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EXTENDED ABSTRACT:

“Ask yourself whether you are happy and you cease to be 
so” (Mill, 1909).

It is often thought that happiness cannot be pursued, but is a 
fortuitous byproduct of engagement in other activities. Indeed, in a 
short-term lab setting, people explicitly asked to maximize their hap-
piness are less happy than those not asked to do so (Schooler et al. 
2003). Such findings may be intuitively appealing as most recognize 
that certain goals cannot be pursued too directly. For example, try-
ing too explicitly to fall asleep can be counter-productive. However, 
most of us also recognize that the likelihood of achieving a goal is 
greater when we accord it higher priority. Thus, a person who con-
sciously (re)arranges aspects of his life so as to get a good night’s 
sleep will sleep better than one who does not. By the same token, it 
stands to reason that individuals who accord higher priority to the 
goal of being happy might make more happiness-enhancing choices, 
thereby becoming happier. 

The main objective of the present research is to test whether, 
results from past research notwithstanding, it is possible to increase 
happiness by explicitly pursuing the goal of happiness. Specifically, 
we examined whether regularly making a happiness goal salient 
through introspection on one’s happiness could increase individu-
als’ happiness levels. Although our manipulation was similar to those 
employed by past research, in that it made a happiness-related goal 
salient, our experimental design differed from those used previous-
ly in an important way: whereas past experiments involved a fixed 
task assigned by the experimenter, our experiment allowed partici-
pants to engage in activities of their own choosing while focusing 
on maximizing their happiness. We predicted that individuals who 
introspected on their happiness would engage in more behaviors con-
gruent with enhancing their happiness and would thus be happier 
than participants that did not regularly introspect on their happiness. 
We tested this prediction in two experiments.

Study 1 tests this using a three group between-participants de-
sign, where a happiness-related query (state-focused vs. behavior-
focused vs. control) was the manipulated factor. All participants 
completed an initial set of questions, including a baseline happiness 
measure. Next, they were told that the experiment would involve 
fifteen minutes of “free time,” during which they could engage in 
the activities of their choice. Prior to beginning their “free time,” 
participants in two experimental conditions (state-focused and be-
havior-focused) were exposed to a manipulation that made the goal 
of happiness salient, by presenting them with a question about their 
happiness and asking them to keep this question in mind. The ques-
tion in the state-focused condition was designed to direct attention 
towards monitoring their current affective state (“How happy are 
you?” Mauss et al. 2011). The question in the behavior-focused con-
dition, in contrast, was aimed at directing focus towards happiness 
goal-directed behavior (“Are you doing your best to be happy?”). 
Those in the control condition were not given any question to keep 
in mind. At the end of the study, participants completed a final set 
of questions, which included the same happiness measure adminis-
tered previously. Our main dependent measure was the change in 
happiness. In line with prior work, we observe that those in the state-

focused condition showed a significant decline in happiness as com-
pared to the control (Mstate-focused=.145, Mcontrol=.453, p<.05). However, 
in line with our predictions we find that those in the behavior-focused 
condition increased their happiness significantly as compared to both 
the state-focused and control conditions (M behavior-focus=.775, p’s<.05). 
In support of our proposed process, we find behavioral change medi-
ates the effect of condition on the change in happiness.

Having demonstrated our predicted effect, it is important to note 
that study 1 shares a limitation common to prior studies on happi-
ness, in that it examines how happiness related goals affect happi-
ness in a short-run, relatively controlled, experimental context. In 
order to better understand the longer term implications for happi-
ness goals, study 2 was designed as a longitudinal field-study in 
which participants were prompted on a daily basis, over the course 
of one week to reflect on their happiness. All participants completed 
standard demographic questions along with the 4-item Subjective 
Happiness Scale (Lyubomirsky and Lepper, 1999), which measures 
individuals’ subjective assessment of their global happiness. Partici-
pants in three experimental conditions received a question everyday 
via email (state-focused: “How happy were you today?”; behavior-
focused: “Did you do your best to be happy today?”; control: “What 
day of the week is it?”). The happiness-related query (state-focused 
vs. behavior-focused vs. control) was the manipulated factor. At the 
end of the study, all participants were required to complete the same 
subjective happiness scale administered on day one. After complet-
ing the scale, participants were also asked to describe—in an open-
ended format—how participation in the study changed their behavior 
(if at all) over the course of the experiment. The main dependent 
measure was participants’ change in subjective happiness, relative to 
the baseline measure. 

We observed that the change in subjective happiness scores 
was significantly higher in the behavior-focused condition than in 
the control condition (Mbehavior=0.25; Mcontrol=-0.05, p<.03). there was 
no difference between the behavior-focused and the state- focused 
condition (Mstate =.12; p =.30) or the state-focused condition and the 
control condition (p=.22). Further, those in the behavior-focused 
condition were the most likely to experience an increase in subjective 
happiness (and the least likely to experience a decrease in subjec-
tive happiness) as compared to the other conditions. The relationship 
between condition and happiness change was significant (χ2(4)=4.2; 
p=.04).

A mediation analysis supported the hypothesis that it is a change 
in one’s behavior, and not other factors, which causes an improve-
ment in happiness after completing the experiment. Taken together, 
these findings demonstrate that, in contrast to prior work, happiness 
goals can be effective at improving happiness when they direct focus 
towards one’s behavior and motivate behavioral change, and further 
even happiness monitoring can have positive effects on happiness 
under certain conditions, such as longer durations.

Table 1: Change Scores From Pre To Post Results

Study Behavior 
condition

State 
Condition

Control 
Condition

Study 1 .775 . 145 .453
Study 2 .25 .12 -.05
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