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Action for Happiness’ Vanessa 
King looks at the growing social 
movement that aims to create a 
more caring society and improve 

people’s overall well-being

In pursuit 
of 

happiness

Holistic | Happiness

When Action for Happiness (AFH) 
launched in London in April 2011,  

it attracted a lot of publicity, including a 
feature on BBC Breakfast TV, and has been 
growing ever since. It sounds light-hearted, 
but Action for Happiness has a serious 
mission – to increase overall well-being in 
society, with its work underpinned by 
scientific research on what makes us happier.

Society’s focus on material wealth and 
celebrity culture hasn’t resulted in more 
happiness. In fact psychological ill-health 
is increasing. Action for Happiness aims to 
encourage and enable practical, evidence-
based action – by individuals, communities, 
schools and workplaces – and to influence 
at the policy level too. It’s about proactively 
increasing our well-being and resilience.

We are a social species, so individual 
happiness is interconnected with that of 
the people around us. As a movement, AFH 
encourages doing things with and for other 
people, as well as for ourselves.

What is happiness and does  
it really matter?
There is more to happiness than we might 
think. The ancient Greeks talked about  
two types of happiness – hedonic and 
eudemonic – which can be translated 
as pleasure and a sense of longer term 
satisfaction or fulfilment. 

Of course many factors influence how 
happy we feel. These include our upbringing, 
genes and environment, as well as our work 
(or lack of), our relationships, financial 

situation and overall health. Our happiness 
can be significantly influenced by our daily 
choices, actions and behaviour as well as our 
sense of purpose.

This is important because there is growing 
evidence that our subjective experience of 
happiness can have an objective reality. 
Self-reported happiness has been found to 
correlate with many positive outcomes, such 
as better physical health, for example higher 
immunity and cardiovascular health; higher 
performance, and earnings, at work; taking 
care of our own well-being; being more 
responsible citizens and helping others more.

What causes happiness  
or unhappiness?
Causes of happiness or unhappiness vary 
between people and at different times in 
our lives. Often people say they want to 
be happy but don’t really understand what 
that means or involves in terms of our daily 
choices, actions and behaviour. 

This is why AFH developed the Ten keys 
to happier living (see above). These are 
evidence-based areas in which we can take 
action to create happier lives, but it’s a menu 
rather than a prescription. People can make 
choices about what’s right for them, and  
this can vary over time.

Of course our genes and early upbringing 
can influence our subjective experience of 
how happy or unhappy we tend to feel. Our 
objective context, such as our income levels 
and living conditions, also have an impact, 
but perhaps not as much as we might expect. 

Above a relatively modest level, the impact 
of earnings on our happiness is surprisingly 
small, and our daily behaviour and thoughts 
can have a bigger influence. This is good 
news as this is where we have more control. 

Background of AFH
The movement has no political, religious or 
commercial affiliations and welcomes people 
from all walks of life. AFH was founded 
by the professor of economics at London 
School of Economics (LSE) Lord Richard 
Layard, headmaster and historian Anthony 
Seldon, and chief executive of the National 
Endowment for Science Technology and the 
Arts (NESTA) Geoff Mulgan.

Lord Layard had argued in his 2005 book 
that measures of societal progress based on 
economic growth alone were insufficient 
and that we needed to focus on well-being 
too. Together, the three men decided more 
needed to be done to create a culture of 
happiness and positive regard for others, 



Growth and support
The AFH movement has grown significantly 
since 2011 and has spread to 160 countries, 
with more than 50,000 members worldwide 
and an online following in the millions. AFH 
also has a number of local action groups, so 
there may be one in your area and if not you 
could start one.  

AFH is supported by a number of high-
profile people, including poet laureate  
Carol Ann Duffy, actors Simon Pegg and 
Goldie Hawn, as well as philosopher Alain  
de Botton and five-time Olympic gold 
medallist Steve Redgrave.

Arguably the most high-profile backing 
is from the movement’s Patron, the Dalai 
Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, who believes: 
‘AFH encourages each of us to live more 
compassionately and put the happiness of 
others at the centre of our lives.’

As well as these influential figures, the 
movement also partners with a number 
of organisations, including mental health 
charity MIND, the British Psychological 
Society, relationship support charity Relate 
and the National Union of Students (NUS).
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Take action
Small actions can make a big difference to how 
happy we feel. Here is a selection of ways that 
we can make a difference:

Daily mindfulness
Pay attention to the present moment. When 
we are mindful we become more aware of our 
thoughts and feelings and are better able to 
manage them. 
Being mindful 
can boost our 
concentration, 
improve our 
relationships and 
help with stress 
or depression.

Three good things
Being grateful is about much more than just 
saying thank you – it’s about not taking things 

for granted and having a sense of appreciation 
and thankfulness for life. People who are grateful 
tend to be happier, healthier and more fulfilled.

Letter of thanks
Studies show that expressing our gratitude to 
others can significantly 
boost our happiness. 
It can also have a 
powerful effect on 
the recipient and 
help strengthen your 
relationship.

Extra acts of kindness
Doing things to help others is not only good 
for recipients – it has a positive pay back for 
our happiness and health too. When people 
experience kindness it often makes them  
kinder as a result.

Use your strengths
Understanding and using our strengths is about 
focusing on the things that come naturally to us 
and that we love to do.

Look for the good in people
It is easy to take our nearest and dearest for 
granted. Constant criticism can be highly 
destructive, but we often fall into this trap, 
especially in established relationships. However, 
if we take time to bring to mind what we value 
and appreciate about others, we can get more 
enjoyment from our time together. Aim for five 
positive interactions to every negative one.

Many more actions can be found on 
AFH’s website www.actionforhappiness.org/
take-action, where you can also join the AFH 
movement. The website has various resources 
that can be downloaded and shared, including  
a Happiness Action Pack.

both in Britain and internationally. 
The idea that happiness matters traces its 

roots to 18th century Britain, as Scottish 
philosopher, Frances Hutcheson, argued that 
the best society was the one that had ‘the 
greatest happiness of the greatest number’. 
This idea was further championed in the 
19th century, arguably to a greater extent, by 
British jurist and reformer Jeremy Bentham. 
This was further supported by philosopher 
John Stuart Mill and a number of key 
thinkers from other European countries, 
as well as Thomas Jefferson, who famously 
spoke about ‘life, liberty and the pursuit 
of happiness’, when speaking about the 
American Declaration of Independence. 

However, many may associate Jefferson’s 
ideas about the pursuit of happiness with 
acquiring material wealth, something 
AFH Director, Dr Mark Williamson, sees as 
misguided. ‘We have chased higher incomes 
for more than 50 years, but we are now no 
happier than five decades ago,’ he says.

Furthermore, Dr Williamson points out 
that inequality is on the rise, as well as 
depression and anxiety in young people, and 
says that doing things for others makes you 
happy – not amassing money.

Lord Layard argues that human 
relationships are the number one factor 
when it comes to leading a happy life, and 
this idea is supported by Geoff Mulgan. ‘We 
are happy when people around us are happy,’ 
says Geoff, who is also concerned that many 
people are missing a sense of belonging in 
modern society.

Vanessa King is a board 
member and the director of 
psychology and workplaces 
at Action for Happiness. She 
is the lead author of the Ten 
keys to happier living. For 
more information, visit the 

AFH website www.actionforhappiness.org

Dr Williamson has led the movement 
since 2010 and AFH now has a dedicated  
core team of volunteers. This includes  
Lucy Roberts as head of local action groups, 
Alex Nunn as head of campaigns and 
communications, and Amandeep Hothi  
as head of the events team.

Core aims
The core aim of AFH is to create a 
society with as much happiness, joy and 
contentment and as little mental pain as 
possible. If each of us makes this our goal, 
our societies would be radically improved. 
Scientific knowledge about the causes 
of happiness and misery significantly 
complements ancient ideas on the subject.

At AFH, we believe that this knowledge 
should be used to underpin our daily lives 
and thoughts on all aspects of life, including 
how we behave at work, raise children and 
how we approach public policy.

AFH’s core values can be broken down into 
three key statements:
l We can each affect our happiness and 
the happiness of those around us. Although 
partly determined by factors we cannot 
control, our happiness can also be affected 
by conscious choices. By feeling happy we 
can help others around us feel better.
l We need to prioritise the things that cause 
happiness. Firstly, positive relationships 
are the most important external causes 
of happiness. We will be happier if we do 
all we can to help the people around us. 
Secondly, good mental health is the most 
important internal cause of happiness. We 
need to give much more support to people 
struggling with anxiety and depression, as 
well as taking care of our own emotional and 
psychological health.
l Helping others is essential for a happier 
society. Self-centred individualism does not 
create happiness. Helping others will not 
only make them happy, it will make you feel 
a lot better too. Generosity connects us.
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