alternatives from Step 4, create a daily log for
the upcoming week in which you schedule doable activities that may help you avoid negative
experiences and increase positive ones. Also try to
choose high-value happiness activities that are most
likely to have the biggest positive impact:

•

How might you foster a greater sense of
meaningfulness in your work and non-work
life? What can you do to ensure that meaningful
activities are prioritized over mindless activities?
How can you help others feel a greater sense of
meaning?

Start relatively small so that you can ensure early
wins that will fuel your motivation to keep at it. As you
pick up momentum, you can increase the difficulty of
your goals and begin designing realistically ideal days
that are filled with more positive experiences.
6. Adopt a Mindset of Curiosity. As you progress
through these steps, do so with an experimental
(not a judgmental) mindset. Notice how you feel and
whether your plan is working or not. No matter what
the outcome, you’re likely to learn something useful.
Keep trying new experiments to discover what works
best for you.

•

How can you connect more frequently with
people who give you energy? How can you
foster a greater sense of belonging inside of work
and in non-work activities? What can you do to
contribute to others’ sense of connection and
belonging?

•

What can you do to support your need for
continual learning and mastery--both inside work
and in non-work activities? How can you help
others do the same?

•

•

How can you more effectively plan your schedule
and activities so that you feel that they are more
aligned with your own interests and choices?
How can you reduce feeling that you’re being
“bossed around” by your schedule and others’
demands? How can you help support others’
autonomy?
What can you do each day or each week to
support others or the common good? How can
you highlight for others how their contributions
have helped you, clients, or others?

7. Periodically Measure Your Happiness. To test
whether your Happiness Plan is working, consider
measuring your level of happiness with a validated
scale. To get a base line, take a happiness survey
before you launch your Happiness Plan. Then repeat
the survey in six-week intervals and keep track of
your results. You might find your happiness levels
perking up!
One good measure to use is Subjective Well-Being,
which is discussed in the Assessments section of the
Toolkit. It measures life satisfaction and your balance
of positive to negative emotions. It has been linked to
many positive well-being consequences.
If you’re experiencing depressive symptoms, you
might also decide to use a depression scale to track
your progress--such as the CES-D Scale discussed
in the Assessment section. The recommendation
here to prioritize positivity is similar to what’s called
“behavioral activation.” This is a cognitive behavioralbased strategy for overcoming depression and other
mental health difficulties that’s been used effectively
as part of self-help programs and in conjunction with
clinical therapy (Addis & Martell, 2004). The strategy
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involves identifying one’s values and scheduling
daily activities to better align with those values.
To learn how to take a structured approach to
behavioral activation, Drs. Michael Addis and
Christopher Martell’s award-winning workbook
Overcoming Depression One Step at a Time
guides readers through helpful exercises.

Conclusion
As the above reflects, for many of us, making
up our minds to be happier and healthier by
prioritizing positivity is likely to have the intended
results. Fellow lawyer Abraham Lincoln appears
to have had it about right when he said, “Folks
are usually about as happy as they make up their
minds to be.”
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High-Quality Happiness Activities
Connection & Belonging

Supportive relationships and a sense of
belonging or fit with groups we care about.

Mastery Activities

Continually learning, growing, and
gaining confidence in our ability to make
things happen.

Autonomy

Feeling that our choices are self-authored
and aligned with our own preferences.
The opposite of feeling controlled,
forced, or guilt-driven.

Helping Others
Having a positive impact on others or the
common good.

Meaningfulness

Feeling that our activities are significant
within our own values system.
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