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Context to the nugget 

Raj defines happiness and speaks about the common misconceptions people end up having around 
happiness. He speaks about the nuances around prioritizing (rather than pursuing) happiness and 
how one could walk that tight rope. 

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): So, let’s dive into your work on happiness Raj and let’s start from ground 
zero. How do you define happiness and I am also curious about what are some of the common 
misconceptions you see in the way people think or define happiness and maybe we pick it up from 
there? 

Raj Raghunathan (RR): Yeah, sure. So, for me happiness personally is a state of light-heartedness and 
it’s kind of state of joy if you will, about embracing life and feeling good about life and having a sense 
of joie de vivre that French talk about and it comes with a light-heartedness. So, even if you are 
doing something serious not to take yourself too seriously but that light-heartedness, I don’t think in 
my definition should come at a cost to either your rationality or your sanity or at a cost to other 
people’s happiness. So, I don’t want to sacrifice compassion in order to be happy myself. Okay, so 
that’s how I personally define it for myself, but more academically I would say that you can think of 
happiness as being kind of sourced in four different kinds of sources. So, obviously I think we can all 
agree that happiness is a positive emotional state. Now the question is how does that state get 
triggered and what are the qualities of that state. And I would say that there are at least four 
different sources that I can think of. One is a pleasure, just sensory positivity, eating something tasty, 
smelling something good and so on. The other is just positive emotions because something good is 
happening around you, you are in a loving relationship for example, or you achieve something that 
makes you feel proud and we can think of at least 10 maybe as many as 20 or 25 positive emotions, 
including gratitude and awe and humour and interest and pride, I already mentioned pride, serenity 
and so on. Then there are two categories that I think are very interesting which seem uniquely 
human to me and one of those is sense of purpose I call it. So, this is engagement in an activity that 
is so deeply intrinsically motivating for you that you lose track of time in it, you experience these 
flow states and that is a source of positivity and then you can think of what I call meaning which is 
the satisfaction that comes from contributing to other people, helping them out, and all of us have 
this desire to be agents of positive change, even if we don’t recognize it, even if we are hard-core, I 
don’t know economists, not to kind of throw them under the bus or anything. But everybody has 
even if you really believe in this idea of self-rationality, I mean this idea that you want to enhance 
your personal goals, I do think that you have a deep desire to help other people out. And, now lots 
of new studies are coming out and maybe we can talk about a couple of those but basically that is 
the fourth category, the satisfaction that you get from helping other people out. And I think you can 
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define happiness as the positivity that comes from one of these four different sources and 
sometimes… and this is where it gets interesting in my opinion and may be complex in somebody 
else’s eyes, but you can have a kind of mixture of both positive and negative in the sense that in the 
quest for contributing to other people maybe let’s say not even people, animals, protecting animals 
you might have to take on a fight, you might have to put up with anxiety in facing lobbyists for 
example, or certain interested parties in order to fight for the rights of animals. And so, in the end 
it’s a meaningful thing to do, but it comes at a cost to maybe your positivity but it’s still a better life 
than to not take on that challenge. So, that’s… I don’t know if that is in the ballpark of what you 
wanted me to talk about. 

DJ: No, absolutely and maybe to make it real Raj, let’s talk about a couple of segments, right? One is 
the students that you teach, may be just to take a reference point people in their early 20s or late 
20s and the other is your peer set, I am guessing 15 plus or minus, right? If I may use the term 
midlife broadly. As you look around what are some of the themes where you think people get it 
wrong in the way they frame it for themselves? 

RR: Yeah. So, one way in which people get it wrong and it’s not a very important way or it’s not a big 
concern but they do I think get it wrong is that they think of happiness as being ephemeral or 
fleeting or frivolous and not worthy of pursuit. I think that you can think of happiness as an umbrella 
term that captures a lot of different types of positive emotions, not just pleasure, which would make 
it I agree somewhat superficial or frivolous and ephemeral but also these other sources that I talk 
about of pleasure and in particular… sorry positivity and in particular meaning and purpose which 
can be quite deep and long-lasting. Another way in which people get it wrong is that… first of all, I 
mean this way that I talked about it’s not a big concern because you can just replace the word 
happiness with say fulfilment or positivity or as some researchers do subjective well-being. So, if it’s 
a definitional thing then you can just use an alternative term and it is not a big concern. But another 
I think more important concern is that people think that happiness is… they don’t really want to be 
happy or something like that, and I think that that is a bit of a concern because it turns out that 
happier people are more kind to other people, they are also more healthy and they’re also more 
functional, they end up achieving more, they are more creative, they are more objective. Lots of 
functional benefits that come from being a happy person and they are foregoing that by not 
prioritising happiness and prioritising success instead, which is a common phenomenon that 
happens that people go after money and all the extrinsic yardsticks of what is considered success 
and sacrificing their own happiness. And may be at some level that is okay, we use to say that 
everybody is got to follow this but in the quest of that they end of hurting other people too, they 
become too greedy and at a personal level maybe more prone to divorces and things like that, but at 
a societal level causing more harm for future generations or to animals or to poor people and so on. 
So, that is one problem and maybe at another level another misconception that people have is that 
pursuing happiness and this is the other extreme, so one set of people deny or decline happiness, 
but the other set of people become overly keen on achieving it and that is a misconception as well in 
the sense that that is not the way to enhance your happiness level. So, the important thing is to 
strike a balance is to prioritise happiness, but not pursue it. And it’s a bit of a difficult balance to pull 
off and what it involves is to identify a set of things that reliably make you happy and then make 
those habits in your life and then forget about it whether it actually makes you happier at or not, 
don’t chase happiness. But in order for you to evaluate and get to what set of things make you 
happier on a reliable basis there is a phase in which you got to monitor how happy it makes you and 
whether it makes you happy and so on. So there you are kind of concerned about and measuring 
how happy you feel compared to how happy you expected to feel, but once you put a set of habits in 
place I think it is very, very important not to chase happiness because that ends up reducing your 
habits. 
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Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: Thank you for reading. For more please visit playtopotential.com 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Happiness: Happiness is arguably what a lot of us are after. We share multiple perspectives on how 
to think about this seemingly simple yet often elusive phenomenon. You can access the playlist here. 

SIGN UP TO OUR COMMUNICATION 

Podcast Newsletter: Join 1000s of leaders who benefit from the Podcast newsletter. Not more than 
1-2 emails a month including keeping you posted on the new content that comes up at the podcast. 
High on signal, low on noise. Sign up for the podcast newsletter here. 

Nuggets on Whatsapp: We also have a Podcast Whatsapp distribution group (+91 85914 52129) 
where we share 2-3 nuggets a week from the Podcast archives to provoke reflection. If that is of 
interest, please click here and send a message stating “INTERESTED”. Do also add this number to 
your Phone Contacts so that we can broadcast our messages to you when we share a nugget. 

********** 
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Deepak seeks to unlock human potential of senior executive’s / leadership teams by working with 

them as an Executive Coach / Sounding Board / Transition Advisor. You can know more about his 

work here.  

Disclaimer and clarification of intent behind the transcripts 

This written transcript of the conversation is being made available to make it easier for some people 

to digest the content in the podcast. Several listeners felt that the written format would be helpful. 

This may not make sense as an independent document. Very often spoken word does not 

necessarily read well. Several of the guests have published books and the language in their books 

might be quite different from the way they speak. We request the readers to appreciate that this 

transcript is being offered as a service to derive greater value from the podcast content. We request 

you not to apply journalistic standards to this document.  

This document is a transcription obtained through a third party/voice recognition software. There is 

no claim to accuracy on the content provided in this document, and occasional divergence from the 

audio file are to be expected. As a transcription, this is not a legal document in itself, and should not 

be considered binding to advice intelligence, but merely a convenience for reference.  

The tags that are used to organize the nuggets in the podcast are evolving and work in progress. You 

might find that there could be a discrepancy between the nuggets as referenced here and in the 

actual podcast given this is a static document.  

All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 

any means, or stored in any retrieval system of any nature without prior written permission. 

 

https://www.playtopotential.com/audio/589
http://www.playtopotential.com/
https://www.playtopotential.com/aboutthehost

