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Advance Praise for New Happy

“There is a Chinese proverb that goes: ‘If you want happiness for an hour, take a nap. If you want happiness for a day, go fishing. If you want happiness for a year, inherit a fortune. If you want happiness for a lifetime, help somebody.’ New Happy takes this saying and backs it up with digestible data and actionable next steps. We all deserve a lifetime of happiness, and New Happy shows us how that’s achievable if we stop doing the things that will never make us happy and focus on what will. New Happy is a must-read guide to getting our happy on.”

—Shannon Watts, founder of Moms Demand Action and author of Fight Like a Mother: How a Grassroots Movement Took on the Gun Lobby Why Women Will Change the World

“A much-needed, practical, and human book about dignity, possibility, and connection. This is the book we need right now.”

—Seth Godin, author of The Song of Significance

“Stephanie Harrison offers a great gift to readers both by exposing the lies we all too often buy into that keep us from experiencing true happiness, and by reminding us that we matter, that we are of infinite value and our connections with one another are so very important. You will be thankful that you read this book.”

—The Most Rev. Michael B. Curry, presiding bishop of the Episcopal Church and author of Love Is the Way: Holding on to Hope in Troubling Times

“New Happy will give you a new positive outlook on life with a greater sense of purpose.”

—Dr. Temple Grandin, author of Visual Thinking: The Hidden Gifts of People Who Think in Pictures, Patterns, and Abstraction


To those who want to be happy
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Introduction: 
My Story

I don’t know how long I lay there, curled up in a ball on my bedroom floor, crying. It was 2013, and I could see a sliver of the sun setting as darkness softly spread across New York City. It felt like the darkness was spreading within me, too.

And then, out of nowhere, I felt a new and very different emotion. I felt curious.

It was very curious that I was so deeply, desperately unhappy. Because everyone had told me that I was doing all of the right things, all of the things that would make me happy.

But in reality, I was unbearably lonely. I had daily panic attacks, developed a stress-induced autoimmune disease, and felt an overwhelming sense of hopelessness almost every day.

“I wonder why that is,” I thought. Then I went back to crying.

I did not know that this moment of curiosity would end up changing my life forever.

Since I was little, I have wanted to be happy. Yet no matter how hard I tried, happiness always eluded me. It felt like I was always chasing something that was just around the corner, contingent upon the next achievement:

“If you can be better looking …

“If you can be thinner …

“If you can get good grades …

“If you can make lots of friends …

“If you can get people to like you …

“If you can please everyone …

“If you can get into the right school …

“If you can get the best job …

“If you can be the best at that job …

“If you can do more, more, more …

… then you will be happy.”

Did I listen to the whispers? You bet I did. Did I strive for more, more, more? I did, and then some. It seemed like an irrevocable law: achieve these things and then you will be happy. I could see that the law was working for everyone else, with their jobs and partners and parties and smiles. Obviously, they had figured out something that I hadn’t. There had to be something wrong with me.

I doubled down on my beliefs, trying even harder to become the perfect person who achieved all of the approved goals in a flawless manner at exactly the right time. Any day now, I was sure of it, things would change. And while my life—getting into a great university, excelling in my classes, landing a prestigious job, living in a nice apartment—became something that other people applauded and celebrated, it never made me happy.

I kept looking around the corner. Surely my happiness was waiting for me after the next achievement. My problem was that I was in the wrong job, or I wasn’t getting promoted fast enough, or I lived in the wrong place. If I kept working hard enough and achieved this perfect existence, I would be able to stop running and finally be happy.

That spark of curiosity during my weepy eureka moment on my bedroom floor was the first time I ever questioned my deepest belief about what happiness was and how to pursue it. It was time to throw out my old playbook and try something new.

Slowly, I started making changes in my life: moving from New York to San Francisco, finding a more meaningful job, and cultivating healthier relationships. And I started studying happiness, reading everything I could to understand where I had gone wrong. I kept wondering: Was I alone in chasing after a completely misguided definition of happiness, or was this something that other people had experienced, too?

As it happened, my existential crisis coincided with the rise of a new academic discipline, positive psychology, which studied human happiness. In 2015, I enrolled in a master’s program at the University of Pennsylvania (apparently still intent on getting into the right school), where I wrote a thesis arguing that we had gotten our definition of happiness all wrong. I proposed a new definition, one that was grounded in the pursuit of love, service, and our common humanity. It was the beginning of the book that you hold in your hands now.

After completing my degree, I planned to continue my research by pursuing a PhD in psychology. But life had other plans for me.

In the winter of 2017, I met and fell madly, head over heels in love with a man named Alex. He was an artist, a designer, an athlete, a visionary; passionate, kind, and brilliant. I had never met anyone before who was so alive. Alex crackled with energy, possessed by an overwhelming desire to use every minute well. Just before we met, he had rekindled his childhood passion for skateboarding. He’d sneak out of bed at 5 a.m. to go practice, climbing the wire fence to get into the still-closed skatepark as the sun was coming up. Three hours later, I’d wake up and find him bounding back into the apartment, drenched in sweat and full of joy. Like me, he dreamed of a better world. We would spend our weekends walking around San Francisco, drinking too many cups of coffee, and planning how we would make our world a more beautiful place.

And then, less than a year after we met, Alex got sick. I don’t mean sick with the flu. He was sick with something mysterious and undiagnosable, something no doctor could figure out.

Alex went from being a healthy, independent man to someone who couldn’t care for himself in any way. During the next four years, we experienced a series of escalating heartbreaks. He went from exercising and skateboarding seven days a week to being unable to walk around the block, to being unable to leave the apartment, to being unable to get out of bed. I have never seen someone fight harder to get well, to keep his job, and to merely persevere through each day. Eventually, he was left spending his days lying alone in the dark, unable to bear another human being’s presence, subjected to never-ending physical pain and a fatigue that was so crushing, all he could do was try to keep existing. His body was present, but the Alex I knew and loved had disappeared.

I was so naive. I thought that if you went to the doctor with an illness, they would find a way to fix you. It turns out it doesn’t work that way if you have a chronic, mysterious illness here in the United States.

My plan to pursue a PhD faded away as I became Alex’s full-time caregiver, medical detective, and advocate. Instead of pursuing my own studies, I spent my nights researching rare diseases. On lunch breaks I pored through online medical forums, managed Alex’s dizzying array of medications, and cold-emailed strangers who were equally lost in the wilderness of their own medical mysteries. On my vacation days I took Alex to doctors with eight-month waiting lists and begged them for their help, only to be met with confusion or outright disbelief that a healthy young man could find himself declining in this way. Alex was told that it was all in his head, that if he be came more positive and forced himself to exercise, he’d eventually “get back to normal.” I was laughed at by doctors who rolled their eyes at my binder of test results, requests for specific exams, and chronology of his symptoms.

Each month brought new drugs and experimental treatments but no answers. And each day I watched helplessly as the man I loved wasted away.

THE NEW HAPPY

I was engaged in an uphill struggle to save Alex’s life. The reality of this made my previous challenges back in New York seem like child’s play.

But now, five years later, something was different: I had my new set of beliefs and tools, and I realized they were good for life’s ups and downs. I had learned a new definition of happiness academically; now life was giving me a chance to put that knowledge to the test. It turned out that it worked not only in scientific studies, but in the real world, too. In the midst of suffering, at what, by any external measure, was a low point of my life, I was able to find happiness—albeit a fundamentally different kind of happiness from the version my younger self had sought.

It was shocking to compare my 2013 self, who had everything going “right” and yet felt lost, miserable, and isolated, to my 2018 self, who had everything going “wrong” and yet felt far more peace, joy, and purpose.

I felt like I was onto something. My next, and most important, question was: Would this philosophy work for others?

In 2018, I took my graduate thesis and started The New Happy as a free weekly newsletter, sharing insights, tips, and stories. The first email went to about seventeen people.

Slowly, I kept writing, and slowly, people kept subscribing. As I sent The New Happy out into the world, I got the answer to my question. I was not alone—not at all. People everywhere were tired of chasing an empty definition of happiness that left them even less fulfilled. Like me, they were hungry for something different. The incredible response gave me a purpose.

By 2020, Alex had become so ill that caring for him had become a full-time job. I decided to leave my role as director of learning at Thrive Global, where I was leading the development of programs that helped employees at the world’s biggest companies be healthy and happy.

I tried my best to see it as an opportunity: in the space around my caregiving role, I could spend more time helping people through The New Happy. It was three months into the pandemic, and people were struggling. I decided to take all I had discovered and share it, in every medium I could—writing articles, making art, starting a podcast, delivering training programs—all delivered for free to anyone who needed it.

In truth, I needed it for myself, too. Everything I created was helping me as much as it was helping others. I wrote and sketched in doctor’s offices and hospitals and before and after injecting Alex with drugs and tracking his symptoms. I jotted down ideas on my phone with one hand, while I used the other to hold his hand at his bedside. I came up with tools to use for my darkest days and passed them on in hopes that others would find them useful. Alex helped me along the way, too, in the few moments of health he had, fighting to contribute even as he struggled to get through each day. Whenever I wanted to give up, I thought about how, in the depths of such suffering, he still tried to help make the world better in some way.

The New Happy grew beyond my wildest dreams. It became a thriving community of nearly a million people (many of whose stories are shared in these pages) but also a bigger movement striving to create collective happiness in the world around us. Our work has been used in elementary and high schools, universities, homes, prisons, governments, companies, hospitals, treatment centers, and therapy offices all over the world.

Here’s what I now know for sure: you have the power to change your life and find lasting happiness.

WHAT YOU WILL LEARN

In this book, you’ll find a step-by-step guide to the New Happy philosophy of happiness.

Philosophy is a big word. It might conjure up images of someone sitting alone in a library pondering deep thoughts or a high-minded ideal that’s impossible for the average person to embody. That is not what you’ll find in this book. The New Happy philosophy is a way of living. It’s something you do, and it’s accessible for each and every one of us. You might be surprised to discover that New Happy is so easy to live and yet can have a disproportionately powerful impact on your happiness.

A quick word about my approach. It’s based in interdisciplinary scholarship, a method I was trained in as an undergraduate student at New York University. You define a core topic or key question—in this case, it is “How can we find lasting happiness?”—and then explore it from different perspectives.

This approach can lead to fascinating new insights because it breaks the traditional academic norm. Usually, we look at topics through narrow lenses: when a psychologist looks at happiness, they primarily focus on the individual; when a sociologist looks at happiness, they focus on the environment; when an economist looks at happiness, they focus on work and income; and so on. This is an excellent way to delve deeply into specific topics.

But for a subject like happiness, I think we need to take a step back and look at the bigger picture. I believe one of the reasons we’re struggling so much with happiness is because we have been neglecting this complexity. To get a fuller picture, I’ve studied and incorporated the findings of experts in sociology, philosophy, psychology, economics, history, anthropology, religion, education, biology, social work, art, literature, business, design, and politics. In fact, this book has so many hundreds of references that we couldn’t print them at the end—they would have made the book far too long! Please visit thenewhappy.com/bookreferences, where you can review the references, read detailed notes, and find additional reading recommendations.

The philosophy I’ll be describing in this book might feel both bold and familiar at the same time. It’s bold because it’s very different from what we have been told. It’s familiar because it is aligned with our deepest nature.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

I have one request for you as you read. And one wish.

First, my request: You probably found this book in your bookstore or library’s self-help section (which, as you’ll discover later, is ironic). This tells me that you’re a person who wants to be happy. It also tells me that you’re someone with an open mind, a person who wants to grow and transform. Some of the ideas in this book don’t merely run counter to what we’ve been taught; they’re ones that the powers of our society don’t want us to even think about. Please explore these ideas and test them out for yourself. You know what is best for you. I hope you’ll take this philosophy and make it your own.

And my wish: My greatest, most wildly ambitious wish is that this book rings a bell inside you. I hope that bell peals so loudly that it shakes all of the false messages from where they have settled in the rafters of your heart and they come crashing down once and for all. I hope there, in the open space that remains, you discover what happiness truly means to you.

OPS/images/cover.jpg
Getting Happiness Right
in a World That’s Got It Wrong

STEPHANIE HARRISON





OPS/images/title.jpg
Getting Happiness Right
in a World That’s Got It Wrong

STEPHANIE HARRISON

S





