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• Happiness vs Flourishing - What to chase?

• Why are we so bad at predicting what will make us happy?

• Why Happiness does not last?

• How does Positive Psychology help us?

• Mindfulness - Real or Hype?

• 3 key strategies to start today.



What is the problem?

• Rates of anxiety, depression, burnout and suicide are at an all time high

• More than half of all physicians experience burnout (decreased enthusiasm for 

work, cynicism, depersonalization, low sense of accomplishment)

• Radiologists rank last in happiness among physicians

(http://www.medscape.com/sites/public/lifestyle/2015)



Burnout is not the problem!
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Radiologist Well-Being: 
A Balanced Approach 

Personal Wellness Organizational 
Efficiency



“Happiness is the meaning and the purpose of life, the 
whole aim and end of human existence”- Aristotle

• Eudaimonia (good spirit) or human flourishing is more accurate.

• Research shows that eudaimonia trumps pleasure as predictor of life 

satisfaction

• Optimal living over a long period of time - not a transient emotional state

• Think “Flourishing” - vigorous and healthy growth, to thrive

• Frequent positive affect, less negative affect and high level of life 

satisfaction [Subjective well-being = happiness = flourishing]



Is Happiness a worthwhile goal?

• Happy people are energetic, creative, and productive in the workplace, 
cooperative, and motivated to help others. 

• Happy individuals have more friends, more satisfying social interactions, and a 
lower likelihood of divorce. 

• Happy people have stronger immune systems, cope more effectively with stress, 
and, most strikingly, even live longer (Fredrickson, 2001; Lyubomirsky, King, & 
Diener, 2005). 

• Happiness ⇒ Success but Success ⇏Happiness



Why are we so bad at predicting the good?

• People are often disappointed by the very things they think they want
• Research on affective forecasting - people routinely mispredict how much 

pleasure or displeasure future events will being

• Generally we are good at predicting whether events are likely to be 

pleasant or unpleasant 

• We are less adept at predicting the intensity and duration of future 

emotional reactions



Predicting what will make us happy: Summary

• Affective forecasts important because we base many decisions on them 

(who to marry, what to study)

• Impact bias - we overestimate the intensity and duration of our emotional 

reactions to future events [evolutionary motivator]

• If we overestimate the intensity and duration of the pleasure we will get 

from a new car, we may be better off spending our money elsewhere

• Overestimating the impact of negative events creates unnecessary dread 

and anxiety about the future



The History of Positive Psychology

• “Before WWII, psychology had 3 distinct missions: Cure mental illness, make lives 
of all people better, and identify/nurture high talent”  - Seligman

• The creation of the VA and the National Institute of Mental Health after the war 
changed the course of psychology.

• Psychologists could earn living by researching and treating mental illness.

• Tremendous advancements in treating mental illness over past 50 years.



The History of Positive Psychology
• This focus on pathology left behind the other 2 goals of psychology – improve lives of all 

people and study genius

• In the 1950s, humanistic thinkers such as Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow revived 
interest in these areas of psychology by creating therapeutic models that supported 
individual happiness and self-actualization. 

• Positive psychology began as a new area of psychology in 1998 when Martin Seligman 
chose it as the theme for his term as president of the American Psychological 
Association.

• Positive psychology focuses on human flourishing rather than alleviating distress



The Three Dimensions of Happiness

• The Pleasant Life - hedonism

• The Good Life - using our unique strengths to cultivate 

excellent character and fulfill our potential.

• The Meaningful Life – using that potential for a purpose larger 

than ourselves.



Hedonic Adaptation: the most important 
principle that you have never learned

• We adapt to both positive and negative stimuli that are constant 

(Brickman, 1978)

• Nature doesn’t care if we are happy





Hedonic adaptation
Changes in income or 
experiences temporarily
affect happiness, but as 
people become 
accustomed to the new 
situation, the impact 
diminishes



Hedonic adaptation in marriage

Daniel Kahneman (Princeton) and Alan B. Krueger (Princeton), 2006, Developments in the measurement of subjective well-being. 
Journal of Economic Perspectives, 20(1), 3-24.



Hedonic adaptation to death of a spouse

A. Clark (Paris School of Economics), E. Diener (U. of Illinois) , Y. Georgellis (Brunel U.), R. Lucas (Michigan State U.), 2008, Lags 
And Leads in Life Satisfaction: a Test of the Baseline Hypothesis. The Economic Journal, 118, F222-F243

Males Females



Hedonic adaptation in divorce

R. Lucas (Michigan State U.), 2005, Time Does Not Heal All Wounds: A Longitudinal Study of Reaction and Adaptation to Divorce. 
Psychological Science, 16, 945-950



R. Di Tella (Harvard), J. Haisken-DeNew & R. MacCulloch (Imperial College London), 2007, Happiness adaptation to income and 
to status in an individual panel. National Bureau of Economic Research Working Paper, no. 13159.

Hedonic adaptation in being fired



Hedonic adaptation in wealth
Happiness 
level of 
lottery 
winners 
interviewed 
a few 
months after 
winning was 
not 
significantly 
different 
from non-
winners

Brickman, P., Coates, D., & Janoff-Bulman, R. (1978). Lottery winners and accident victims: Is happiness relative? 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 36(8), 917–927.



R. Di Tella (Harvard), J. Haisken-DeNew & R. MacCulloch (Imperial College London), 2007, Happiness adaptation to income and 
to status in an individual panel. National Bureau of Economic Research Working Paper, no. 13159.

Effect of a 50% spike in income





The Sustainable Happiness Model
Intentional Activities

• Even after accounting for the effects of heredity (i.e., the set point) and for the life 
circumstances that do not seem to make people happy for any significant period 
of time, a very large portion of the pie chart—40%—still remains. 

• This 40% is made up of what we think about, what we do with our time, what 
goals we pursue, how we treat others

• Research has shown that by electing to engage in certain intentional activities, 
people can actually make themselves lastingly happier



Happiness Boosters
A way off the hedonic treadmill?

A happiness booster 
gradually increases 
satisfaction from 
consumption and may 
generate future benefits.

This accumulated 
experience resulting in 
greater enjoyment is called 
“consumption capital”.



Daniel Mochon (MIT), 
Michael Norton (Harvard), 
and Dan Ariely (Duke) 
studied two happiness 
boosters (positive addictions) 
that have been most strongly 
associated with subjective 
well-being: exercise and 
religious attendance.

D. Mochon (MIT), M. Norton (Harvard), D. Ariely (Duke), 2008, Getting off the hedonic treadmill, one step at a time: The impact of regular 
religious practice and exercise on well-being. Journal of Economic Psychology, 29, 632-642.



Immediate impact: 
Well-being before and after exercise



Cumulative impact
Well-being and accumulated exercise

“For each unit of extra time 
they had attended their gym 
or yoga class in the previous 
month, participants 
experienced an increase in 
their well-being of about a 
third of a point.”

D. Mochon (MIT), M. Norton (Harvard), D. Ariely (Duke), 2008, Getting off the hedonic treadmill, one step at a time: The impact of regular 
religious practice and exercise on well-being. Journal of Economic Psychology, 29, 632-642, p.640.



Immediate impact: 
Well being before and after attendance



Cumulative impact: 
well-being and accumulated attendance



“Our findings imply that, in contrast to the notion 
of an inescapable hedonic treadmill, it is not 
pointless for people to seek to improve their well-
being…, it seems like the key for long lasting 
changes to wellbeing is to engage in activities that 
provide small and frequent boosts, which in the 
long run will lead to improved well-being, one 
small step at a time.”

Experiment for yourself: 
what things do you enjoy doing? 
What activities make you feel better?
When you have good days, what did you do? 

D. Mochon (MIT), M. Norton (Harvard), D. Ariely (Duke), 2008, Getting off the hedonic treadmill, one step at a time: The impact of regular 
religious practice and exercise on well-being. Journal of Economic Psychology, 29, 632-642, p.640.



“When you appreciate the good, the good will 
appreciate”

- Tal Ben-Shahar

• The quick and complete hedonic adaptation to positive events and to improvements in 

life circumstances is one of the greatest obstacles in raising and sustaining happiness 
(Lyubomirsky)

• One key variable to prevent or slow adaptation is attention – once we stop paying 

attention to a life change, we have adapted.

• People who continue to be aware of a positive activity change in their lives are less likely 

to adapt to it (Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2011)



Count Your Blessings (Literally)

• We need to pay attention to all of the good in our lives

• Expressing gratitude involves noticing and re-appreciating the good things in one’s 
life

• Studies that have induced people to appreciate and express gratitude for the 
things and people in their lives  have revealed significant benefits for well-being 
(Emmons et al., 2003; Seligman et al., 2005)

• Gratitude journal



Hedonic Adaptation Summary 

• We get used to things in our lives that are constant (good and bad)

• Gratitude and negative visualization are very effective at forcing us to pay attention to the 
things we normally take for granted

• Positive Intervention exercise: Please pick one
- gratitude journal - write down 3-5 good things and why you think they happened
- negative visualization - mentally subtract a good aspect from your life (job, spouse, kids, 

friends, health etc) and write for few minutes what that would be like 

• People are made happier by obtaining experiences rather than possessions (Van Boven 2005)

• Short frequent boosts of exercise or religious activity can have a cuumulative effect on 
well-being



Mindfulness – Don’t Miss Life Twice!

• Most of us live with a constant stream of thoughts, worries, and to-do lists swirling 
around in our heads. 

• We spend less than 20% of our lives truly engaged in what we are doing at any given 
moment.

• We miss most of life as it happens and then miss it again when it has passed by.

• Evidence that engaging in pure mental training can induce changes not just in the 
function of the brain but in the brain’s very structure

• Through mental activity itself, we can actually rewire our brains (neuroplasticity)



The Science of Mindfulness 

• Mindfulness can help change our relationship to stress (central to 
physical and mental health)

• Pay attention to attention, bring awareness to awareness

• Highly synchronized high frequency brain waves

• Calm lake or rough wavy ocean



The Science of Mindfulness 

• Paying attention on purpose - attention of the mind is like a 
flashlight that can be moved

• Mindfulness practice gives us a better hold of this flashlight to move 
away from directions not useful

• Depressive patients may be focused on constant negative thoughts, 
and feel these are uncontrollable

• Non-judgemental means reframing your view of an event (different 
judgements to same event)



The Science of Mindfulness 

• Positive psychology focuses on what works (resilience instead of 
stress)

• Stress is expressed as prolonged activation in the amygdala (negative 
emotions - anxiety, depression)

• Recovery time of amygdala activation may be measure of resilience

• Positive correlation between # hours formal training and rapidity of 
amygdala recovery



The Wonder Drug

• A pill that is proven to reduce the risk of heart attacks/stroke/and death by 

49%, significantly reduce blood pressure, rates of anxiety/depression, and 

substance abuse; statistically improve academic performance, creativity, 

and the length/quality of life. 

• Shown to increase grey matter after just 8 weeks of mindfulness based 

stress reduction program*
*Holzel, Britta et al. Mindfuoness Practice leads to increases in regional grey matter density. Psychiatry 

Research:Neuroimaging 191 (2011)



Increased gray-matter density in the hippocampus, known to be important for learning and 

memory, and in structures associated with self-awareness, compassion, and introspection.



Meditation: Stress and Anxiety



Meditation Effects: CV Disease



Forever Young(er): potential age-defying effects of 
long-term meditation on gray matter atrophy

• Study looked at 50 meditators and 50 non-meditators observed that 
the age-related gray matter loss was less pronounced in meditators 
than in controls.*

• Further supports the hypothesis that meditation is brain-protective 
and associated with a reduced age-related tissue decline*

• *Luders, Eileen et al. Forever Young(er): potential age-defying effects of long-term meditation on gray matter 

atrophy. Front. Psychol., 21 Jan 2015



Areas in red depict clusters of brain loss more significant in 
controls than in meditators



Mindfulness Summary

• Mindfulness - paying attention, on purpose, without judgement

• Pay attention to the good and to the present

• Mindfulness expands our awareness and relationship to stress (improves 

resilience, physical and mental health, happiness)

• Better control of where we shine the flashlight of our mind’s attention



Summary

• Happiness (Flourishing) is the ultimate currency

• Pay attention to the good and to the present

• Create rituals – Gratitude journal, negative visualization, meditation

• Buy experiences not possessions

• Cultivate attention to the present moment (mindfulness) thru meditation



Thank You!
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