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Chapter 1: Understanding
the Hedonic Treadmill
In this chapter, we will explore the concept of the Hedonic
Treadmill, a psychological phenomenon that explains why
achieving our goals often doesn’t lead to lasting happiness.
We’ll discuss the origins of this idea and how it shapes our
understanding of joy. You’ll learn how our brains are wired
to adapt to positive and negative changes in our lives,
ultimately returning us to a baseline level of happiness.

The Origins of the Hedonic Treadmill
The concept of the Hedonic Treadmill has its roots in
psychological studies dating back to the late 20th century.
It highlights how we tend to adapt to changes in our
circumstances, both positive and negative, which ultimately
affects our happiness.

Key point 1: Foundational studies demonstrated human
adaptability.

The concept of the Hedonic Treadmill is significantly rooted
in foundational studies that focused on human adaptability.
These studies reveal that humans have an innate ability to
adjust to various circumstances, both joyful and
distressing. This adaptability means that after a significant
event—such as receiving a promotion or facing hardship—



individuals tend to find themselves returning to a baseline
level of happiness.

This phenomenon can be attributed to our brain's
remarkable capacity for recalibration. As we experience the
highs of success or the lows of setback, our emotions
naturally stabilize over time. Researchers suggest that this
return to baseline is evolutionary; it allows us to maintain
focus on survival and progress instead of becoming overly
consumed by temporary emotional peaks. Understanding
this adaptability is crucial because it highlights why lasting
contentment is often elusive and why we remain
perpetually on the treadmill of chasing happiness.

Key point 2: Researchers like Brickman and Campbell
conducted pivotal research in 1971.

A pivotal moment in the exploration of the Hedonic
Treadmill occurred in 1971 when psychologists Ed Diener,
Philip Brickman, and Donald T. Campbell conducted their
groundbreaking research. Their work emphasized how
individuals tend to adapt to changes in their lives,
reshaping their perceptions of happiness. Brickman and
Campbell proposed that people’s happiness is influenced
less by the circumstances themselves and more by their
psychological adjustments to these circumstances.

This research revealed how temporary changes, such as
winning the lottery or experiencing a life-altering event,
have limited long-term effects on overall happiness. It



urged a re-evaluation of traditional beliefs surrounding
success and fulfillment. The implications of their study
extended beyond mere adaptation; they highlighted the
profound impact of expectation on satisfaction, suggesting
that humans inherently aim for an ever-elusive state of
happiness, which continuously resets as we adapt to new
realities.

Key point 3: The theory suggests we return to a baseline
level of happiness.

The core of the Hedonic Treadmill theory posits that human
beings have a specific baseline of happiness to which they
invariably revert. This baseline is informed by our genetics,
life experiences, and individual perceptions. It means that
regardless of the peaks of joy or valleys of misery we
encounter, we ultimately return to this predetermined level
of emotional stability.

This tendency encourages a cycle where people
continuously strive for new achievements—believing that
once they attain certain goals, such as career success or
material wealth, their happiness will be secured. However,
evidence shows that any uplift in happiness is often
temporary. Over time, we adapt to our circumstances and
find ourselves yearning for the next big change to boost our
happiness anew. Recognizing this cycle is key for achieving
deeper, more sustainable fulfillment through meaningful
changes rather than fleeting victories.



Key point 4: Early examples included comparing the
happiness of lottery winners and accident victims.

One of the most striking illustrations of the Hedonic
Treadmill is the comparison of happiness levels between
lottery winners and accident victims. A landmark study in
1978 depicted that, while initially, lottery winners reported
heightened happiness due to their newfound wealth, within
a year, their happiness levels began to resemble those of
accident victims who had experienced severe setbacks.

This comparison underscores a critical insight: happiness is
more about adaptation than circumstance. Both groups
eventually returned to their respective baselines, indicating
that significant life changes—whether positive or negative
—do not lead to enduring shifts in happiness. This pattern
exemplifies the Hedonic Treadmill concept in action and
invites readers to reassess their pursuits of happiness,
emphasizing the importance of cultivating internal
satisfaction and finding joy in everyday life, rather than
relying solely on external achievements.

How Adaptation Shapes Our Lives
Adaptation is a key aspect of human psychology that affects
our happiness. Understanding how this process works can
help us recognize why we often feel dissatisfied after
achieving our goals.

Key Point 1: Our brains are designed to normalize
experiences.



The human brain has an inherent tendency to adapt to both
remarkable and mundane experiences, a trait known as
normalization. This adaptive response means that when we
encounter a significant life event, whether positive or
negative, our emotional responses will shift over time.
Initially, a promotion or a new relationship can evoke
feelings of joy, but as we become accustomed to these
changes, the emotional intensity diminishes.
Neuroplasticity allows our brains to recalibrate their
response to stimuli, ensuring that extraordinary
occurrences eventually become the norm.

This phenomenon illustrates how our emotional landscape
is intricately influenced by repeated exposure to specific
experiences. As we adapt, moments that once elicited
excitement fade into the background, compelling us to seek
new experiences that can rekindle those feelings of elation.
Understanding this normalization process is crucial, as it
highlights our predilection to chase after transient highs,
often to the detriment of lasting happiness.

Key Point 2: Positive experiences tend to lose their impact
over time.

Positive experiences, while initially thrilling, often exhibit a
marked decline in their psychological impact as time
progresses. The euphoria associated with receiving a new
car or achieving a milestone typically wanes, leading us to
find ourselves longing for the next big achievement to feel
that high again. This diminishing emotional effect is rooted



in the Hedonic Treadmill concept: we rapidly return to a
set point of happiness after significant positive events.

Research supports this notion, showing that people quickly
adapt to newfound pleasures. For instance, after the initial
joy of material acquisitions, satisfaction decreases,
prompting individuals to chase further acquisitions or
experiences. This cycle emphasizes the necessity of
cultivating gratitude and mindfulness in our daily lives, as
focusing on the present and appreciating what we have can
elevate our baseline happiness and counteract the effects
of adaptation.

Key Point 3: Negative experiences also see a decline in
emotional impact.

Interestingly, our capacity to adapt also extends to negative
experiences. Just as positive events fade in their emotional
grip, so too do adversities, such as losing a job or
experiencing heartbreak. Initially, these events can cause
profound sorrow; however, over time, our emotional
responses temper as we find ways to cope and adjust. This
phenomenon underscores the resilience of the human
spirit, affirming that no matter how devastating an incident
may seem initially, the pain associated with it will likely
lessen over time.

Understanding the adaptation to negativity is equally
important as it highlights the transient nature of our
suffering. It encourages individuals to recognize that pain,



like joy, is not a permanent state. By realizing that negative
experiences will also diminish in intensity, we can foster a
pragmatic approach to life's challenges, drawing strength
from the knowledge that improvement is always possible.

Key Point 4: This cycle leads to a continuous quest for
'more' to feel satisfied.

The cyclical nature of adaptation propels many individuals
into an endless pursuit of "more"—be it more possessions,
more achievements, or more experiences in search of
satisfaction. This quest stems from the realization that once
we achieve our goals, the interim joy is often short-lived.
Consequently, we are compelled to seek the next big thing
to regain that fleeting sense of fulfillment.

While striving for improvement and personal growth is
essential, this continuous chase can lead to dissatisfaction
and a feeling of emptiness. It is important to redirect this
energy towards fostering meaningful connections,
engaging in self-reflection, and practicing gratitude. These
practices can help raise our baseline happiness, allowing us
to step off the Hedonic Treadmill and discover joy in the
everyday moments of life, rather than merely in transient
highs.

The Science Behind Happiness Levels
Understanding the biological and psychological
mechanisms behind happiness provides insight into the
Hedonic Treadmill. Research shows that our happiness is



influenced by genetics, life circumstances, and daily
choices.

Key Point 1: Genetics can account for about 50% of
happiness levels.

Research indicates that our genetic makeup plays a crucial
role in determining our happiness levels, constituting
approximately 50% of the variance in individual well-being.
This genetic predisposition influences our emotional
responses and resilience to stress or adversity.

People often discover that those with a naturally positive
outlook tend to experience a more sustained sense of joy
compared to others. However, it's important to note that
this doesn’t mean happiness is entirely predetermined.
Instead, it sets a foundational "set point" for our emotional
state. Understanding this genetic influence empowers us to
recognize the limitations and potentials within our own
happiness journey.

Key Point 2: Life circumstances, such as income and health,
contribute to about 10%.

While life circumstances do impact our happiness, their
contribution is surprisingly limited, accounting for only
about 10% of overall well-being. Factors like income,
health, and marital status certainly play a role, but as
studies show, the effects are often temporary.



For instance, a sudden increase in income might provide
joy in the short term, yet individuals often return to their
baseline happiness relatively quickly. This phenomenon
illustrates that external situations can’t sustain happiness.
Recognizing this allows us to shift our focus away from the
pursuit of fleeting pleasures linked to circumstances,
directing our efforts toward more meaningful and lasting
pursuits that genuinely enhance our happiness.

Key Point 3: The remaining 40% is influenced by intentional
activities and mindset.

Significantly, about 40% of our happiness is shaped by
intentional activities and our mindset. This portion
emphasizes the power of personal choice, behaviors, and
mental attitudes in cultivating a fulfilling life. Engaging in
practices such as gratitude, mindfulness, and positive
social interactions can markedly increase our baseline
happiness.

This understanding empowers individuals to take control of
their happiness through actionable strategies. Rather than
being simply reactive to life’s circumstances, people can
intentionally create joy through daily habits and nurturing
relationships. The implications are profound: we have the
capacity to influence our happiness actively through
choices that promote well-being and fulfillment.

Key Point 4: Recognizing these factors can help us refocus
our efforts towards lasting happiness.



By understanding the distribution of happiness influences—
genetics, life circumstances, and intentional activities—we
can refocus our efforts towards strategies that yield lasting
results. Awareness empowers us to focus less on
unattainable external gains and more on developing
internal resources that foster joy and satisfaction.

For example, investing time in relationships, practicing
gratitude, and engaging in meaningful work can elevate
our overall happiness significantly. The knowledge that we
can influence our happiness reminds us that enduring joy is
not merely a byproduct of life events but rather a skill to be
cultivated through conscious effort. This shift in
perspective is essential for navigating the Hedonic
Treadmill and finding authentic contentment in our daily
lives.

Impacts of Consumerism on Happiness
Consumer culture heavily influences our perception of
happiness and success. By understanding this connection,
we can better navigate the societal pressures that drive us
to pursue temporary pleasure over lasting joy.

Key point 1: Material possessions are often mistaken for
sources of happiness.

In today's consumer-driven society, many people equate
happiness with material wealth and possessions. This belief
is entrenched in the idea that acquiring goods brings
lasting joy. However, research consistently reveals that



while new items may provide a temporary boost in mood,
this impact wanes quickly, leading individuals back to their
baseline level of happiness.

The cycle of craving and acquiring leads to a misleading
perspective on fulfillment. For instance, after the initial
excitement of a new purchase fades, individuals often find
themselves seeking the next item to satisfy their lingering
desire for happiness. This phenomenon highlights a critical
misunderstanding: true satisfaction comes not from what
we possess, but from deeper, more meaningful experiences.

Recognizing that material goods are unlikely to deliver
lasting happiness can be a liberating realization. It
encourages us to invest in relationships, personal growth,
and experiences that foster joy beyond the superficial
allure of possessions.

Key point 2: Advertisements cultivate desires that lead to
fleeting satisfaction.

Advertisements play a significant role in shaping our
perceptions of happiness and success. Through compelling
imagery, emotional storytelling, and appealing promises,
marketers create desires that often lead individuals to
believe that purchasing certain products will enhance their
lives.

This constant bombardment of advertising messages can
trigger a cycle of insatiable cravings. Once consumers
attain what they initially desired, the anticipated happiness



is frequently short-lived. Instead, this leads to a new set of
desires, perpetuating a relentless chase for satisfaction
that costs both financially and emotionally.

Additionally, the idealized lifestyles portrayed in
advertisements can distort reality, causing individuals to
feel inadequate when they cannot replicate those images.
Understanding the psychological tactics utilized in
advertising can empower individuals to make more
conscious choices, thereby breaking the cycle of fleeting
satisfaction and promoting a more authentic pursuit of
happiness.

Key point 3: Emotional spending often results in buyer's
remorse.

Emotional spending is a common response to stress,
sadness, or even boredom. Many people turn to shopping
as a coping mechanism, believing that a new purchase will
alleviate negative feelings. However, this approach often
results in buyer's remorse, as the temporary relief quickly
fades.

When individuals buy items in a moment of emotional need,
they may later realize that the purchase does not bring the
expected joy. This can lead to feelings of guilt, regret, and
disappointment, further perpetuating the cycle of seeking
happiness through consumption.

To address this issue, it's crucial to develop healthier
coping strategies that do not rely on material possessions.



Practices such as mindfulness, gratitude, and engaging in
fulfilling activities can provide more sustainable sources of
emotional well-being, helping individuals navigate their
feelings without turning to spending as a quick fix.

Key point 4: Breaking free from consumerism can help
raise our happiness baseline.

Escaping the grip of consumerism is a foundational step
towards elevating one's happiness baseline. By recognizing
the transient nature of gratification derived from material
possessions, individuals can shift their focus toward
experiences and relationships that nourish their emotional
well-being.

This shift often involves cultivating mindfulness,
prioritizing meaningful connections, and engaging in
activities that promote personal growth. For example,
investing time in community service or pursuing hobbies
can lead to deeper satisfaction compared to any fleeting joy
from purchases.

Furthermore, by embracing minimalism or intentional
living, individuals can reduce clutter—both physical and
mental. This simplification encourages a greater
appreciation for what genuinely matters in life, ultimately
creating a more lasting sense of happiness and fulfillment.

The Role of Relationships in Happiness



Strong social connections are crucial for emotional
fulfillment. This section discusses how relationships can
help break the cycle of the Hedonic Treadmill, leading to a
more sustained sense of happiness.

Key point 1: Quality relationships provide emotional
support and belonging.

Quality relationships are fundamental to our emotional
well-being. They create a sense of belonging that fulfills our
innate need for connection. When we share our thoughts,
feelings, and experiences with others, we form bonds that
offer not only comfort but also validation. This emotional
support serves as a buffer against life’s stressors and
challenges.

Moreover, relationships allow individuals to be vulnerable
without fear of judgment. This vulnerability fosters
intimacy, which is essential for deeper connections. In
situations of distress, knowing someone is there to listen
can uplift our spirits and significantly enhance our
happiness. Therefore, prioritizing and nurturing these
connections forms a crucial part of breaking away from the
Hedonic Treadmill, helping us maintain a more stable level
of joy.

Key point 2: Social interactions release oxytocin, which
boosts our mood.

Engaging in social interactions triggers the release of
oxytocin, often referred to as the “love hormone.” This



neuropeptide plays a crucial role in enhancing our mood
and mitigating stress. Positive social engagements, such as
hugs or laughter, can elevate oxytocin levels, leading to
feelings of happiness and relaxation.

This biological response to social connectivity underlines
why meaningful interactions are so vital for our mental
health. The impact of oxytocin on our mood can create a
reinforcing loop; the happier we feel, the more we seek out
those connections. In essence, frequent socialization not
only boosts our immediate happiness but also fortifies our
emotional resilience over time, enabling us to better
navigate the ups and downs of life.

Key point 3: Investing time in meaningful relationships
enhances life satisfaction.

Investing time in relationships that bring genuine
satisfaction is one of the most effective ways to enhance
overall life contentment. Meaningful connections—whether
with family, friends, or a partner—offer a sense of purpose
and identity. When we dedicate time and energy to
cultivating these bonds, we not only strengthen our
connections but also reap the benefits of shared
experiences and support.

This investment creates a reservoir of good feelings that
can enrich our lives. Moreover, studies have shown that
people who prioritize relationships tend to report higher
levels of happiness and lower levels of depression. By



focusing our efforts on nurturing these connections, we
cultivate a supportive network that helps counteract the
fleeting nature of happiness associated with material gains.

Key point 4: Loneliness can hinder happiness even when
material success is achieved.

Loneliness poses a significant barrier to achieving lasting
happiness, even in the context of material
accomplishments. Many individuals find that despite
reaching their professional goals or acquiring wealth, if
they lack meaningful social connections, they still
experience feelings of isolation and dissatisfaction.

This paradox highlights the inadequacy of relying solely on
external achievements for fulfillment. Longitudinal studies
suggest that social isolation can lead to a decrease in
mental health and overall well-being. Therefore,
recognizing the importance of maintaining strong social
ties is crucial in creating a fulfilling life. Material success
cannot compensate for the emotional void that loneliness
creates. In embracing strong relationships, we can mitigate
feelings of loneliness and enhance our quality of life.

Raising the Happiness Baseline
Instead of chasing peaks of happiness, we can work on
raising our baseline. This section explores strategies to
cultivate enduring happiness through gratitude,
mindfulness, and acceptance.



Key point 1: Practicing gratitude can shift our focus away
from what's missing.

Gratitude is a powerful tool that can significantly enhance
our overall happiness. When we intentionally practice
gratitude, we shift our focus from what we lack to what we
already have. This simple yet profound change in
perspective can transform our daily experiences.

Research indicates that individuals who regularly express
gratitude report higher levels of life satisfaction and
emotional well-being. Keeping a gratitude journal, where
we note down things we are thankful for each day, can
cultivate this positive mindset. This act encourages us to
acknowledge the small joys that often go unnoticed.

Moreover, expressing gratitude to others can strengthen
relationships and foster a sense of connection. By
acknowledging the kindness of friends, family, and even
strangers, we not only uplift our mood but also enhance the
social bonds that contribute to our happiness baseline. In
this way, gratitude becomes a fundamental practice in
raising our happiness levels.

Key point 2: Mindfulness helps us appreciate the present
moment rather than always seeking more.

Mindfulness is the practice of being present and fully
engaging with the current moment. In a world that often
encourages constant striving for the next big achievement,
mindfulness redirects our attention to the here and now. By


