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[SCRIPT]

Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. 
They’re the foundational rights we enjoy as 
Americans. And … that’s kinda wild?

I mean, sure, “life” makes sense. It’s generally 
a good sign if government is … you know, not 
killing you.

“Liberty?” Again, great call. Given the choice, 
you’d rather be in a country that doesn’t, say, 
seal you inside your own home in the case of a 
pandemic.

But “the pursuit of happiness”? That’s a pretty 
bold choice. Imagine writing the Declaration of 
Independence and making a point to say “you have 
the right to pursue good vibes.” 

Thomas Jefferson’s use of the phrase “the pursuit of happiness” 
in the Declaration of Independence was notable partially because 
it put a new spin on a familiar phrase. The Founders were deeply 
influenced by the English political philosopher John Locke, who had 
famously declared that man has natural rights to “life, liberty, and 
property.” Jefferson’s decision to replace “property” with “the pursuit 
of happiness,” — a phrase he likely cribbed from fellow Founding Father 
George Mason — has been interpreted by some historians as a subtle 
rebuke to slavery.

Thomas Jefferson
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https://www.mtsu.edu/first-amendment/article/1257/john-locke
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That’s how seriously Americans take happiness. In fact, we’re a 
little obsessed with it. 

And there’s positive news on that front: We actually have a 
pretty good idea of what makes people happy. 

There’s bad news though, too, which is that Americans are 
spending a lot of time and money … on things that won’t do the 
trick.

[OPENING SEQUENCE]

Happiness in America is big business. In 2018, it was estimated 
that Americans spent about $10 billion per year on programs or 
products that promised self-improvement.i And if you look around 
… well, it’s not hard to see where that money’s going.

While the self-help business may seem like a thoroughly 
modern affair, it’s actually got a long pedigree. How to 
Win Friends and Influence People, a self-help volume by 
Dale Carnegie published all the way back in 1936, is one of 
the best-selling books of all time, having moved over 30 
million copies. Though Carnegie passed away in 1955, the book 
continues to sell over 250,000 copies a year.

Books and seminars from self-help gurus. Gratitude journals. Life 
coaches. Elaborate quests for 2,000-year-old chalices. 

But is any of it working? Across 50 years of surveys, the 
percentage of Americans who say they’re “very happy” has only ever 
been about one-third.ii And in 2021, it reached all-time lows.

Now, the picture isn’t entirely dire. COVID was probably a big 
part of the recent downturn. And there is a much bigger chunk of 
Americans — consistently around half — who say they’re “pretty 
happy.”iii 

But even that’s a little weird. We’re spending $10 billion a year 
and all we have to show for it is “Yeah … I’m fine”?

Well, at least part of the problem might be that we’re looking for 
happiness in all the wrong places. Many of us, after all, have 
a bad habit of defining happiness in terms of things that are 
extremely hard to come by: wealth, fame, Taylor Swift tickets.

https://www.amazon.com/How-Win-Friends-Influence-People/dp/0671027034/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3NAL4AFY3C415&keywords=how+to+win+friends+and+influence+people&qid=1675436207&sprefix=how+to+win+friends+and+influence+people%2Caps%2C98&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/How-Win-Friends-Influence-People/dp/0671027034/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3NAL4AFY3C415&keywords=how+to+win+friends+and+influence+people&qid=1675436207&sprefix=how+to+win+friends+and+influence+people%2Caps%2C98&sr=8-1
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/10/05/books/books-of-the-times-classic-advice-please-leave-well-enough-alone.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/10/05/books/books-of-the-times-classic-advice-please-leave-well-enough-alone.html
https://wordsrated.com/business-books-statistics/#:~:text=How%20to%20Win%20Friends%20and,of%20Congress%20survey%20in%202013.
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But research suggests that those dreams about life-changing 
opportunities don’t actually match up with the facts. 

For proof, consider the mother of all windfalls: winning the 
lottery. It’s easy to imagine that a huge infusion of cash 
would change your life. But in reality? Researchers have 
actually studied lottery winners and discovered … it’s not as 
transformative as you’d think. 

Discovering that a big financial 
windfall doesn’t radically change 
your happiness is actually the least 
of the problems facing people who 
get a sudden infusion of cash. 
Research has found that much of 
the money is often lost to excess 
spending or bad investments. 
One study estimated that 1/3 
of lottery winners eventually go 
bankrupt.

A famous study in the 1970s showed hardly any difference in 
happiness between people who had won the lottery and people who 
hadn’t.iv And, in fact, another study of lottery winners in 2007, 
found that the things that actually made them happy were things 
that are just as accessible to non-millionaires: going for a 
walk, listening to music, having some wine with dinner.v  
(A reasonable amount of wine.)

How much alcohol is too much? That’s a question that 
even bedevils corporate America. The tech world gave us 
the concept of the Ballmer Peak (named after former 
Microsoft CEO Steve Ballmer): The idea that alcohol is 
actually a performance-enhancer for coders … but only up 
to a point. By reducing inhibitions, the theory goes, alcohol 
allows levels of creativity that otherwise wouldn’t occur 
… until overconsumption leads to a total breakdown in 
productivity. 

STeve Ballmer

https://theconversation.com/how-winning-record-2-billion-powerball-jackpot-could-still-lead-to-bankruptcy-193921
https://theconversation.com/how-winning-record-2-billion-powerball-jackpot-could-still-lead-to-bankruptcy-193921
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2021/07/america-drinking-alone-problem/619017/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/can-alcohol-make-men-smarter-study-suggests-yes/
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When it comes to happiness, not all charity is created 
equal. Elizabeth Dunn, the scholar cited in this passage, 
argues that three factors are necessary to maximize the 
satisfaction we get from giving: (1) A personal connection 
to the person or cause receiving the gift; (2) Being able to 
see the impact of the gift; and (3) having freely chosen 
the gift. As Dunn notes, “The quickest way to strip the joy 
of giving ... is to make people feel like they’ve been forced 
to give.”

And that gets to the bigger principle at work here: For all 
the money we spend trying to live our best lives … most of 
the things that are actually proven to bring us happiness are 
surprisingly cheap.

In fact, the quickest way for money to buy us happiness is to 
spend it on someone else. 

One study of workers who received bonuses found not only that 
they were happier if they spent the money on others, but that the 
very act of giving it away had more effect on their happiness 
than the size of the bonus.vi 

In addition, one of the researchers involved calculated that the 
happiness that comes from giving to charity is about the same as 
the happiness that comes from doubling your own income.vii

And the more you look around, the more you’ll find that it’s 
simple behaviors — achievable for almost anyone — that provide 
the most happiness. 

Climbing the ladder in your career? Research finds that the 
happiness that comes from pay increases tends to fade away over 
time.viii And that while success definitely has its benefits, it 
can also lead to dissatisfaction with other aspects of life. 
After all, as happiness scholar Arthur Brooks notes, a lot of 
successful people are also stressed-out people — and people who 
don’t have as much time for their friends and family.ix 

The factors that actually make you happy with work? Things like 
working at a place that aligns with your values,x and working in 
a job that provides you with a sense of accomplishmentxi — which 
is something you don’t need to be a CEO to experience.

As for fame? Better to have a handful of good friends than 
millions of fans you’ll never meet. 

https://www.wbur.org/kindworld/2020/07/28/dunn-interview
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Studies suggest that nearly 60 percent of the difference between 
how happy people are can be attributed to their friendships.xii 
Not that you have to be the life of the party: because the 
quality of friendships actually matters more than the quantity.

Also, it’s worth noting that there’s one other thing that’s not 
actually good at bringing happiness, which is … trying too hard 
to be happy. Because when people feel too much pressure on that 
front, they actually end up spending more time focusing on why 
they’re not happyxiii — a phenomenon that scholars refer to as 
“Instagram.”

Bottom line: We could all go a little easier on ourselves. We 
don’t have to become fundamentally different people to be happy. 
It’s not something that’s reserved for the rich and famous. It’s 
something that’s achievable for all of us through relatively easy 
steps in our everyday lives. 

No need to search for the grail. Besides, it can get … 
complicated.

FOLLOW US ON SOCIAL MEDIA:
@kiteandkeymedia 
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