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Happiness is a very broad term in the general public. In the psychology world 

people have attempted to define it a little bit more precisely with some degree of 

flexibility: so “life satisfaction” has been a term that many people have used. On the 

other hand, one of my former post-docs – Jonah Paquette – has written a couple of 

books. He has used a word “happiness” and tapped it to the world of positive 

psychology. They use “life satisfaction”, and “happiness” is used with attitude variables 

in there: whether or not you have a sense of gratitude, a sense of forgiveness, compassion 

towards others; and those factors seem to boost one’s sense of satisfaction or happiness. 

Uliana Lushch Purii, PhD, Associate Professor, co-funder of The Ukrainian 

Institute for Happiness Research: Can happiness be lasting and sustainable? 

“Stumbling on Happiness” by Daniel Gilbert is a very good book. There has been a 

lot of research on the tendency of intermittent life-satisfaction, in other words: “can you 

sustain a sense of life-satisfaction in a positive sort of way?” Throughout history, way 

back to the ancient philosophers, including Chinese philosopher Zhuang Zhou, many 

people have noticed that the experience of happiness sometimes is rather fleeting. And if 

you are looking for extreme senses of pleasure that won’t make sense from the brain 

based perspective because you can’t sustain it with surges of pleasure. Jonah Paquette 

has a recent book on awe. The experience of awe is also fleeting but, at the same time, 

gives you memorable indelible experiences. So from our brain-based perspective those 

kinds of experiences give you memorable experience but hard to hold on to. There is a 

growing body of scientific literature around moderate degrees of satisfaction. And to use 

a Buddhist term “the Middle Path” makes some sense here. So it is partly about 

dopamine receptors in the brain. 

Dopamine is one of many neurotransmitters that are available to all of us during 

periods of anticipated pleasure. That is not necessarily pleasure itself but it is the 

anticipation of pleasure; and there are receptor sites throughout the brain and particularly 

in the area of brain called nucleus accumbens that is like one of the pleasure centers of 

the brain. And there are different types of dopamine receptors: D1, D2, D3, D4 and so 

on. It turns out that D2 receptors – they are sometimes called medium spiny neurons – 

seem to be activated when we are able to experience middle range pleasure; and we can 

than sustain them longer than those incredible surges, awe or euphoria. The reason for 

that is recycling of receptor sites. If you are only doing the extremes, you can’t recycle 

those receptor sites as radly as you can if there is a moderate degree of activation. 

Adrenaline junkies, let’s say, for example, who need to have these extremes; and if they 

are only directing their feeling of happiness towards these extremes, then when they are 

not experiencing those extremes there is no degree of happiness available. Some of my 

friends, who I am skiing with, skies differently. I have learned to moderate my pleasure 

and he has just got to go blast down through the trees and chooses deep hills. He is not 
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much for more subtle interactions. Another friend of mine, who is a neighbor, he was 

once a director of one of the most respected ski schools in the world between 1967 and 

1977. He suggested: what you should do when you are skiing is to paint yourself down a 

mountain, don’t look for the big surges, enjoy the wonderful artistry of painting yourself 

down the mountain. So that is a moderate degree of activation versus that excitement 

from flying off the cliff. That excitement can be only sustained for a brief period of time. 

Moderate degree of activation, moderate degree of pleasure seems to be more 

sustainable. 

Uliana Lushch Purii: What is the correlation between health and happiness? 

It is easier to be happy when you are healthy. It is harder to be happy when you are 

unhealthy. However, that does not necessarily mean that a person who is unhealthy is 

necessarily unhappy. We are complicated beings. So there is not one thing that we can do 

to maintain happiness; there is got to be multiple factors to support our stability of 

happiness. You bring up the health aspect which is fundamental to who you are and to 

who I am. Our immune system, for example, can be inappropriately activated; and when 

it is (for example, we have a very terrible diet or we have extra fat cells or autoimmune 

disorders etc.), those factors have a tendency to create despondent moods, in other 

words, feeling kind of down, feeling a little bit depressed. So in the world of psychology 

and psychiatry a lot of research in recent years has centered on the role of chronic 

inflammation in depression and the potential to develop various anxiety disorders. What 

is chronic inflammation? That is when your immune system is turned on inappropriately 

by either your terrible diet, or extra fat cells, or whatever. When you have chronic 

inflammation that seems to – according to a lot of recent research – lower the level of all 

these neurotransmitters that are important for a neurohormonal functioning of your brain, 

some of which are important to keep your mood up (serotonin, noradrenalin, dopamine 

etc). If you have chronic inflammation all those neurotransmitters seem to get dumped 

down. It is harder to maintain a sense of happiness because you are feeling ill all the 

time, you have e fewer and so on. 

Is it possible to maintain a sense of self-satisfaction and happiness despite all that? 

Well, if you are a person like Beethoven (who had inflammation) and you have so strong 

prefrontal cortex that you rise above it, but Beethoven wasn’t always happy. So 

foundation for health is really a foundation for happiness or life-satisfaction as well. Is it 

impossible to have feeling of happiness when you are ill? No, it is not impossible, but it 

is just easier when you are healthy. 

Can you have a sense of happiness when you do not have a good relationship? 

Yes, you can. Is that harder? Yes, it is. So, in other words, happiness is not necessarily 

something you either have or you don’t have, it is dependent upon all these systems that 

make us who we are. Happiness depends upon whether or not you can orchestrate all 

these systems, including what you are constantly thinking about, and whether or not you 

are focusing only on negativistic frames of reference, because that is a big part of what 

you are cultivating. 

Uliana Lushch Purii: What do you think of shaping the healthcare system with a 

framework of happiness? It is the case already in some countries. Health is considered 

not merely as the absence of symptoms and the task of a physician is not just to reduce 

pain or eliminate symptoms, instead, happiness should be the purpose of the healthcare 

system. 
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I totally agree with you that over the last hundred years or so in the health care 

system we have centered exclusively on elimination of negative symptoms as if that is 

going to solve the problem. We can say that Freud was a proponent of that. So we 

eliminate unhappiness, maybe, that is a goal here. It turns out back in the1960s, for 

example, there was a movement we call “humanistic psychology” and later has moved 

into “positive psychology” that is basically the humanistic psychology with science. In 

the recent 20 years there has been a lot of research demonstrating that the healthcare 

system can, in fact, teach people how to have life-satisfaction as a means through which 

they can – not just to eliminate negative experiences they are having, like depression and 

anxiety – but also reach for positive experiences as well. 

There are two different types in psychology in the United States that I think are 

merging together. One was called counseling psychology and the other one was called 

clinical psychology. In counseling psychology you work with strengths that a person has, 

you build on those strengths, whereas clinical psychology has been oriented towards 

eliminating the negative symptoms. Adler was a proponent of building on strengths and 

the teleology (goals), which is a sense of going beyond your weaknesses. So he had a 

concept of organ inferiority: if you have a weak area of your life, you build on that, turn 

your weak area into a strong one. For example, 30 years ago I never thought that I would 

be an author of 50 books. In fact, many of my friends would say, “you are a terrible 

writer”. Well, you know what, that makes me more motivated to become a better writer, 

rather than thinking about it as one of my negative points. No, that is a negative point 

that I want to make a stronger point. So, what we are talking about here is not the 

elimination of negative symptoms but rather the impact of teleology, back to goals, back 

to building on strengths. That is that counseling psychology frame. So in many ways, 

what we are focusing on, it seems to be in the future for both: philosophy and 

psychology – and psychiatry as well. It is the movement towards life-satisfaction, it is 

teaching people how to enjoy their lives instead of just eliminating bad negative 

symptoms. 

Uliana Lushch Purii: What about learning to be happy? In our theory of 

happiness that Roman Purii and I described in our book “Happy Life Planning” we do 

refer to Aristotle’s teleology and eudaimonism, defining happiness as a good life with 

purpose and meaningfulness. We do believe that happiness is a complex phenomenon 

which deploys at three levels: biological (physical heath), social (communication, 

relationships and sense of belonging) and spiritual-intellectual (sphere of self-

development). So what can you say about person’s ability to learn to be happy. 

I am going to use the brain as a reference point and to conceptualize what we mean 

by the word “mind”. To define what it is very important, since many people believe that 

is just one thing, but it is not necessarily one thing, this is a constant cycling of different 

types of thoughts and feelings. In recent years three different mental operating networks 

have been distinguished by neuroscience and psychology. They are very relevant to 

LEARNING TO BE HAPPY. So our ability to sustain attention is roughly about 20 to 30 

seconds. We call it working memory in psychology world. After 20 to 30 seconds – 

depending on the integrity of our prefrontal cortex, specifically, dorsolateral prefrontal 

cortex – we are focusing on something. Like you have just changed something to make 

sure that the sound is up [while we are talking via Skype] and now you are off with what 

I was just saying and whether or not it is consistent with what we want to talk about. 
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That was what we call “executive network”. And then, you reflect upon what we might 

have talked about which is “default mode network”, that is your fantasies, your 

ruminations, your reflection, your insights. We basically go through that cycle from your 

executive network to your default mode network – and then, all of a sudden something 

grabs you emotionally (like you have just changed your facial expression). So the 

salience network is a big part of where emotions come up. What is relevant to you is how 

long you can sustain that dependent upon the cycling of these networks. So after 

something you’ve been reflecting on, the default mode network created you a feeling that 

charge you a little bit that then kicks on to your executive network. Now, how does that 

relate to happiness? You use these networks to recycle positive thoughts. It is not like 

you can just hold it in your executive network, you reflect upon it as well. So when you 

go deep to your default mode network, you are not going to do what is called “sticky 

thinking” which is negativistic thoughts and ruminations about how something wasn’t so 

good. Let’s face it: there are always imperfections. There more you focus on the default 

mode network, your salience network, your emotions, feelings are going to resonate with 

that. So back to how you TEACH YOURSELF how to be happy or satisfied with your 

life. You focus on your goal (teleology we were talking about) and then you reflect on 

that goal; and you focus on feelings that will motivate you to think in terms of what other 

goals are modifications of the goal you might have; then, you reflect upon them – and 

there is this constant cycling. We see actually this format being addressed in research 

related to mindfulness, meditation, especially as it relates to compassion based 

meditation. We can say that compassion based meditation is part of the infrastructure of 

feeling satisfied and happy, because the more you can feel compassionate towards 

others, the more you can sustain a sense of happiness within yourself and you work these 

systems together to cultivate feelings of connectivity; and as you feel more connected to 

others and reflect upon it, you feel better within yourself as well. 

Uliana Lushch Purii: We totally agree with you, since we believe that happiness 

is lasting throughout the whole person’s life. Although, a happy person is not the one 

who never experiences negative emotions. A happy person is the one who goes through 

these difficulties, who faces challenges easier, who manages these negative emotions 

easier and faster, doesn’t focus on negative thoughts. So basically this is happiness. 
Exactly! Let’s use relationships as an example – marriage. Let’s agree that part of 

loving someone and feeling happy with him, with your husband, is acknowledging and 
loving not only his positive characteristics but also his not so perfect characteristics. At 
the beginning, during the period of courting, people are trying their hardest to be there 
for that person; and the, unfortunately, we get a little lazy: we’ve conquered a person and 
have a permanent agreement called “marriage” or “commitment”. And then, we get a 
little bit lazy, but we need to make a continuous effort and at the same time we need to 
acknowledge that there imperfections in all of us; and as long as those imperfections 
don’t impact in a negative way your relationships, you can sustain that degree of 
happiness together. We have got to be flexible with one another. So that flexibility is the 
moderation. We have to balance different commitments to different people and at the 
same time take care of each other. All these are moderate degrees of stress, resiliency. 
We all manage the ups and downs without getting to negatives that drag us down 
because there will always be imperfections. The more we focus on imperfections, the 
more we go down and can’t sustain a degree of life-satisfaction and happiness. 
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Uliana Lushch Purii: What would you say about a feeling of purpose from 
neurological and psychiatric perspective? For me as a philosopher, human aim to set 
goals, to have values and to be heading towards them seem to be extremely important for 
self-identification, for self-integrity and, therefore, for happiness. 

I totally agree with you. The concept of teleology has changed in the last 2500 
year, Aristotle was speaking about it. In individual psychology, Alfred Adler contributed 
with teleology as a sense of purpose: to rise beyond where you were before with the 
sense of purpose. From my point of view, that has a concept of teleology in its modern 
form. It has a lot to do with activation of the most advanced part of our brain which is 
our prefrontal cortex. Beethoven is a great example. He is a person with multiple layers 
of difficulties in his life. His father was a drunk and he probably beat up people including 
his mother and assaulted others. Beethoven had a sense of purpose with music, so he 
used to go and spend a lot of time in the church playing Bach’s fuge in the organ. That 
was so important for him that he won a scholarship to go study in Vienna. Unfortunately, 
his mother died who has the most positive influence for his life as well as his 
grandfather. He had to get back to Bonn since his father didn’t care about his two 
brothers. He had to get back to teach his brothers to have work and take care of 
themselves. Then he returned to Vienna and became an amazing pianist. Unfortunately, 
by 1797 he started having hearing problems. Throughout that period he had diarrhea all 
the time, throwing up all the time and hearing problems in addition. But he still produced 
music that had a sense of purpose. You know that Beethoven music is always leaping 
beyond where you were before – a sense of purpose. And then, by 1803 he knew that his 
hearing was going to get worse. Instead of killing himself he put his suicidal note aside 
and wrote the 3d symphony which would change the Western music for all time – and 
that was leaping beyond where classical music was before. He created the whole new 
style of music. And what was it about? A sense of purpose. Passion with a sense of goal 
direction and turning on his prefrontal cortex to shrug off all the gut problems, hearing 
problems, social problems and failed relationships. He was going beyond where he was 
before with a sense of purpose. 

So that is why in many ways what you are describing as important to happiness 
and life-satisfaction necessitates a sense of purpose. 


