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What Actually Makes Us Happy 
 
A Yale psychology professor, Laurie Santos, set out to answer one of the most deceptively simple questions: If 
humans are so smart, why are we so bad at knowing what will actually make us happy? 
 
In 2018, she launched a course at Yale called The Science of Well-Being. It became the most popular class the 
university had offered in its 300-year history. 
 
Here's what she found. The things we spend much of our lives going after — more money, a bigger house, more 
status, have almost no lasting effect on how we feel day to day. Not because they are bad things to want, but 
because the brain was never made to get lasting happiness from external circumstances.  
 
There's even a name for it: hedonic adaptation. The brain always returns to its baseline happiness. Whether good 
or bad – win the lottery, lose your arm – eventually, you’re back to baseline. Santos called it the "satisfaction 
treadmill." The happiness you're running toward always stays exactly the same distance ahead of you. 
 
Depressed yet? Here’s the more encouraging part of her research. Santos also found that the things that actually 
create sustained wellbeing are things people don’t often prioritize – strong social connection, acts of kindness, 
physical movement, being present in the moment, and deliberately practicing gratitude, among others. The 
research shows the brain is designed to feed on these types of inputs to create lasting happiness.  
 
The good news is that anyone can do things and they cost little to nothing. In fact, what we do at WCC encourages 
all of these!  
 
Although anyone can do these things, I know it’s not always easy. So let’s challenge ourselves with mid-year 
reset. If you’re feeling a bit unmotivated, low energy or just a little ‘blah,’ recharge by feeding your mind, body 
and/or spirit. Connect with your fellow humans, try a new exercise class, tell a friend why you’re grateful for them 
or show kindness to someone just met.  
 
Let’s start prioritizing the things that really matter. 
 
Thank you for being part of our WCC `ohana. Wishing you a wonderful end of summer! 
 

With aloha, 

Caroline Hayashi 
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