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The secrets of

HAPPINESS
Want to find out how to
unlock your happiness?
(Hint: a healthy lifestyle
is one of the keys!)
Our expert advice will
help set you on the path
to a blissful existence.

M

ost of us will spend
a large part of our lives
pursuing happiness.
We might change
jobs, travel overseas,
move to a new city,
get married, have children, end a
relationship or take up a new hobby
in a bid to increase our enjoyment of
life at different stages. And yet so many
of us neglect one of the easiest ways
to boost our happiness at any age.
“Exercise is one of the cheapest,
simplest and most effective mood
enhancers,” says Dr Tim Sharp from
The Happiness Institute. “But a recent
survey we conducted with Fitness
First found that more than half of all
Australians don’t get enough physical
activity and one in four don’t exercise
at all. That’s a pity from both a physical
and mental-health perspective.” Here’s
why happiness is so important to your
health, and how you can nurture it and
make it a part of your everyday life.
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Why is happiness important?
It wasn’t until recently that mental health
professionals understood the essential
role happiness plays in our lives. “Until
10 or 15 years ago, we didn’t really know
that much about happiness,” says Dr Sharp.
“Psychologists focused primarily on
negative emotions because we knew they
were important and we only saw positive
emotions as a nice added bonus. But thanks
to the work of a few leading researchers
in the US, we’ve understood that happiness
is profoundly important. If we want to live
our best lives, we need to have a good
proportion of positive emotions.”
In addition to putting a spring in your
step as you go about your day, happiness
has a range of physical and emotional
benefits. “Happy people actually perform
better in every area of their lives,” says
Dr Sharp. “They’re healthier, they have
better relationships, they live longer, and
the list goes on.”
Sounds great! Where do we sign up?
“Well, it’s not that simple,” says Dr Sharp. >
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of every meal – it’s just you and your food
without any distractions.”
If you’d like to take mindfulness a step
further, Dr Sharp recommends keeping
a gratitude journal. “Once a day, write
down the three best things in your life or
three things that went well that day,” he
says. “Practicing gratitude and appreciation
is one of the simplest things we can do
to be mindful, and it’s very helpful.”

How can I learn to love exercise
so I can reap the benefits?

“When I ask people in an audience to put
up their hands if they’d like to be happier,
99.9 per cent do. Then I ask, ‘How many
of you have a happiness plan?’ and only
about 10 to 20 per cent of people tend
to raise their hands. We all want it, but
most of us aren’t thinking clearly about
it, setting relevant goals and developing
a specific plan to achieve it.”
Although the keys to happiness are
as individual as fingerprints, Dr Sharp
believes every happiness plan should
include regular physical activity. “Think
about exercise in its broadest possible
sense so that walking your dog and
dancing are included,” he says. “You
don’t need to lift weights or run, but
you do need to move your body if you
want to be healthy and happy.”
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How can I increase happiness?
Do you often find yourself absentmindedly
scrolling through Facebook on your phone
while you keep an eye on your favourite
TV show and try to listen to your partner
talk about their day? “If you want to be
happy, you have to cut out the distractions
and start living in the here and now,”
says Dr Sharp.
“Mindfulness is one of the foundations
of happiness,” he explains. “We can’t
focus on helpful strategies to be happy
and become the best versions of ourselves
if we’re not even aware of what we’re
doing, thinking and feeling in the
present moment.” Mindful eating in
particular is vitally important when it
comes to achieving weight-loss goals.
“People who are aware of their eating

tend to eat more slowly, eat sensible
portions and enjoy their food more,”
says Dr Sharp. “They’re also in a better
position to identify where they’re going
wrong when they have some weight to
lose. But so many people eat mindlessly,
so they don’t even know what or how
much they’re eating. If you don’t know
what’s going on, it’s difficult to develop
and maintain a healthy plan.”
So how can you practice mindful
eating in your everyday life? “Next time
you sit down to have a meal, turn off
your TV, phone and iPad so you can
fully focus on your food,” says Dr Sharp.
“Take a couple of minutes to enjoy that
first mouthful and really pay attention
to the smells, tastes and textures. Try to
do this for at least the first few minutes
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We all want
happiness,
but most of us
aren’t thinking
clearly about it
and developing
a specific plan
to achieve it.

Once you’ve written down your happiness
plan and started practicing mindfulness,
you might find that committing to regular
exercise is your greatest challenge. You’re
not alone – the main reason respondents
in the Fitness First Happiness Survey gave
for not exercising was “lack of motivation”.
“Choose a form of exercise you enjoy
and make sure your program is varied
so you don’t get bored,” says Rob Hale,
head of fitness at Fitness First. “Another
great way to stay focused is to learn how
to exercise effectively for your goals and
needs through the expertise of a personal
trainer. It also pays to share your own
experience with like-minded people who
have similar goals, so consider training
with a buddy or in a group. They can
provide you with energy when you think
you have none left, and make you push
yourself harder than if you were alone.”
Don’t have time for a full workout?
Fear not – there are plenty of ways to clock
up Activity ProPoints values throughout
the day. “At home, take the stairs rather
than the lift, catch up with friends for
a walk, play sport with your kids, do
body-weight exercises such as squats and
push-ups during TV ad breaks, and tackle
those gardening and DIY projects you’ve
been putting off. At work, get up to speak
to a colleague instead of emailing, use
the bathroom on another floor, walk to
a coffee shop a few blocks away, and have
stand-up meetings instead of sitting down.
Keep trying to find new ways to move.”
Even small changes such as these can
have a big impact on your mood. “Improved
self-esteem is one of the main psychological
benefits of being physically active,” says
Rob. “Exercising makes your body release
endorphins, which trigger happy feelings
and act as natural antidepressants.” #

Easy ways to get happy quick
Want to feel happier right now? Get started
with these simple mood-boosting tips.
GET MOVING

Hurray! A growing body of research shows that you
don’t need to slog away at the gym for hours – high-intensity workouts
as short as seven minutes can provide many of the same physical and
mental benefits as longer, steadier sessions.

HAVE A NAP

When we’re tired, we tend to focus on
the negative. One study found sleep-deprived students
remembered more negative words than positive ones in a
memorisation task. Another concluded that people who didn’t
have a daytime nap were more sensitive to negative emotions.

BE INTIMATE Researchers at Harvard University used an iPhone

app to contact people at random intervals to ask them what they were
doing and how happy they were. They found that one of the activities
that made people happiest was having sex, so a playful session between
the sheets could be just what the doctor ordered!

CATCH UP

As well as sex and exercise, the Harvard study
discovered that people were happiest when socialising. As
tempting as it may be to hide under the covers when you’re
feeling blue, set up a coffee date with a mate instead.

HELP SOMEONE

German researchers found that people
who volunteered after the fall of the Berlin Wall reported higher
life satisfaction, while a study published in the Journal of Happiness
Studies concluded that people who spent money on someone else
felt happier than those who spent it on themselves.

FILE YOUR TAX

Researchers in the Netherlands discovered
that people were less likely to have negative emotional
reactions after performing a complex cognitive task.

GO OUTSIDE Studies published in the Journal of

Environmental Psychology found being outside in nature for
20 minutes a day significantly boosted vitality and wellbeing.

MEDITATE After completing an eight-week meditation course as

part of a study at Massachusetts General Hospital, participants’ brain scans
revealed that the parts of their brains associated with compassion and
self-awareness had grown and those associated with stress had shrunk.
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