
The Happiness Hypothesis
Jonathan Haidt and Vital Engagement



Vital Engagement

Exercise
Think of a job, interest or hobby that you engage in
how did you get involved?
can you tell a story about it?
name something of its history or wider significance?
has it led to friendships or connections with other people?
has it brought you more confidence?
has it connected you to a tradition or community?
has it brought flow experiences, joy, identity, effectance and 

relatedness? 



Love and Work
Haidt reminds us that 
Human are not like machines and 
psychotherapy is not like a repair shop
you can’t re-programme human minds or fix bugs
Like other organic forms we have a huge capacity to 
recover and thrive given the right conditions
So what is necessary/ according to Haidt: 

love and work
(Love) Family/ close friendship i.e. secure attachments
(Work) jobs, projects, seeking to achieve, orientation 

towards accomplishment, caring for others…



Love and Work; Work is Love

We discussed love within relationships, but what is the role 
of work and how is work related to love?
Esteem is achieved through work and achievement
we have a basic drive to make things happen
people don’t like to feel powerless and dependent
Lethargy can easily overcome people unless they are striving
Striving is more engaging than achieving goals
accomplishment is not an end, it inspires people to strive

but only under certain circumstances (I’ll come to that…)

People have a need for competence, industry and mastery
There is a need to have the ability to interact and control 

one’s environment/ a need to be effective



Love and Work

Aspects of Work
Goals, prestige and rewards
 A calling or vocation – achieving beyond the job

Whether a job, career, study, project or personal work
All of the above apply in varying amounts
All are important for happiness
Deploying one’s strengths can increase the bigger picture and 

give a wider meaning to work/ re-cast and re-frame
Hobbies and projects beyond one’s job can create the balance 

needed
 Love and work draw us out of ourselves into connection with 

people and projects beyond ourselves



Vital Engagement, a deepening process

Exercise
Psychologists try to understand how love and work is transformed into 

happiness

Studies of people who have built their life around a consuming 
passion – artists and creative people
Each had a unique path but all led in the same direction
began with moments of interest and enjoyment with moments of flow
this led to relationships with others, new practices and values
these deepened over many years leading to longer periods of flow
the end state of this deepening process is called vital engagement



Vital Engagement

Definition
A relationship to the world
characterised by periods of flow and 
enjoyed absorption and
by subjective significance (meaning)
There is a relationship between subject (self) and object (work)

vital engagement involves work that’s become love

A life punctuated by vital engagement is meaningful



Vital Engagement

Vital Engagement does not reside in the person or the 
environment

 it exists in the space between
 some occupations make it difficult
Comparing the field of genetics to journalism

researchers found that genetics meets all conditions for Vital 
Engagement

Journalism often leads individuals to become disillusioned and 
unhappy

Some jobs, study, or work, can leave a person feeling that they have 
to lie, cheat or use deception… it can feel like selling your soul…
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