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There’s a science behind happiness, and Dr Laurie Santos 
has the formula for it. And it’s no just her positive energy!  
 
An expert on the science and psychology of wellbeing, 
she delivers her research via her incredibly popular Yale 
University course, The Science of Wellbeing. And after  
the ups and downs since the COVID-19 pandemic and 
worries about the future, finding out how to be a little 
happier couldn’t hurt, right? During our annual THRIVEx 
event, Dr Santos delivered her advice and expertise to 
help us navigate the stress, uncertainty and challenges  
we all face.  
 
Here are her top seven insights from the field of positive 
psychology on happiness and how it can help us to 
overcome difficult situations like the ones we are facing  
as a society today.

“Happiness, and focusing on happiness, and working 
towards happiness is still important in these challenging 
times… The research suggests that the act of focusing  
on happiness can solve a lot of the practical problems 
that a crisis like this gives us.  
 
Dr. Laurie Santos, THRIVEx
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1
Happiness itself can bring about a lot of positive life 
circumstances. It can give us the tools we need to  
change structures and change situations in the world.  
While we may feel a sense of guilt for being joyful while others are 
grieving, happiness is actually very important in challenging times. 
Focusing on our own happiness can give us the resilience we need  
to change situations both in our personal lives and on a larger scale.

2 We can harness the toughness to experience the 
power of post-traumatic growth.  
Difficult situations have the potential to make us stronger and may even 
make us happier in the long run. The last few years have been a slog, 
and despite the trauma and loss some of us may have faced – we are 
slowly coming out the other side. Harnessing those moments can lead  
to great emotional growth and momentum.
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If we want to be happier during times of stress, we need 
to use a special mechanism of protecting ourselves, and 
we can do that through social connection.  
When used properly, technology has the power to keep us connected even 
when we are physically apart. Loneliness and isolation can have a major 
negative impact on both our mental and physical health. So, as things 
slowly open back up, lets embrace the old and the new to help maintain 
relationships with our friends, family and co-workers.

The studies on happiness suggests that happiness comes 
not from self-care but from focusing on other people.  
We hear a lot about self-care these days, but the reality is that truly happy 
people are what Dr. Santos refers to as “otheroriented.” Helping others, 
especially during times of crisis, makes us feel good and gives us a sense  
of purpose. Not only are we boosting our mood by lending a hand, we are  
also working towards solving real problems, which could mean a better  
future for ourselves and others.

If we want to be happier and if we want to protect our 
willpower and get more resilient and even improve our 
performance, we need to harness the power of gratitude.  
Gratitude might not be the first thing that comes to mind during a life-altering 
experience such as a global pandemic, being laid off or after the loss of a 
loved one, but acknowledging even the little things that we appreciate can 
improve our overall wellbeing and boost our emotional resilience. Not sure 
where to start? Dr. Santos recommends writing down 3-5 things that you’re 
grateful for each day.
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If we want to be happy, we need to find ways to be in the 
present moment, even if that present moment sucks.  
Mindfulness and meditation are powerful tools, especially when we’re living 
in a constant state of stress. Did you know that we spend 46.9% of our day 
with our minds wandering? By learning to truly focus on the present, we can 
be more productive and improve our sense of wellbeing by improving our 
stress response.

If we want to protect ourselves during tough times,  
we need to make room for healthy practices.  
Normal routines can go out the window when things are stressful (as they  
have been!), be it sleep patterns or that regimental meal plan. Yet making 
small active steps to get back into those habits can lead to bigger wellbeing 
wins. Start with getting your sleep in order; putting your phone down an 
hour before bed will do wonders for a good night’s sleep. How about 
swapping out some sweet treats for fruits that are in season? Or even 
taking some time away from your screens, to go for a walk and get those 
steps in. Small habits will lead to bigger wins and impact your overall 
wellbeing journey.
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Resilience is a skill we can learn by focusing on the 
positives and allowing ourselves to be happy, even 
when times are tough. And the stronger we are as 
individuals, the stronger we are together. Dr. Laurie 
Santos reminds us that we can change the world by 
making small changes in the way that we perceive 
and react to challenges:  
“We don’t just need to use happiness and all of these 
tools to improve our own wellbeing. We can use these 
tools, in some sense, to make the world a better 
place… these tools are there not just to protect our 
wellbeing, but to give us the resilience we need.”
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