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Book Review

s. lyubomirsky (2008). The How of Happiness. new York: The penguin press.

 reviewed by dr. Terry long, co-editor, Therapeutic Recreation Journal

In October of 2008, during an annual meeting of the Therapeutic Recreation Journal (TRJ)
Editorial Board, I asked the group to provide suggestions of books for future reviews in the Journal. 
After the meeting had concluded, one of the Associate Editors handed me a scrap of paper with 
the words “How of Happiness” scribbled out.  Both the author and the title were unfamiliar to 
me, but my initial reaction was that it was probably just another self-help book that uses a catchy 
spin off of a popular title to sell books to desperate readers.  About the only part of my assumption 
that was correct was that “The how of happiness” was located in the self-help section of the local 
book store. 

The title of the book is actually a reflection of the author’s extensive research history in the 
area of happiness, or what is more formally referred to by some researchers as well-being.  Through 
this research, the author makes a strong argument for “how” happiness can be increased and main-
tained through a concerted effort.  The first three chapters of the book are built around the nature 
of happiness and how it is to be achieved.   

Dr. Lyubomirsky begins her book by laying out factors that impact happiness. She points 
out that approximately 40% of a person’s happiness is determined by intentional activity, while 
only 10% is based on circumstances (e.g., being rich or poor).  The remaining 50% appears to 
be based on our genetically pre-determined, or innate, “set point”.   This research-backed claim 
is in direct conflict with the mind set of many individuals who believe circumstances, whether 
good or bad, are responsible for happiness.  The author points out that, because of the tendency to 
focus on circumstances, many people make the mistake of looking toward life changing events as 
a means of achieving happiness.  Achieving wealth, getting married or divorced, having a child, 
or overcoming chronic illness are examples of major life circumstances that we tend to view as 
determinants of happiness. 

Unfortunately, the impact of these changes in circumstances are short lived, as “hedonic ad-
aptation” eventually occurs.  This means that we “get used to” living with our circumstances, and 
our happiness level eventually goes back to where it was before the event occurred.   Lyubomirsky 
cites research indicating that little differences exist in the happiness of the rich and poor, the 
single and married, or those who have a chronic illness compared to those who are healthy.  

These findings do not mean that we are destined to a level of happiness determined by an 
innate predisposition, and that there is no point in working toward becoming happier.  Rather, the 
author asserts that the real “keys to happiness” lie in the habitual thoughts and behaviors that we 
engage in every day.  People who are happier tend to, among other things,  nurture relationships 
with friends and family, offer helping hands to others, practice optimism, exercise regularly, and 
commit to lifelong goals or ambitions (not for materialistic reasons, but for the values they believe 
in).  In other words, achieving and maintaining happiness is an ongoing process, or a lifestyle, 
rather than a one-time accomplishment.  Furthermore, happiness comes from the accumulation of 
relatively small, but no less significant, meaningful moments that occur on a daily basis.   

The remaining chapters of the book focus on developing a lifestyle that can make you a hap-
pier person. Chapters 4–9 describe 12 specific “happiness activities” that can be integrated into 
daily life as a means of becoming happier.  Chapter 10 identifies “the five hows behind sustainable 
happiness”, which are essential to successfully implementing the described techniques.  Included 
are positive emotion, optimal timing and variety, social support, motivation, and developing hab-
its.  This chapter points out a reality of any self-improvement program: change is never easy and 
comes through hard work and dedication.  Closing the book is the postscript, which is essentially 
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a final chapter that addresses the potential benefits and limitations of using the described tech-
niques to fend off depression.  Before getting into how these activities can be useful for persons 
with depression, the author presents a concise summary of the nature of depression, as well as 
potential options for treatment.

In regard to the usefulness of this book to therapeutic recreation practice, there are several 
strengths to consider.  First, the content of the book is deeply grounded in theory and research. 
Many of the traditional and contemporary theoretical principles used in therapeutic recreation 
practice are embedded in the concepts laid out in the book.  For example, concepts such as learned 
helplessness, attribution theory, self-efficacy theory, and flow theory are all inherent elements of 
the book. At the same time, the book introduces the most recent perspectives on this theory and 
research.

At the heart of the philosophy of this book is the assertion that happiness comes from the 
accumulation of thoughts, emotions, and behaviors, rather than a few hugely significant events 
in life.  It is my belief that this philosophy should be at the heart of therapeutic recreation, and 
that communicating this belief to clients is critical in assisting them in the development of any 
significant changes in habits or lifestyle.  It also emphasizes the importance of daily life experi-
ences in the realm of recreation and leisure, where the most meaningful experiences can occur.  
For excellent examples how powerful such experiences can be in determining happiness, or well-
being, review the two personal narratives published in this edition of the TRJ.

Another strength and useful aspect of this book is the presentation of “activities” for increas-
ing happiness on a daily basis. The 12 happiness activities presented are very applicable to daily 
practice in therapeutic recreation, with several specific strategies described under each of the 12 
activity areas.  These activities are designed to boost positive emotions, boost positive thinking, 
and encourage positive experiences in daily living, regardless of circumstances.  Chapters on de-
veloping social connections, caring for the body and soul, committing to goals, and living in the 
present (increasing flow experiences) all have direct relevance to therapeutic recreation practice 
and present several tangible and appropriate techniques for use with clients.   On a broader level, 
it may also be appropriate in some cases to use this book as the foundation for a specific therapeu-
tic recreation program, as it presents a very structured and logical protocol for the client.

A final strength of this book is that it serves as a source of knowledge and inspiration in re-
gard to research. A variety of different studies are briefly discussed and cited that clearly relate to 
therapeutic recreation.  This research serves as an example and an inspiration for potential future 
research of therapeutic recreation professionals.  It also challenges our profession to think about 
the ultimate outcomes we are considering in our research.  The idea that those with illness or 
disability can obtain a level of happiness equal to those without illness or disability is something 
that we often claim to believe, but fail to acknowledge, when developing programs and examining 
outcomes.  

As with any book that ends up in the self-help section of the local bookstore, there is al-
ways some apprehension about the legitimacy and effectiveness of its contents. In this case, the 
legitimacy of the content is difficult to refute.  Unlike many other books on how to make yourself 
“happy”, this one comes from years of hard work and rigorous research.  The question at hand is 
the extent to which its contents can be successfully implemented.  Chapter 10 may be the key to 
this question, as the issue of motivation, dedication, and the ability to sustain changes in lifestyle 
are introduced as keys to success. 

In closing, Lyubomirsky’s “The how of happiness” is a well written, empirically supported 
work that provided a clear explanation of happiness .  Furthermore, the author provides a  logical 
and practical approach to enhancing happiness for the long term. This approach is based on build-
ing enjoyable moments in life no matter what circumstances are at hand.  For a profession such as 
ours, which is built on the foundation of quality leisure experiences, the relevance and usefulness 
of the presented content seems obvious.   Likewise, the presented strategy for increasing happiness 
and the associated activities appear to have significant relevance to therapeutic recreation prac-
tice and research.  For the therapeutic recreation professional, any time taken to read and review 
this book is time well spent.  


