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INTRODUCTION

It can be quite a journey to get to the place within ourselves
where we believe it is possible to personally contribute
something worthwhile in the lives of others and in society

whilst also increasing our own happiness and well-being.

My own journey started when I was 15 years old and my
mum had a mental breakdown. Whilst searching for ways to
cope and find meaning with it all I became quite spiritually
aware and eventually joined an unusual monastic community
which was dedicated to seeing God's goodness in everything.
However, I still felt there was something missing regarding
the processing of negative feelings and thoughts that can be

experienced by living in close proximity to others.

Psychology was helpful as it enabled me to identify and
welcome anger as an important personal message pointing

out to me what I felt deep down was truly important in life.

Anger can be a negative power but to me the discovery of
my own anger was an enabling experience. Someone else
might spark off our anger but when we treasure that moment

rather than try to get away from it we can tap in to a greater
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knowledge of who we are and what we care deeply about.

I am angry but also sad when I hear of someone who takes
their own life, especially a young person, because I see it as
unnecessary. I am frustrated because I know that happiness
and well-being is something everyone can create through a
number of positive habits. I do not blame the individual or
people around the person who took their own life, they more
than likely did the best they knew how to support and love
the person. However, I do blame our educational system for
not including lifeskills training on an equal level to academic

knowledge.

The research is clear: as individuals we cannot function
properly, we cannot absorb new knowledge when we are
stressed, emotionally upset, feeling down, bullied or
disinterested in life. It is well overdue that we implement
living skills teaching, that we give young people
opportunities for developing well-being and happiness skills
in an otherwise confusing and disempowering world that will

drain our energy and crush our dreams without these skills.

This book presents a range of positive living skills that
have worked for me and my students, the people I live with

but more importantly for people in every corner of the world:.
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My mother, I believe would not have had to struggle with
depression and anxiety for the rest of her days had she been
taught and given an opportunity to practise these well-being
skills earlier on in life. Being overly medicated she
experienced the sideeffects that accompany medications. This
is not a condemnation of drugs but we know so much more

now of the personal power we have to change our brains.

Through brainscanning we can now see which parts of the
brain are stimulated when we experience happiness and well-
being. We can pin-point the type of thoughts that uplift us.
We can observe how certain actions practised over only a few
weeks activate feel-good hormones in our brains that

energise, help us to trust more, to better focus and enjoy life.

Positive psychology specialises in the study of what we
human beings do when we are happy, engaged and have
found purpose in our lives. It has become clear that we can
change our brain pathways and increase our zest for life by
taking certain actions and making certain adjustments in our

way of thinking.

We can create a successful and satistying life way beyond
our dreams. We can help people around us particularly the
younger generation, provided we ourselves become role-

models for well-being and happiness.
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These well-being skills are small easily practised habits we
can develop that change our brain environment and stimulate
our feel good hormones dopamine and serotonin. These skills
empower us to pursue a life that we can love and be proud of;
they bring us to a higher level of honesty, fairness and
genuine care for ourselves and all other living creatures in the
universe. These lifeskills enable us to make a positive
contribution in the world not at the expense of our own well-
being but hand in hand with a flourishing and thriving

personal existence.

This book presents seven areas of wellness skills easily
developed. Some skills such as problem solving or
assertiveness skills are useful in particular situations while
other skills such as creating positive relationships, having

selfkindness and being grateful empower our entire lives.

Each skill stands on its own, thus you can dip into this
‘'manual’ at any place without prior knowledge. Each of the
living skills presented has through research been shown to
work really well for innumerable people. These are skills that
I wish I would have known earlier in life in order to bring
them to people who have ended up despairing and suicidal
not realising that well-being and happiness lie within

everyone's reach with a bit of encouragement and support.
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We cannot choose for someone else. Each of us has a free
choice whether to take on life enhancing and nourishing
thinking and behaviour patterns. We each have the power to
create a personal environment of peace, happiness and
purpose within our minds and bodies that will guide us to
choose optimism and care in everyday life and adverse

situations.

This book shows how happiness and well-being are
determined by the habits we choose to cultivate. You will find
life-stories of people who have experienced adversity but
used these life-skills to move beyond a life-crisis into lives full
of well-being, happiness and hope. Specific Brain Train tasks
will guide you to increase and permanently boost your
happiness and care skills — provided you practise them!

By you taking responsibility for cultivating your own
happiness and well-being you will not only discover a higher
energy level and better health, but you will also become an

inspiration for other people to do the same.

Obsciaskd 200>

-
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PLEASE NOTE: To protect confidentiality, the names of the

people who share their well-being stories have been changed.

© Michaela Avlund
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CHAPTER ONE

POSITIVE EMOTIONS AND GRATITUDE
Do we really need to feel good?

Feeling good is not a luxury, it is a necessity. Research clearly
shows how often we are stressed and can burn ourselves out

unless we proactively cultivate positive emotions.

© Michaela Avlund
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Do we really need to feel good?

I was brought up not to pay too

Feeling good can be
underestimated as
childish or naive,
but feeling good is

much attention to my feelings.
Life was more about fulfilling
daily tasks and 'being good'
rather than being happy and
a deciding factor fulfilled. Then after a dis-
g =Ry eel = el appointment in a close relation-
per-SQnal happiness ship, someone I trusted asked
and health. me 'What do you want?' I
suddenly realised that I had

never really allowed myself to focus on my personal

happiness.

I had supported other people's well-being but had not paid
much attention to my personal aspirations and happiness.

Since then I have met numerous people who also find it
difficult to allow themselves to pursue happiness for
themselves. Pressures to be successful or liked can stop us
from paying attention to the feel good factor in our lives.

Barbara Fredrickson® is an American professor who has
researched this whole area of positive feelings and emotions.

She discovered that positive emotions lead to high energy and

© Michaela Avlund



HAPPINESS SKILLS

vibrant health. When we feel good we also tend to be more
generous and creative. We enjoy every part of our lives — even
the challenges. Positive emotions build up our capacity to
overcome negative experiences and fight off anxiety and

depression.

In Europe and North America
depression and anxiety is on the [ LA ElNqlled

increase, starting at a younger age | eleifiAa g

than ever before (WHO)’. Interviews | 721l good S0 why
with young pop stars who have an |F2rais e just do
abundance of fame and money what it takes to
reveal that they often live in a deep

feel good?

state of depression and become
chemically dependant on drugs to stimulate the feel good
hormones in their bodies. While this works for a while, sooner
or later it tears down personal confidence and enjoyment to
know that one cannot get through the day without alcohol or
drugs.

Cathal is one of the lucky ones who has survived years of
dependency on alcohol and sometimes stronger drugs to
deal with his negative feelings. He is thankful that he has
found a healthier and more uplifting way of creating
positive emotions as he is now a therapist who helps people
to relax and enjoy better health. He explains;

© Michaela Avlund
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I drank to numb the bad feelings but when you drink you
numb everything, good and bad. 1 now realise that my
negative feelings and thoughts are memories or a negative
interpretation of what happened and not necessarily what
other people experienced. I now know I have a choice how I

view something and remember it.

Most people that have been on the road I have been on have
lost everything. I still have a family, I still have the means of
earning a living and I am grateful for that.

Of course we want to feel good, but sometimes life's chores
and wounds seem to prevent us from exploring our potential.
We may not realise how much power we have to create a

wonderful life for ourselves.

Using our

Positive Management Centre

Scientists can now see what physically happens within our
brains when we feel good and when we feel bad. Professor
Richard Davidson has spent a lifetime investigating exactly
what happens in the brain when we experience positive and
negative emotions. He discovered a management centre at the

very front of our brains called the Prefrontal Cortex. Here he

© Michaela Avlund
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noticed activity in the left or the right area according to

whether we feel good or bad and according to whether we

focus on positive or negative thoughts.

The amazing discovery is that we can choose which part of

our brain to 'feed' and
nourish. Whatever type
of thoughts we focus on
activate either the Left
management centre
(highlighted in green) or
the Right management
centre of the brain
(highlighted in red). Why
is this important?

Unknown to ourselves we might automatically activate our

negativity system. We human beings have a strong survival

instinct and the constant stream
of negative information from
our surroundings activates our
negativity bias. We need to
counteract this overly activated
survival system by deliberately
nourishing the positivity home

in our brains which will then

If we are not
careful we keep
activating the brain

centre that leads to
anxiety, worry and
depression.

© Michaela Avlund
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produce greater well-being.

pages 12-24 missing

Gratitude oils the mechanism of the brain and its positive

emotional life.

© Michaela Avlund
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The following skills can increase your happiness and well-

being no bounds, once practised.

Recall good events in your life
Keep a Gratitude Journal

Write a Gratitude Letter

Pause for Gratitude Contemplation
Say 'Thank You'

g ¥

1. Recall Good Events in
Your Life

In my 6 week course, workshops and well-being getaways I
always introduce the gratitude skill early on. Within thirty
minutes I am sure to give participants an opportunity to recall
something good in their lives. It can be something small or
something big, it does not matter. What matters is that a
person becomes aware that something good has happened to

them recently.

In addition I would ask the participants to think about how
they might have contributed to this experience. Sometimes
that surprises people, but if for example I dwell on the
beautiful sunrise I experienced this morning and how I might

have contributed to that I might realise that 'yes' I did go out

© Mlichaela Avlund
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of my way, I went down by the sea-shore for a little walk

rather than stay in bed.

The reflection on what we did to put ourselves in the way
of good experiences makes us aware of the power we have to

direct ourselves towards many uplifting experiences.

The Appreciation formula:

1.
Write down or think about something good that
happened to you lately ..........cccccoeeiiiiiiiii

Write down or think about how you helped to make
that happen? ...,

© Michaela Avlund
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Example:
Something good.. My brother in Denmark sent me a
lovely message on his birthday that he would have loved me
to be there celebrating with him.

I helped make that happen by: sending him a text
congratulating him and telling him how fortunate I feel to
have him as my brother.

If one wishes to take this further one might answer the

following:

3. Why this event is important to me:

Example:

This is important to me because... I did not see my
brother for 16 years as I lived very far away and could not
get back home. Still he and his children were the first to
collect me at the airport in the middle of a snowstorm the

day when I did eventually get to go home. Also, whenever I

© Mlichaela Avlund
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g0 home I know he will welcome me and want me to spend

time with him and the family.

pages 28-35 missing

By holding on to a

positive memory for
30 seconds we allow
it to establish itself

as a long-term
memory in the
hypocampus which is
our memory store.

adverse circumstances.

When we repeatedly dwell on
good experiences, little by little
we build up a nice store of
positive experiences which we
then can draw on when we
experience problems and meet
adversities. This enables us to
access an optimistic outlook
which might otherwise escape

us when we are overcome by

© Michaela Avlund
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BRAIN TRAIN

Gratitude contemplation :

1. Simply be still while noticing your own breathing for
30 seconds allowing yourself to APPRECIATE BEING
ALIVE. Do this a few times over the day.

or

2. Allow yourself to focus on some good event or
something you like in your environment and simply,

Sit with that experience for 30 seconds.

Pausing several times a day
whilst focusing on a good We can experience a

event is extremely conducive wonderful mood lift
to creating many new positive | el el REERS ol
pathways in the brain. This [ el Zal RIS
deliberately chosen gratitude | a/lel][=001250 141111~
pause increases serotonin and | {0150 612 T
dopamine activities which

activate our immune system.

© Michaela Avlund
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5. Say 'Thank You'

The neuroscientist Richard Davidson recommends to
simply looking someone in the eye and say thank you as a
way of creating positive emotional brain activity. This
connects us to other people in an uplifting and bonding
manner. It signals to the brain and immune system that all is

well and that the world is a good place.

His research shows that when a person is being thanked
they automatically feel like passing on that sentiment to
others around them. It is like a chain reaction of positive

emotions. It is simple and it works.

Saying 'Thank You'"

Look out for opportunities to thank people. Look the person
in the eye and if appropriate shake their hand or hug them

and say 'thank you' for something you appreciate.

The Gratitude Dance

For fun Matt decided to do a crazy little Gratitude Dance in a
© Michaela Avlund
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public place and asked his girl-friend to film it. They uploading it on
You Tube and got a lot of hits.

Then somebody funded them to travel to as many countries as
possible to perform and film this short, crazy little dance. In this
You Tube clip you can see how people joined him in the Gratitude

Dance wherever he went.

www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ri9PpFVyVhE

Treat Yourself to a Gratitude Dance

First thing in the morning, in private if you like, do a little
gratitude dance. You might be surprised at how powerful this

is.

When I was growing up I loved it when I was alone in the house. I
put on music in the sitingroom and danced around. I still enjoy it —

when I remember to do it.

pages 41-245 missing
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CHAPTER SEVEN

PROBLEM SOLVING

Personal or Social Problem-Solving concerns our ability to

keep abreast of our personal and relationship problems. A
build-up of these can have dire consequences on our mental

and physical health, but there is a formula, there are solutions.

© Michaela Avlund
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Personal
Problem-Solving

Problem-solving is often associated with business or

mathematical skills but research provides ample evidence that

Personal problem-
solving has also been
called Social Problem-

Solving2 because it

concerns our ability
o be in relationship
with others, with the
world around us and
ourselves.

good  personal  problem-
solving skills increase our
emotional intelligence', our
confidence and our ability to
be optimistic.

Some people will naturally
possess these skills but they
can be learned by all of us.
There is a simple formula that
has been observed in people

who are successful at personal problem-solving.

Good problem-solving skills

tend to decrease depression, hopelessness

and suicidal tendencies’

People with depression, which we know is on the increase

in our society, tend to have an overload of unsolved problems.

© Michaela Avlund
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Helpful hormones are activated when we take an optimistic

'can-do' approach even if initially we do not know the

solution to our problems.

However, when we are negative or try to avoid our problems

When our organs
function at their
optimum our immune
system is being

strengthened. We
feel less pain as our
bodies and our brains
build up resilience.

the brain freezes and our
system goes into defence
mode. This increases the flow
of adrenalin and builds up
cortisol. Our organs are now
on the alert. When our
system is on stand-by for
fight, flight or freeze over
time this can have a very
depressing effect on our

brain and body.

pages 255-283 missing
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Happiness Skills is an inspiring yet practical account of the day to
day skills you need to keep yourself happy and well.

This beautifully written manual not only explains the St
methodology but offers practical methods that focus on sld]ls s‘utﬂ:r
as building positive emotions, glelf mdnssﬁ,nharacter 3,
building optimism, assertivene problem 8 ese easily
acquired skills will raise your mood amm h
satisfaction with life, lncreaslng your love

By focusingon the E’-"- 8 tha nccur daily life and
transforming negatiﬁé‘ﬁ%ﬂ‘ﬂﬁ‘pmﬁtable learning experiences;
you create a positive brain environment which can help youtoso
problems and generate empowerment

Strengthening positive relationships and connectioIISHn
around you helps you to create feel good hormonesj
immune system.

By following these empathetic and wellbeing skills PESewe
Psychology you increase your ability to understand ynurself people
all around you and your place in the universe.
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