press-citizen.com

A GANMETT COMPANY

HOME HNEWS 5SPORTS OPINION ENTERTAINMENT OBITUARIES FEATURES WEATHER BUSINESS CLAS

Editorials  Guest opinion  Blogs Onthe Record Forums  Letters to the editor  Writers Group

The economics of happiness
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This fall, Zappos CED Tony Hsieh asked my University of lowa students ta share their goals.

They responded as vou might expect -- "to own & business," "make a lot of money," "travel the warld " "start
a family”

Fushing further, Hsieh inguired, "WWhy'?
And notjust once, hut he asked "Why™ after each of their atternpts to explain.

That is, however, until these seemingly disconnected aspirations were all driven down to a comman
sentiment: They thought it would make them "happy”

With sorme 27,000 books and articles published on the topic in the pastyear and a half, happiness has
gone "prime time." This is not all good; there are plenty of charlatans in the mix, making comforahle livings
on "fluffy' motivational clichés, deliverad to people in need. But floating to the top of the pile are a growing
numhber of social scientists with important research-bhased discoveries to share. We are learing that
happiness is a mixture of several factors, Part of it depends on biglogy -- perhaps a5 much as 50 percent
- hut social and ervironmental conditions matter, too.

Among the things that contribute to happiness are time with family and friends, satisfving work, a sense of
cammunity, trust in neighbors and gratitude. What doesnt seem to matter much are lots of education, ar
money -- pastwhat is required for modest camfort.

In one ofthe more profound palitical speeches ever delivered, Sen. Rohert F. Kennedy challenged his
audience atthe University of Kansas to question the currentway success is measured in our country.

kennedy proclaimed, "We will find neither purpose nor personal satisfaction in a mere continuation of
economic progress, in an endless amassing of woarldly goods "

After poetically listing the types of things that truly matter, Kennedy concluded that the "Gross Mational
Praduct measures eventhing, in shar, except that which makes life worthwhile "

Thatwas 1968,

Taoday, Kennedy's vision is futher complicated by environmental concerns that seeminaly run in direct
conflict with an economic model dependent on ever increasing consumption. As economist Tim Jacksan
=0 eloguently puts it, the story ofwealthy nations is about us "heing persuaded to spend money we dont
hawe on things we don't need to create impressions thatwon't last on people we dont care about” If it
turns autthat riging incomes is natthe path to happiness, as much of the recent research sugaests, then
the tall inflicted an aur persanal lives by & culture of wark must be re-evaluated.

Itwill take political leadership, companies and a civil society for a sea change to occur. The good news is
that a dialogue ofthis kind may just be lining up:

= InWashington, the Seattle Area Happiness Initiative is tring to make the city happier. They are
conducting a Happiness Survey (s sustainableseattle.arg), with hopes that the data collected will help
shape public policy.

= Last Maovember, Hsieh announced that Zappos would be relocating its corporate headguarters ta the
current Las Wenas City Hall site.

"It's about not just our offices being there " said Heieh, "butwe are gaing to be creating this environment
outside the office.”

= Americans increasingly report serious time stress in their lives and appearwilling to make work-life
halance a higher priarity.

Interestingly, author John Irving starts every novel by first creating the last sentence ofthe book. Onece
established, everyword leads to that point.

While a unigue writing technigque, itis an even better metaphar, [fyaur life was framed in a similar manner,
wetiat weould wour last semtence be® How would that swareness reshape the way you live your life and treat
the world today?

And then my final question, "Why"?

David L. Gould is a lecturer in the University of lowa Leisure Studies Program and the academic
coordinator for Ul's Interdepartmental Studies Program.



