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Research

Happiness and 
health, part one:                  
 How positive emotions 
 affect physical well-being 

Growing scientific evidence 
shows that a happy outlook 
improves health and quality 
of life. By cultivating your 
personal happiness, you may 
in turn enhance positive well-
being in others 

by Shirley Archer, JD, MA

How happy are you? The answer to this 
question may predict how healthy you 
are or how long you’ll live. “Happiness 
science” offers strong and growing evi-
dence, particularly over the past decade, 
that positive emotions impact mental 
and physical health, resulting not only in 
a better quality of life, but also a longer 
and healthier life.1

Historically, researchers focused on anx-
iety, depression, stress, fear and causes 

of unhappiness, along with methods to 
reduce these negative feelings. Pioneers 
like Martin E. P. Seligman, PhD, Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi, PhD, and others de-
termined that we should independently 
examine the benefits and causes of 
positive feelings and traits that lead to 
flourishing, giving birth to positive psy-
chology.2 Today, compelled by research 
findings, leading health professionals 
look at ways to integrate efforts to pro-
mote positive well-being into healthcare 
and public health policy.

So, how might this benefit you as an in-
dividual and as a professional who works 
in an active-aging setting? Here’s a look 
at what the latest research tells us about 
the significant relationship between hap-
piness and health.
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What is happiness science?
Happiness may seem highly subjective, 
but like other components of health, it 
can be defined, measured and studied. 
Daniel Kahneman, a Nobel Prize winner, 
has offered four levels of analysis.3 These 
include the following:

Well-being. Statements like, “Overall 
my life is going well” or “I am satisfied 
with my job,” reflect feelings of general 
happiness or what is referred to as sub-
jective well-being. Sonja Lyubomirsky, 
PhD, positive psychology researcher at 
the University of California, Riverside, 
and author of The How of Happiness, 
defines happiness as “the experience of 
joy, contentment or positive well-being, 
combined with a sense that one’s life is 
good, meaningful and worthwhile.”4

Traits. Traits that are related to hap-
piness include optimism, enthusiasm, 
cheerfulness, hopefulness, sense of 
humor and gratitude. Traits reflect 
a personality type or temperament 
that affects how a person responds to 
life events.

Emotions. Happiness, excitement, joy, 
enthusiasm, love and contentment are 
examples of positive emotions. These 

are experiential, in the present, and may 
change from moment to moment.

Sensations. The physical experience of 
happiness includes pleasurable sensa-
tions. Moments like the warmth of the 
sun against your skin or a bite of a tasty, 
warm cookie are examples of pleasurable 
sensations that can provide enjoyment, 
not only in the moment, but also in 
the anticipation and recall of these 
experiences.

Researchers have studied and measured 
these happiness dimensions. They have 
even pinpointed what aspects of the 
brain become active as you experience 
different mood states.

Contrary to what may feel intuitively 
correct, studies show that 3 primary 
factors influence “chronic happiness”—
happiness that is more enduring than a 
specific moment.5 These factors include 
the following:

• Genetics affects 50% of our basic 
temperament and disposition to 

 be happy.
• Circumstances influence 10%. Ex-

amples are material well-being, life 
events and life status—whether 

 you are single, married, divorced or 
 widowed.
• Efforts make up 40%. These efforts 

include what we do (day-to-day 
behaviors), what we think (optimis-
tic or grateful) and what we seek 
(personal goals and/or dedication to 
meaningful causes).

Many people think that circumstances 
(such as wealth) influence happiness 
more, but studies of increases in gross 
domestic product, or GDP, in compari-
son with national happiness levels show 
that regardless of increased wealth, 
many people are not happier. For ex-
ample, in 2018, the United States had 
the highest GDP levels in the world but 
ranked 18th in terms of world happiness, 
reflecting a drop of 4 spots from 2017.6

What are the health benefits 
of happiness?
Scientists investigate happiness because 
improving happiness levels provides 
physical, mental and even social and cul-
tural benefits, according to research find-
ings. Researchers have reported that hap-
pier people have fewer chronic pain con-
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ditions, less likelihood of diabetes, lower 
risks of a fatal accident, reduced risks 
of heart disease and stronger immune 
systems. Below are some of the evidence-
based health benefits of happiness:

Reduced risk of heart disease. Mul-
tiple studies find that happiness benefits 
heart health. Johns Hopkins University 
School of Medicine researchers found 
that positive well-being was associated 
with an almost 30% reduction in heart 
disease in “initially healthy” high-risk 
people with a family history of early-
onset heart disease, nearly a 50% reduc-
tion in incident heart disease among 
those with the highest risk and family 
history, and 13% reduction in incident 
heart disease among those in the general 
population.7 Researchers followed ap-
proximately 1,500 siblings of individuals 
with documented heart events before 
age 60 for an average of 12 years to reach 
this conclusion. Positive well-being con-
sisted of multiple components including 
optimism, happiness, life satisfaction 
and vitality, all of which have been inde-
pendently shown to be associated with 
lower risk of heart disease.

In a 2005 study, individuals who re-
ported higher happiness levels had lower 
heart rates and blood pressure measure-
ments, when compared with those who 
felt less happy, at follow-up testing 3 
years later. The happiest participants had 
an approximately 6 beats-per-minute 
lower heart rate and healthier blood 
pressure readings.8 Happiness is linked 
to heart rate variability (HRV) patterns, 
an indicator of overall heart health. On 
testing day, patients who self-reported 
that they were happy had better HRV 
patterns than those who indicated that 
they were less happy.9 In a longitudinal 
study of almost 2,000 Canadians, partici-
pants who had initially reported that they 
were happier had lower risks of heart dis-
ease when tested 10 years later.10 

Stronger immune system. Numerous 
studies have found that happiness is 

related to a stronger immune system, 
a lower chance of becoming sick and 
when ill, a higher likelihood of recover-
ing more quickly. In 2014, University of 
Wisconsin–Madison researchers found 
that individuals with higher optimism 
and lower stress and anxiety, experi-
enced a stronger antibody response after 
receiving a flu shot, indicating better 
immune-system functioning.11 Investiga-
tors inoculated 98 healthy individuals 
age 50 or older with the flu virus.

In a 2006 Carnegie-Mellon University 
experiment, researchers exposed 193 
healthy individuals aged between 21 
and 55 years to the cold or flu virus. In-
vestigators assessed participants for 
a positive—happy, lively and calm—
or negative—anxious, hostile and de-
pressed—emotional style, among other 
personal traits and self-reported health. 
For both the cold and flu viruses, people 
with a positive style had less risk of be-
coming sick, or if they became sick, had 
much less severe symptoms. This link 
was independent of all other associa-
tions.12 A 2003 Carnegie-Mellon Uni-
versity experimental study found that 
among 350 adult participants who were 
all exposed to the common cold, those 
who informed researchers that they had 
experienced the most positive emotions, 
were less likely to catch a cold.13

Lower stress. Happiness levels also in-
fluence the stress response, which affects 
heart rate, blood pressure, blood sugar 
levels and hormones like cortisol as it 
prepares the body for “fight or flight.”14 
Studies show that when exposed to a 
stressor, happier people tend to recover 
more quickly.15

Fewer aches and pains. Happy people 
who have a predominantly positive 
mood are more able to cope with per-
sistent pain and seem to experience less 
pain and reduced pain sensitivity. Pain 
is both a sensory event and an emo-
tional experience of fear and anxiety. 
Research evidence shows that a positive 

affect improves resilience, increases pain 
tolerance, diminishes pain disability 
and improves quality of life.16 In a 2005 
study of 124 women with osteoarthritis 
and/or fibromyalgia, investigators found 
that people with higher levels of positive 
affect experienced less pain and stress, 
when compared to those with more 
negative affect.17

Higher likelihood of better health. 
Happy people who report more life 
satisfaction tend to have better health 
overall than those who feel less happy 
and are dissatisfied with their lives. In 
a 2-year longitudinal study, researchers 
reached this conclusion after analyzing 
data from almost 1,000 Australian re-
spondents on happiness, life satisfaction 
and physical health.18

Longevity. Numerous studies have 
linked happiness with longer life, with 
the “Nun Study” the most often cited. 
Sixty years after 180 young nuns in their 
20s had written diary entries, research-
ers analyzed the content and compared 
it with their survival rates. The nuns 
whose diaries revealed the most positive 
emotions outlived their more negative 
colleagues by as much as 7–10 years.19 
Another 40-year longitudinal study 
found that, among approximately 7,000 
university students, those who were 
most pessimistic as students were more 
likely to die sooner than their optimistic 
classmates.20

In a 5-year study among almost 4,000 
British older adults, aged 52–79, re-
searchers found that those who reported 
feeling happy, excited and content were 
35% less likely to die over a 5-year pe-
riod than the unhappy individuals.21 In-
vestigators surveyed study participants 
multiple times in a single day.

Finally, in another review, Lyubomirsky 
found that at any moment in life if a 
person feels really happy (8 or 9 out of 
10 points), it can add 5–7 years to life 
expectancy.22
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How do we boost happiness?
The association between happiness and 
health improvement is strong; however, 
the underlying mechanisms why this is 
the case are much more complex. Some 
researchers theorize that happiness cre-
ates an upward-spiral dynamic. More 
positive emotions lead to more positive 
social connections which are related to 
better physical health, which, in turn, 
leads to more positive emotions.1 People 
with high life satisfaction are also more 
likely to have healthier habits such as 
not smoking, eating a healthy diet, being 
physically active and using sun protec-
tion.14 Other researchers note potential 
links between happiness and better 
quantity and quality of sleep and even a 
healthier gut microbiome.12 Investigators 
are conducting studies to further tease 
out these relationships.

Two important concepts emerge: No 
one activity or condition creates happi-
ness, and happiness is not the same for 
every person. Since the one factor that 
impacts happiness over which we have 
control is our attitudes and activities—
remember this influences 40% of happi-
ness—researchers have been evaluating 
strategies that can affect this dimension. 

Key themes that have been identified for 
enhancing happiness include the following:

• social support
• compassion and kindness
• cooperation
• forgiveness
• mindfulness
• gratitude

Study findings support that specific 
interventions to enhance some of these 
themes are effective for improving well-
being.23 [Ed. In part two of “Health and 
happiness,” Shirley Archer will delve 
into what the research shows about in-
terventions to enhance happiness. Watch 
for this article in a Journal on Active Ag-
ing® issue to be published later this year.]

Work with a heart
Something as relevant and powerful as 
happiness deserves more attention and 
conscious effort to cultivate. Creating a 
happy and meaningful life, researcher 
Sonja Lyubomirsky reminds us, is 
work—but, it is worthwhile.

When we consider how to support 
others and enhance health, much focus 
is put on interventions that impact phys-
ical biomarkers of health. With an un-
derstanding of happiness science, we’re 
reminded that how we think and feel, 
how we relate with our self and connect 
with others, matters. “The very center of 
your heart is where life begins. The most 
beautiful place on earth,” said the 13th-
century poet Rumi. As you evaluate new 
programming for your setting, consider 
the power of strategies to consciously 
spread more happiness throughout your 
environment.

Shirley Archer, JD, MA, is a mindful 
health educator; public speaker; yoga, 
pilates and meditation teacher; and blog-
ger. She provides integrative training and 
mind-body resources to help people achieve 
health, happiness and optimal well-being. 
An award-winning author of 15 books, 
including Pilates Fusion: Well-Being for 
Body, Mind & Spirit, Archer is based in 
Los Angeles, California, and Zürich, Swit-
zerland. She can be reached at https://
www.shirleyarcher.com, @shirleyarcher 
(Twitter), @shirleyarcher (Instagram) 
and @shirley_archer (Pinterest).
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Mark your calendar

Learn more about happiness 
science from Shirley Archer at the 
International Council on Active 
Aging Conference 2018. This year’s 
conference and trade show will be 
held October 18–20 at the Hyatt 
Regency Long Beach and Long 
Beach Convention & Entertainment 
Center in Long Beach, California.

Archer will present the session, 
“Cultivating happiness: A mind-
body approach to optimal health 
and well-being,” on Thursday, 
October 18; 8:30 a.m.–10:00 a.m. 
Join this session to learn more about 
happiness science and evidence-
based techniques to boost happiness 
for yourself and those around you. 
You’ll also practice some happiness 
exercises in this interactive lecture. 
For more information, visit http://
www.icaa.cc/conferenceandevents/
overview.htm.
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