Happiness – Studies & Statistics

Only 2 percent of Americans say they’re in a good mood every day. (Uncle John’s Bathroom Reader: Extraordinary Book of Facts, p. 50)

By genetically manipulating the distribution of a chemical receptor in the brain, researchers have transformed an anti-social mouse into an animal with the more social attributes of a rodent cousin. Neuroscientists at Emory University in Atlanta report that a transgenic mouse they created by inserting a single gene from a prairie vole showed the fidelity and sociability common to the vole. Their study, published today in the journal Nature, marks the first time that manipulation of a single gene has proved sufficient to change complex social behavior so dramatically. (Lee Bowman, Scripps Howard News Service, 1999)

Based on the data from a 2008 Gallup World Poll, the ten happiest countries are: 10. Belgium; 9. Norway; 8. New Zealand; 7. Switzerland; 6. Canada; 5. Ireland; 4. Sweden; 3. The Netherlands; 2. Finland; 1. Denmark. (Harry Bright & Jakob Anser, in Are You Kidding Me?, p. 190)

Happy kids become happy spouses: Kids who smile a lot are more likely to grow up to have happy marriages, says a new study. Psychologists of DePauw University in Indiana looked over pages and pages of childhood photo albums from more than 600 adults, then asked about their marital histories. They found that of those frequently photographed smiling in childhood, only 11 percent had ever been divorced. But of people often photographed frowning or looking somber, 31 percent had had a failed marriage. Overall, people who rarely smiled in their childhood photos were five times more likely to get divorced than those who appeared happy. Study author Matthew Hertenstein tells LiveScience.com that frequent smiling probably indicates a happy, upbeat disposition, and that such “positive emotionality” repeatedly has been proved to produce happier lives. It may also be that “smiling people attract other happier people,” he says, leading “to a greater likelihood of a long-lasting marriage.” (The Week magazine, May 1, 2009)

Good week for: Living in a dictatorship, after a North Korean happiness study concluded that North Korea was the second happiest country in the world, behind China. Cuba was third happiest, while the U.S. was ranked last, at 203. (The Week magazine, June 17, 2011)

A genetic guide to true happiness: Human beings appear to be genetically engineered to be happiest and healthiest when we spend a lot of time selflessly helping others – and unhealthy when we’re most devoted to self-gratification. That’s the eye-opening conclusion of University of North Carolina researchers, based on a study of 80 volunteers. The study subjects were asked how often they felt hedonic pleasure – the kind of happiness brought about by enjoying a tasty meal or buying themselves something. They were also asked how often they contributed something important to society that gave them a deeper sense of purpose. The researchers then drew the subjects’ blood, and found that the genes of the volunteers whose lives contained lots of pleasure but little meaning were priming cells to express high levels of inflammation – which is linked to cancer, diabetes, and cardiovascular disease – and to weaker anti-viral response to infections. “Their daily activities provide short-term happiness yet result in negative physical consequences long-term,” psycho-physiologist Barbara Fredrickson tells ScienceDaily.com. People who emphasize service to others and a connection to community, on the other hand, showed a pattern of gene expression linked to less inflammation and stronger immunity. There are two distinct kinds of happiness, says study co-author Steven Cole, and “our genes can tell the difference.” (The Week magazine, September 13, 2013)

Dennis O’Grady, clinical psychologist and author of “Taking the Fear Out of Changing,” has concluded that only about one-third of any given patient's unhappiness is linked to heredity; the rest, he says, is caused by attitude and one's situation or unwillingness to embrace change. (Myron B. Pitts, in USA Weekend)

For most of my life, money and fear have gone hand in hand. Do I have enough? Will I run out? If I had a little more money, my worries would be over. Then I came across an interesting statistic: While personal consumption has doubled in 40 years, the percentage of people satisfied with life remains the same -- about 33%. If having more “things” doesn't guarantee more happiness, what does? (Barbara Bartocci, in Catholic Digest)

Do MRIs affect the brain? Brain scans performed by magnetic resonance imaging have an intriguing side effect: They cheer people up. Doctors at Harvard Medical School's McLean Hospital began noticing last year that MRIs left people with bipolar disorder in much better moods. So researchers set up an experiment in which they put stressed-out rats through MRIs. The rats also “behaved as if they had received an antidepressant,” Dr. Bruce Cohen tells Reuters. MRIs create vivid “pictures” of the brain and other organs by surrounding the body in a powerful electromagnetic field. Up to now, scientists had insisted that these fields had no lasting impact on living tissue. But if MRI scans can make rats and people less depressed, says researcher William Carlezon, it suggests that magnetic fields can alter the biology of the brain, and “may cause other effects we don't understand yet.” (The Week magazine, April 1, 2005)

Prosperous and unhappy: Residents of rich countries are more likely to be depressed than those who live in poorer nations. That’s the startling conclusion World Health Organization researchers reached when they interviewed nearly 90,000 people in 18 countries about their mental health. France and the United States were the most depressed; 21 percent of French people and more than 19 percent of Americans have suffered from the disorder. By contrast, many low- to middle-income countries had strikingly low depression rates. Only 8 percent of Mexicans and 6.5 percent of Chinese people say they’ve ever been depressed. Just because wealthy nations “have a high income doesn’t mean there isn’t a lot of stress in the environment,” lead researcher Evelyn Bromet tells Health.com. And the study shows that depression “is strongly linked to social conditions.” Cultural differences may make certain nationalities less likely to admit to depression – for instance, though less than 7 percent of Japanese people say they’ve been depressed, the country has a higher suicide rate than the United States. But other statistics held true worldwide: Women are twice as likely as men to be depressed, and the most common cause of the disorder is the loss of a partner due to death or divorce. (The Week magazine, August 12, 2011)

Duke University researchers found that one of the best predictors of health, happiness and long life was the tendency to reach out to people beyond your immediate family. When your woes threaten to overcome you, think about how you can help someone else. (Ardis Whitman, in Reader's Digest)

What really makes people satisfied with their lives? The secret may lie in a person's ability to handle life's blows without passivity, blame or bitterness. These are the conclusions of a study of 173 men who have been scrutinized at regular intervals since they graduated from Harvard in the early 1940s. The study, reported in the American Journal of Psychiatry, defined emotional health at age 65 as the “clear ability to play and to work and to love,” and a feeling of satisfaction with life. Researchers found that the men who fared best were pragmatic and dependable and were close to their siblings at college age. Many factors in early life, even devastating problems in childhood, had virtually no effect on well-being at 65. However, severe depression at some point in adult life caused persistent emotional or physical problems. “In the long run, people are extraordinarily adaptable,” says Dr. George E. Vaillant, a psychiatrist at Dartmouth Medical School, who, together with his wife, social worker Caroline O. Vaillant, reported the most recent findings. One potent predictor of well-being was the ability to handle emotional crisis maturely. The best way, the study found, is to control the first impulse and give a more measured response. “You can acknowledge the clouds, but also see the silver lining,” says Dr. Vaillant. (Daniel Goleman, in New York Times) 

Where people are happiest: Want to be happy? Then consider moving to Provo-Orem, Utah. That community reported the highest level of well-being in the U.S. last year. The results from the latest Gallup survey, which rates the well-being of residents in 189 metropolitan areas, found people’s overall contentment to be higher in the Midwest and West and lower in the South. The Ashland-Huntington area, where Ohio, Kentucky, and West Virginia meet, came in last. The poll, now in its sixth year, is based on more than 500,000 interviews covering emotional and physical health, job satisfaction, safety, and access to food, shelter, and health care. “Our goal is to get leaders thinking about how they can enhance well-being,” Gallup director of client services Patrick Bogart tells USA Today. Different cities excelled in various categories. The San Francisco Bay Area led the way among metros with 1 million or more residents. Honolulu was best for emotional health. Michigan’s Holland-Grand Haven led the way for physical health and access to basic necessities, while Salinas, California, took the No. 1 slot for healthy behavior. (The Week magazine, April 11, 2014)

During the first 13 years of marriage, unhappy wives gain 42.6 pounds. So report the survey takers. They don’t make clear whether it’s unhappiness that makes them gain weight or the weight gain that makes them unhappy. Happy wives, they say, put on only 18.4 pounds. (L. M. Boyd)
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