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1. A brief Introduction 
The pursuit of happiness is the ultimate goal for many individuals all over the world 
(Diener, 2000). In the United States of America the constitution and culture were built 
upon this very pursuit (Myers, 1992) and the ‘American Dream’ remains alive and 
well in 2015. In recent years efforts to become happier have moved beyond the 
sphere of self-help books and into the world of politics, with governments across the 
world recognising the importance of Gross National Happiness (Stiglitz, Sen & 
Fitoussi, 2009). In 2010 Prime Minister David Cameron, pledged to make the UK one 
of the first countries in the world to officially measure Happiness, the results for 
2013/14 showed 66% of British people received a ‘happiness rating’ of 7.34-7.55 out 
of 10; an increase from 2011 where only 50% of the population received the same 
rating (Office for National Statistics, 2014), thus suggesting that as a nation we are 
getting happier. Happy people have been shown to benefit from numerous mental 
and physical health benefits (Taylor & Armor, 1996), as well as: greater coping 
abilities (Taylor & Armor, 1996), a stronger immune systems and a longer life 
expectancy (Diener & Chan, 2011) as well as exhibiting more prosocial behaviour 
(Moore, Underwood & Rosenhan, 1973) and donating more to charity (Anik, Aknin, 
Norton & Dunn, 2009). So it is no wonder we all strive for happiness. 

But as society voices the desire to become happier, we must consider whether any 
attempts made to increase happiness are valid. How much control do we really have 
over how happy we feel? There are many circumstantial and biological factors that 
have been implicated in happiness, from academic achievement and socioeconomic 
status, to genetic predisposition. For the purpose of this essay I will focus on the 
impact of genes and money, and look at depression before exploring the suggestions 
of models of happiness. 

2. Defining Happiness  
Definitions of happiness have varied greatly through history due to its subjective 
nature (Myers & Diener, 1995). Diener (1984) presented three traditional definitions: 
the first suggests that happiness is a natural by-product of living a life of grace and 
virtue and complying with societal norms, having nothing to do with an individual’s 
perspective. The second suggests individuals make a cognitive assessment of their 
lives and decide how they content they are, thus viewing happiness as a self-defined 
concept. The third definition suggests happiness relies on an individual’s typical 
mood, if the balance of positive and negative mood is correct an individual can be 
deemed to be happy (Bradburn, 1969). Modern literature tends to outline a person 
centred definition of happiness, with happy individuals being judged as those 
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experiencing regular positive affect, high life satisfaction and rare negative affect 
(Lyubomirsky, Sheldon & Schkade, 2005).  

Empirical studies typically measure happiness through ratings of Subjective Well-
Being (SWB), which measures life satisfaction, satisfaction within important domains 
(e.g. family, friends and work) positive affect and negative affect (Diener, 2000).  
SWB is taken as an accurate measure of happiness and the terms will be used 
interchangeably in this paper. SWB is typically measured through self-report 
methodology, which has been shown to be a reliable and valid measure that is 
largely free from response artefacts (Sandvik, Diener & Seidlitz, 1993), as well as 
being deemed appropriate and necessary due to the subjective nature of happiness 
(Myers & Diener, 1995).  

3. Genetics 
Neuroscientists have investigated happiness for many years and found close links 
between reported levels of happiness and dopamine and serotonin levels in the 
brain, underlying all of this, genes appear to play a major regulatory role (Hamer 
1996), suggesting that our genetic makeup is the most important determinant of our 
SWB (Lykken & Tellegen, 1996). The following evidence suggests that we are 
unable to control our own happiness and SWB may be determined by uncontrollable 
biological factors. 

The role of biology in determining our happiness has been illustrated in twin studies, 
Lykken and Tellegen (1996) investigated 3,000 identical and fraternal twins, some of 
whom had been reared apart and others together. It was found that socioeconomic 
status, educational achievement, familial income, marital status and religious 
commitment could only account for around 3% of variance in wellbeing. However, 
genetic variation was able to account for 44-52% of variance in SWB.  Importantly, 
monozygotic twins tended to report similar levels of happiness even when they had 
different life experiences, a pattern not found in fraternal twins thus suggesting a 
powerful genetic influence on levels of happiness. Retests of smaller twin samples at 
4.5, and 10 year intervals suggested that around 80% of the stable parts of SWB are 
heritable. Thus setting a pessimistic scene on the amount of conscious control we 
have over our happiness, suggesting that a genetic vulnerability to unhappiness may 
determine our experienced affect with little regard for life experiences.  

The power of genes on SWB has been further demonstrated by De Neve, Christakis, 
Fowler and Frey (2012) who found that 33% of variation in life satisfaction was 
explained by genetic variation; they provided an in-depth analysis of the relationship 
between a functional polymorphism on a serotonin transporter gene (5-HTTLPR) and 
reported life satisfaction. Results showed participants with the longer variant of this 
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genotype (which is more transcriptionally efficient) reported greater life satisfaction. 
This suggests that our levels of happiness may be determined by our genes, so 
happiness is not a life choice but an inbuilt feature of humanity that we do not have 
the power to change or increase, just compliment with our lifestyles. However, when 
the researchers attempted to replicate these findings, the results were mixed 
suggesting the need for further research into the true impact of this gene on 
happiness.  

4. Depression and emotional experience 
Successful emotion regulation arises from strategies allowing effective interpersonal 
functioning (Garber & Dodge, 1991) and though we initially rely on parental figures to 
regulate arousal we become increasingly self-reliant in early childhood (Cicchetti, 
Ganniban &Barnett, 1991). Cognitive reappraisal is one method of emotion 
regulation involving individuals processing emotional situations in alternative ways in 
order to change their emotional impact (Lazarus & Alfert, 1964). Alternatively, 
expressive suppression involves inhibiting emotional expressive behaviour (Gross, 
1998). It has been found by Gross and John (2003) that individuals using reappraisal 
strategies are able to intervene earlier in the emotion generation process and can 
ultimately change their behaviours and true feelings, leading to a greater experience 
and expression of positive emotion and fewer negative emotions. Suppression, on 
the other hand is a late intervention strategy only allowing individuals to modify their 
behaviour once it has been shown. Furthermore, suppression is associated with 
masking real feelings and being less able to alter mood, as well as significant levels 
of rumination and higher reports of negative affect (Gross & John, 2003). Thus 
suggesting that by learning to employ reappraisal techniques we might be able to 
change our true feelings and become happier.  

Emotional dysregulation can lead to depression, a mental illness characterised by 
chronically low mood and irritability which is estimated to effect 4-10% of people 
(NICE, 2009). Depression is known to be a hereditary illness with a large genetic 
influence (Sullivan, Neale & Kendler, 2000) suggesting that we are not in control of 
our emotional experience. However, environmental influences differing between 
individuals are etiologically significant (Sullivan et al., 2000), thus reiterating the 
inseparable contribution of genes and the environment in affective disorders. Those 
carrying the short allele of serotonin transporter gene (5-HTTLPR) show an elevated 
risk of depression (Pezawas, Meye-Lindenberg, Drabant, Verchinski, Munoz, 
Kolachana, Egan, Mattay, Hariri & Weinberger, 2005) again suggesting that 
individuals mood may be largely dependent on genetic influence. It is important to 
note that as we try to fight the stigma attached to mental health problems rife in 
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society (Bhugra, 1989; Greenley, 1984) it could be a step backwards to suggest that 
affect is within the realm of control and that we are fully capable of making ourselves 
happier, thus bringing back haunting memories of the days when it was believed that 
people could ‘snap out’ of their mental health problems. 

Interestingly, depression has been linked to issues with control as shown by Miller 
and Seligman’s (1975) experiments of learned helplessness, where individuals 
subjected to uncontrollable negative events eventually stop trying to escape them 
even when they become avoidable. Further, Mirowsky and Ross (1990) showed that 
individuals accepting responsibility  (feeling control) for both successes and failures 
showed the lowest levels of depression and individuals currently experiencing a 
depressive episode expressed feeling a lack of control over both good and bad 
outcomes. This suggests that to increase individual’s mood and SWB at large we 
should help them to see and accept a greater responsibility for their lives, though I 
am not insinuating this will cure depression, it may help people to experience more 
positive affect. It is important to help people experience genuine control over events 
as defensive illusions are no substitute for real control (Mirowsky & Ross, 1990). 
Individuals feeling in control of their lives have been shown to experience greater 
happiness even once extraversion, neuroticism and demographic variables, and 
negative life events have been accounted for (Lu, Shih, Lin & Ju, 1997). As such, 
evidence from cases of depression is conflicting, showing both a strong genetic 
contribution to affect but also highlighting ways in which individuals may be able to 
increase their SWB through learning to apply appropriate emotion regulation 
strategies and accepting a greater responsibility for events in their lives. 

5. Money 
Popular wisdom tells us that ‘money does not buy happiness’, and empirical 
research largely supports this. However, Johnson and Krueger (2006) explored the 
effect of financial situation on life satisfaction in 719 twin pairs and found that 
perceived financial situation, as well as ratings of life control, mediated the 
association between actual wealth and life satisfaction. Most importantly to the 
current argument, they showed that financial resources appeared to act as a 
protective factor for life satisfaction from environmental shocks. Additionally, control 
acted as a mechanism through which life events appeared to be translated into life 
satisfaction. This suggests that financial security may not cause happiness but it 
does provides some protection from negative life events so that we may not 
experience negative affect as easily. However, it appears perceived life control and 
not money effects our interpretation of these events therefore being wealthy may 
actually have little to do with levels of happiness. 
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Money does not make us happy as shown in a meta-analysis conducted by Haring, 
Stock, and Okun, (1984) showing that at low levels of income, money can impact 
happiness, but once individuals had passed a basic, minimum income money had 
only a very small effect on happiness, with the very well off proving to be only 
marginally happier than their blue collar employees (Diener, Horwitz & Emmons, 
1985). Those in richer countries may perceive themselves to be happier than those 
in poorer areas of the world, but this may be driven by the lack of basic self-
sufficiency, and the inability to meet some basic human needs in the poorest nations 
(Diener, Diener & Diener, 1995). Again, the notion that increasing our income will 
increase our happiness has been disputed by evidence that countries that have 
become wealthier over time do not show increased happiness (Diener & Oishi, 
2000); take the Americas, despite huge increases in wealth over the past 50 years, 
happiness levels have remained constant (Easterbrook, 2003). The evidence 
presented here suggests that money may be a necessary but insufficient 
determinant of happiness, as generally increasing our income does not appear to 
increase our happiness.  This suggests that individuals believing they would be 
happier if they only had more money are mistaken, and we must look to other areas 
to suggest how we can increase our SWB. 

6. Modern mechanisms of Happiness 
As the field of positive Psychology expands there has been an uprising of more 
optimistic news in terms of improving SWB. If you type ‘How to become Happier’ into 
google you’ll return approximately 26,600,000 results from the NHS website to 
magazine articles. It seems that in modern society everyone has tips on how to 
become happier, some personal favourites include ‘stop nagging’ and ‘fake it until 
you feel it’ (Rubin, unknown). But do these simple steps really lead to true happiness 
or are they simply a reflection of a technological generation where ‘faking it’ is 
mistakenly intertwined with reality? 

The self-help section in many book stores is rife with ways to increase our happiness 
from ‘f**k it therapy’ (Parkin, 2012) which suggests that we need to learn to ‘ease up’ 
and ‘let it go’ and then we will become more relaxed and take our happiness to new 
highs; to ‘The Art of Happiness’ (Cutler & Lama XIV, 1999) a book co-written by the 
Buddhist spiritual leader The Dalai Lama himself, which focuses on a practical 
application of spiritual awareness stressing that balance and meditation are the ways 
to become a happier person. Essentially the literature available to the lay person is 
huge, but surely if happiness was as simple as ‘letting it go’ or meditating we would 
all be in a state of bliss by now? 
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One book of interest is Seligman’s (2002) ‘Authentic Happiness’ which suggests that 
instead of focusing on mental illness we should focus on our mental health. He 
suggests that we can quickly increase our levels of happiness by developing our 
existing personal strengths in areas such as optimism, kindness and humour. This 
book provides readers with the opportunity to self-evaluate their own orientation 
towards specific life events in order to identify their own ‘signal strengths’, as he 
ultimately suggests that we must shift our focus to enhancing our strengths rather 
than correcting our weakness’.  It is in this way that we can increase our happiness. 
Although the scientific validity of this book is questionable (Chapters under the name 
of ‘How Psychology Lost its Way and I Found Mine’) and so the scientific merit 
should be taken with caution, it does inform individuals of the human virtues we 
should capitalize on in order to become happier creatures including: wisdom, 
courage, love and humanity. All of which are characteristics the world could arguably 
benefit from, and suggests that individuals should focus on the ones they believe to 
be their greatest strength and nurture this to increase their well-being. The book 
claims that individuals are able to go beyond the scope of ordinary happiness into 
authentic happiness if we become able to focus on causes beyond the scope of our 
selves, that benefit the world at large, and utilize our own signature strength.  This is 
a positive message and provides ways in which individuals can not only make 
themselves happier and lead more positive lives, but also suggests that individuals 
can help themselves by helping others and places the reigns of happiness back in 
our hands. 

 7. The Sustainable Happiness model 
Figure 1: The Make Up of Happiness According to the Sustainable Happiness Model 
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The evidence presented thus far has been largely pessimistic and suggests that in 
general our SWB is out of our hands. However, Lyubomirsky, Sheldon and Schkade 
(2005)present some more positive news in the form of the Sustainable Happiness 
model, which is based on the assumption that individual’s levels of happiness are 
governed by three key factors: a genetically-determined happiness set point, 
happiness relevant circumstances and happiness relevant activities (see figure 1). 
The model focuses on the activities aspect of happiness and suggests that we are 
able to increase our SWB by changing our life goals and activities. These activities 
must be positive actions that are fitting to both our personality and needs and we 
must commit to them and practise diligently in order to become happier (Lyubomirsky 
et al., 2005). The authors do specify that these activities must be varied in timing and 
enactment in order to provide a continuous stream of new and positive experiences 
and ultimately increase our SWB.  These activities can be cognitive as well as 
behavioural activities, and include volitional goals in which individuals pursue goals 
personal to themselves (Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2006). Sheldon and Elliot (1999) 
illustrated that the successful pursuit of appropriate goals leads to a build-up of 
small, yet satisfying daily experiences which then enhance SWB.  The Sustainable 
Happiness Model suggests that we are able to influence and increase our own 
happiness and is based on a large pool of empirical data (see table 1). This provides 
some much needed optimism to the field of the Psychology of Happiness, as well as 
suggesting that individuals can start some simple routines in order to increase their 
SWB. This places control and responsibility for our happiness back in our hands, and 
suggests that we can strongly influence how we feel by the actions we perform. 

The supporting literature argues that despite a genetically determined set point, 
individuals are fully capable of performing small acts in order to increase happiness 
and suggests that happiness is not only controlled by inherent mechanisms but has 
the potential for change. The model is complimented by Lyubomirksy and Layous’ 
(2013) Positive-Activity Model which again provides us with some optimistic news 
about how we can become happier. They suggest that performing positive activities 
increases our well-being by increasing positive emotions, thoughts and behaviours. 
They suggest that positive activities are mediated by several activity and person 
features. Features of the activity include: dosage, social support, whether the task is 
being performed for our self or others, and whether it is a social or reflective task. 
Person features include: motivation and effort, social support and personality. As 
such it would appear that we can help ourselves on the road to happiness by 
performing positive activities at regular intervals but not overdoing it (Lyubomirsky et 
al., 2005) and varying activities (Lyubomirsky, Dickerhoof, Boehm & Sheldon, 2011) 
doing simple things such as being effortful in our engagement (Layous, Lee, Choi & 
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Lyubomirsky, 2012) and being motivated to be happier (Deci & Ryan, 2000). If we do 
all of these things then we may be able to become genuinely happier.  

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1: An Overview of the Literature Supporting the Subjective Happiness Model 

 Sheldon and Lyubomirsky 
(2006b) 

Participants self-defining 
themselves as recently 
undertaking a positive activity 
reported higher positive affect 
than participants self-defining 
themselves as having a recent 
positive circumstance changes.  

Positive activity engagement Fordyce (1977) Participants were taught what 
‘happy people do’ and then had 
to practise these behaviours in 
their everyday lives. Over a 2 
month period their well-being 
improved relative to the control 
group. 

 Seligman, Steen, Park and 
Peterson (2005) 

Five positive exercises to 
increase happiness, participants 
who used personal strengths in 
new ways on a daily basis and 
those who thought about three 
good things that had happened 
that day increased happiness 
and declined depressive 
symptoms over 6 months. These 
effects lasted through follow ups. 

 Sheldon and Elliot (1998) If activities align with individuals 
ongoing interests and values, 
they’ll be continued due to 
feelings of autonomy and 
motivation 

Goals appropriate to the 
individual 

Dickerhoof, Lyubomirsky 
and Sheldon (2007) 

Self-concordance of goals 
predicted larger benefits when 
practising optimism and gratitude  

 Sheldon and Houser-Marko 
(2001) 

Self-concordant motivation lead 
to overall better goal attainment, 
adjustment and higher ego at the 
end of students’ freshman year. 

Continued practise Seligman et al., (2005) Effort is vital for success when 
pursuing happiness enhancing 
activities. 

 Sheldon and Lyubomirsky 
(2006b) 

Continual, effortful optimistic 
thinking activities were greater 
predictions of change in SWB 

Optimal timing  Lyubomirksy et al., (2005) Participants were required to 
‘count five blessings’ or ‘commit 
five acts of kindness’ either over 
a week or in the same day. 
Carrying them out on the same 
day lead to increased 
longitudinal SWB. Spreading 
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them out didn’t.  
Second experiment- participants 
asked to think about five things 
they were grateful for, once or 
three times a week. The once a 
week group had increased SWB 

 

8. The Hedonic Adaptation Prevention Model 
The Hedonic Adaptation Prevention Model (HAP) (Sheldon, Boehm & Lyubomirsky, 
2012) is fundamentally an extension of the sustainable Happiness Model. 

Figure 2:  The Happiness Adaptation Prevention Model 

 

Note: Drawn from Sheldon, Boehm and Lyubomirksy, 2012 

The model furthers the optimistic news in the battle for happiness informing us of 
ways in which we can make sure our positive changes and activities lead to a 
sustained increase in well-being. The model suggests that if individuals experience a 
positive change they will then tend to experience more positive events at a later date, 
such as someone joining a band who then gets to go on tour, create albums etc. 
Positive changes can also be of the cognitive kind including things such as positive 
thoughts. After the positive event takes place the model takes one of two routes (see 
figure 2): the first is an emotional route and the second is dependent on drive and 
ambition. The emotion route suggests that positive events create positive affect in 
varying degrees which then influences our well-being; this is based on a bottom up 
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theory of SWB (Diener, 1984) where happiness judgments are based on how many 
positive experiences individuals can bring to mind. This again suggests that we are 
able to increase our happiness through actively taking part in positive activities. This 
emotion based pathway (see figure 2) suggests that the key to increased wellbeing is 
to ensure we experience high levels of positive events and affect. The top route (See 
figure 2) relies on our goals and ambitions and is able to explain how initial well-
being gains can decrease due to cognitive processes such as individuals’ judgments 
and expectations for the future. The model suggests that if we experience a vast 
amount of positive events we may begin to expect them and ultimately appreciate 
them less. If our future expectations increase too much then this can cause a 
decrease in our well-being as we may become increasingly self-entitled. Brickman 
and Campbell (1971) referred to this as the ‘hedonic treadmill’ which suggests that 
individuals are perpetually moving towards material achievements, but habituation 
runs at the same pace in the opposite direction meaning that well-being levels 
remain unchanged. The HAP Model teaches us some valuable lessons in our quests 
for happiness: it suggests that though positive events can increase our mood and 
ultimately boost our happiness, they can also increase our levels of expectations 
which in turn negatively affect our wellbeing as we begin to expect more and more. 
The moderators illustrated in figure 2 help to show how each pathway is undertaken 
with variety being key; if a stimuli is varied in nature we do not adapt to it therefore 
we will not keep expecting the same results and activities will continue to be both 
rewarding and stimulating (Berlyne, 1970). The model highlights the complex nature 
of happiness, showing that though we are able to increase our SWB through 
undertaking positive activities, this is not a simple method and is mediated by several 
factors (See figure 2). 

9. Conclusion 
To conclude, the argument into whether we can control our own happiness is a long 
and winding one: evidence presented suggests that individuals may be able to help 
increase their well-being but that this is largely dependent on a genetic set point 
(Lykken and Tellegen, 1996; Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). As the field of positive 
Psychology expands we are becoming more aware of how to increase our well-being 
through things such as increasing positive activities and becoming more grateful 
(Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). We are also aware that we must diligently practise these 
positive activities (Seligman et al., 2005) and avoid becoming trapped on the hedonic 
treadmill (Brick & Campbell, 1971) to further our pursuit of happiness. As we try to 
increase our own happiness we must not forget that there is no magic formula, and 
that those suffering from mental illnesses such as depression cannot simply follow a 
‘quick fix’ pathway to happiness. Although it appears that Matthieu Ricard’s (the 



  Student ID: 4179150 

12 
 

happiest man in the world) affirmation that happiness is a skill requiring our time and 
effort does hold some scientific stead (Barnes, 2007) , the words of William Cowper 
(1787) very much ring true today, “Happiness depends, as Nature shows, less on 
exterior things than most suppose.”  

Word count: 3987 
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