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A recent UK Government report into well-being commissioned a team at the 
new economics foundation to find evidence for things individuals could do 
themselves to achieve greater well-being. They concluded that we would be 
well-advised to follow a well-being equivalent of the ‘five fruit and vegetables a 
day’ rule. 

1. Be active... 

The links between physical activity and increased well-being are clear, so taking 
part in physical exercise on a regular basis obviously makes sense. Activity 
improves our mood as well as making us healthier and increasing our 
psychological well-being. It changes our brain chemistry, boosting levels of the 
neurotransmitters that make us feel good. Exercise, in fact, is a good example of 
how biological factors can influence our psychological processes. However, it is 
also important to remember that people differ in their levels of physical fitness 
and health. Any advice on keeping active and fit has to be tailored to each 
individual. It is a good idea to take advice from professionals such as a fitness 
coach, a physiotherapist or your GP. But all of us can take steps to ensure we 
keep physically fit and active every day: going for a walk, or perhaps taking the 
dog out for a walk (if you don’t have a dog, get one!). If the opportunity is there, 
go to the gym. Try going for a run, a swim or a cycle ride. Even just doing the 
gardening or DIY is great, it ensures you stay active and will raise your mood as 
well as keep you fit. Dancing is very good ... although personally I have to 
confess that I am far too self-conscious even to contemplate dancing. 
Regardless of what exercise you choose, the point is that activity makes you feel 
good. 

Activity also helps with our sleep. Sleep problems are very common, and can 
have a significant impact on well-being. People who are sleep deprived often 
feel miserable, irritable and, of course, tired and lethargic. Evidence suggests 
that sleep is important for your physical health – especially your immune system. 
Sleep is important, and exercise is a good way to help ensure that you sleep well. 
As I will explain in a moment, our relationships are important for our well-being, 
and many forms of physical activity are communal – people join sports clubs or 
teams. For example, my son is engaged in football teams and cycling clubs. So a 
commitment to physical activity can have knock-on benefits. 

 



2. Connect ... 

Our relationships are fundamentally important to our well-being. Although it is 
difficult to compare the relative importance of different elements of well-being, 
we are quintessentially social animals, and it is not unreasonable to claim that 
relationships may well be the most important overall contributors to happiness. 
Loving partnerships, sexual relationships, but also parental relationships, 
relationships with friends, with work colleagues and with neighbours are all 
important. Because of the close link between relationships and well-being, it’s 
worth investing time and effort to maintain our connections with the people 
around us. Good, supportive relationships (which will mean different things to 
different people) are contributors to happier, healthier and longer lives. In fact, 
loneliness may pose a risk to our health similar to that of smoking and over-
eating, two huge health concerns. Relationships and the social support that they 
can bring appear to protect us from infection, lower our risk of heart disease and 
reduce the chances of developing dementia in old age. For me as a 
psychologist, it’s clear that our self esteem and our sense of self-worth develop in 
relationships – through how other people view us, how they feel about us. It is 
also important that people have a sense of belonging; to feel that they fit into a 
community. And there are things that we can do to support this. Simple practical 
steps towards greater connectivity can be made by anyone. We can do new 
things such as join groups and organisations, but we can also make sure we 
maintain the relationships we already have – keeping in contact with the people 
close to us. 

 

3. Keep learning... 

Keeping mentally active keeps you happy. Continuing with learning and staying 
curious and engaged may make us better equipped to deal with life’s 
challenges. Learning new skills also gives people a sense of achievement, which 
in turn can boost our self-confidence and self-esteem. Again, there are many 
practical things we can do to keep mentally active. As an academic, I tend to 
recommend things like the Open University. But formal qualifications are not the 
only available options. The ‘five ways to well-being’ suggest we should: ‘...try 
something new. Rediscover an old interest. Sign up for that course. Take on a 
different responsibility at work. Fix a bike. Learn to play an instrument or how to 
cook your favourite food. Set a challenge you enjoy achieving...’ All of which I 
believe is excellent advice. 

This is the perfect opportunity to mention The Reader Organisation. The Reader 
Organisation is a social enterprise dedicated to literature. Its members organise 
reading groups within the health service, the criminal justice system, emergency 
services, work places, care homes, looked-after children’s services and many 
more. These reading groups are primarily opportunities for people to experience 
reading together, as a group. People are encouraged to read aloud and discuss 
together the ways that great literature can affect their mood and perspectives 



on life. These reading groups, and related activities such as community theatre 
projects, have been a huge success and are greatly appreciated by 
participants; perhaps this is because the community-based activities run by the 
Reader organisation seem to address many of the steps to well-being which are 
the focus of this chapter. 

 

4. Give ... 

Human beings have evolved as part of communities: and being part of good, 
supportive relationships are key to our survival. Good supportive relationships are 
reciprocal and whilst receiving support and care makes us feel good, so does 
caring for others. As Action for Happiness puts it: ‘...caring about others is 
fundamental to our happiness...’. Doing things for other people is a very powerful 
way to feel happier and can improve mental well-being. 

There are many ways of giving. Many of us give money to charity, but the giving 
I’m talking about here is wider than this. We can give our time, ideas, energy, 
enthusiasm and leadership. This doesn’t have to be a big thing, or even a regular 
commitment. We can ensure – in the spirit of ‘five a day’ – that we do at least 
something every day to boost well-being: small, often unplanned acts to help 
strangers, family, friends, colleagues or neighbours. Even a small gesture such as 
giving someone directions to their destination can make us feel good. These 
suggestions are not merely nice ideas. Research evidence shows that helping 
others improves our own happiness. Helping other people can lead to supportive 
reciprocal relationships, increase our own feelings of competence, improve our 
mood and reduce stress. 

 

5. Take notice... 

The fifth ‘step to happiness’ may not be as obvious to everyone as the previous 
four. Mindfulness is defined as ‘the state of being attentive to, and aware of, 
what is taking place in the present’. To be mindful is to be consciously and 
intentionally aware of what is happening around us as well as what is going on in 
our minds (our thoughts and feelings). The ability to be mindful can be learned, 
and has been shown to have significant benefits for our mental well-being and 
physical health. Mindfulness is particularly effective in dealing with stress; it helps 
people relax and can improve sleep. Not only does mindfulness reduce feelings 
of stress, it can also improve our relationships by increasing our levels of empathy 
and compassion. 

The idea of ‘mindfulness’ can be a difficult, abstract idea for people to grasp. To 
cultivate a mindful stance, we do not necessarily need to go on a training 
course on mindfulness, although that wouldn’t be a bad idea. However, we can 
also take easy steps in everyday life to encourage an open-minded, curious 



mental approach. The new economics foundation advises us to: ‘catch sight of 
the beautiful. Remark on the unusual. Notice the changing seasons. Savour the 
moment, whether you are walking to work, eating lunch or talking to friends. Be 
aware of the world around you and what you are feeling. Reflecting on your 
experiences will help you appreciate what matters to you.’ One common tip to 
increase mindfulness is to focus briefly on your breathing; to stop what you’re 
doing and to concentrate on all the feelings and sensations involved – the 
feeling of your chest inflating, the cool air entering your nose, the pressure as you 
hold your breath and the warm air on your top lip as you breath out. The point is 
that the brief pause, and the focussed concentration is a calming, mindful 
experience. A slightly different, but also mindful, experience might be the 
morning coffee taken in the garden watching the birds busying themselves and 
feeling the sun on your face (often something we recognise from holidays or 
Sunday mornings). 
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