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! Describe the evidence supporting the 
relationship between enjoyment/pleasure 
and health outcomes

! Name 3 elements that must be present 
for a pleasurable sensory experience to 
be enjoyed

! Instruct patients (and self) in 2 simple 
mind/body health techniques to enhance 
mood, happiness, and health outcomes



Is everything that feels good, bad for you?



§ Indications and Effectiveness
§ Improves mood
§ Enhances life/work satisfaction
§ Reduces overall mortality, heart 

disease and cancer risk
§ Reduces stress hormones
§ Boosts immune function
§ Reduces pain, anxiety, depression
§ Decreases time in the hospital

Rx: New Medical Treatment



Adverse Reactions
§ Very rare

Side Effects
§ Improved mood and satisfaction

Dosage and Administration
§ Readily available
§ Inexpensive
§ PRN (as needed) dosing
§ Print, tapes, classes/groups, web, etc.
§ Can be prescribed without a license

Rx: New Medical Treatment



Rx: Healthy Pleasures
Generic: Healthy Pleasures
Brand Names: 
§ Sensual Pleasures™

§ Massage
§ Music
§ Aromatherapy
§ Nature Therapy
§ Sexual Pleasure

§ Happiness™
§ Positive Expectations
§ Savoring
§ Present Centeredness
§ Humor
§ Embracing Stress

§ Altruism™
§ Selfless Pleasures
§ Volunteering
§ Helping Others



Caveat Emptor
1. Keep an Open Mind

§but not so open your brains fall 
out! 
§evidence-based from the science 

of happiness
2. Bad Things Happen to Good People

§avoid victim-blaming
3. Can Happiness be Unhelpful?

§ “negative” emotions can 
motivate

4. Happiness is not everything



“The search for happiness is 
one of the chief sources of 
unhappiness." 
   Eric Hoffer



Are Happier People Healthier?
"During the past 4 weeks, have you been a happy person?" 
“All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life?” 

Siahpush Am J Health Promo 2008;23:18-26

§ People with higher happiness 
and life satisfaction 2 years later 
reported 50% better health and 
less long-term, limiting health 
conditions. 

n=10,000



Are Happier People Healthier?
A long-term study of nuns 
discovered that those who 
wrote autobiographies at a 
young age reflecting 
happiness, love and hope 
had a 2.5 time lower risk of 
dying than their gloomier 
counterparts. 

Danner J Pers Soc Psych 2001;80:804-13



Health Benefits 
of Happiness
Seven types of evidence are 
reviewed that indicate that high 
subjective wellbeing (such as life 
satisfaction, absence of negative 
emotions, optimism, and positive 
emotions) causes better health 
and longevity…. the evidence is 
clear and compelling.

Diener, Applied Psych 2011, 2017



What would make you happier?
þ a new job?
þ a raise?
þ losing weight?
þ getting married?
þ a new lover?
þ a baby?
þ an extra bedroom?
þ winning the lottery?
þ more flexibility at work?

þ a new car?
þ cure from a chronic illness?
þ being given an award?
þ looking younger?
þ being more attractive?
þ your child excelling at school? 
þ you could finish college?
þ you could go back to college?



What Determines Happiness?

Setpoint and 
Heredity

50%

Circumstances 
and Events

 10%

Thoughts and 
Actions

40%

Lyubomirsky, The How of Happiness, 2007



Healthy Pleasures



Rx: Healthy Pleasures

Healthy Pleasures
 1. Savor Your Senses
 2. Practice Happiness
 3. Indulge in Altruism



Rx: Healthy Pleasures

 1. Savor Your Senses



Ingredients of Pleasure

+
Good

Stimulus
Good
Sense

Good
Attention

+

What do you need for sensual pleasure to happen?



A Tale of 
Ten Thousand Showers



Savor Your Senses
Out of Touch



Savor Your Senses
Massage Therapy

§ Infants (preterm and term)
§ Pregnancy and childbirth
§ Diabetic and asthmatic 

children
§ Adolescent psychiatric 

patients
§ Post-traumatic stress disorder
§ Eating disorders
§ Migraine headache
§ Low back pain
§ HIV+ adults 
§ Breast cancer

Touch Research Institute, University of Miami School of Medicine, http://www6.miami.edu/touch-research/
Field TM Touch Therapy 2000, Massage Therapy Research 2006. Pixabay

http://www6.miami.edu/touch-research/


Massage
His and Hers?



Savor Your Senses
Nature vs. Urban

When looking at Nature 
§ More positive feelings
§ Reduced negative emotion
§ Lower physiological arousal
§ Higher alpha brain waves
§ Quicker recovery from stress



Savor Your Senses
Looking at Nature

Postsurgical patients in a 
room with a view of nature 
(vs. a brick wall) had:
§ less distress
§required less pain 

medications
§discharged 1 day sooner

§ “Nature-Deficit Disorder”
§ “No Child Left Inside” (R. Louv)

Ulrich R: Science 1984:224:420



http://www.nature-rx.org/nature-rx-part-1

http://www.nature-rx.org/nature-rx-part-1


Rx: 120 minutes/week in Nature
§ Greater than 120 minute 

per week 60% more likely 
to report good health and 
25% more likely to report 
high well-being and life-
satisfaction

§ Controlled for chronic 
illness/disability and # 
days of physical activity

White, MP Scientific Reports, 2019



Chocolate eaters may enjoy:
! ↓ 27% lower relative risk of 

death and an extra year of life 
! ↓ blood pressure 
! ↓ 47% mortality rate in men 
! ↓ 35% hospitalization or death 

from heart disease in women 
! ↓ 20% lower rate of stroke

SAVOR YOUR SENSES
Life is Sweet

Lee I, BMJ 1998, Taubert D, Arch Intern Med. 2007, Buijsse B: Arch Intern Med 2006, Lewis JR 
Arch Intern Med. 2010, Larsson, Neurology, 2012



Siestas

§ Men taking a siesta were 30-50% 
less likely to have a heart attack 

§ 24,000 people over 6 years
§ occasional nap: 12% reduction
§  frequent naps: 37% reduction

Trichopoulas D: Lancet 1987;2:269
Naska, A: Arch Int Med 2007;167:296



“Doze” Response Curve

Trichopoulas D: Lancet 1987;2:269
Naska, A: Arch Int Med 2007;167:296



Rx: Healthy Pleasures

1. Savor Your Senses
 2. Practice Happiness

üMoods & Moments



PRACTICE HAPPINESS: Mood Swings



PRACTICE HAPPINESS
Humor Matters

“Laughter is an instant 
vacation.” (Milton Berle)

“Humor isn’t for everyone. It’s 
just for those who want to 
have fun, enjoy life, and feel 
alive.” (Anne Wilson Schaef)



Thomas Sydenham, 17th century physician

“The arrival of a good clown exercises more beneficial influence 
upon the health of a town than twenty asses laden with drugs.”  



PRACTICE HAPPINESS
Humor Matters

Hearty Laughter
Heart attack patients
Rx: 30 min/day humor video
§ fewer irregular rhythms
§ lower blood pressure
§ lower stress hormones
§ less medication
§ one-fifth rate recurrent heart 

attacks
Tan SA: Can J Cardiol 1997



PRACTICE HAPPINESS A Wandering Mind 
is an Unhappy Mind 
What are you 
feeling, doing, and 
thinking right now? 

Killingsworth, Gilbert: Science 2010
www.trackyourhappiness.org



When will you 
be happy?

I will be 
happy …

PRACTICE HAPPINESS



( First ring: Smile. Breathe. 
“Listen, listen. This wonderful 
sound brings me back to my 
true self.”

( Second ring: “Smile. Breathe.”
( Third ring: “Be fully present as 

you answer.”

Thich Nhat Hanh, Peace is Every Step

TELEPHONE RINGS
Distraction?
Interruption? 
Call to be present?

PRACTICE HAPPINESS
Telephone Meditation



Rx: Healthy Pleasures

1. Savor Your Senses
 2. Practice Happiness
 3. Indulge in Altruism



Connecting with 
and caring for 
someone or 
something 
outside yourself 
enhances health 
and survival

INDULGE IN ALTRUISM: Selfless Pleasures



INDULGE IN ALTRUSIM 
Giving Better than Receiving

Mortality risk reduced by nearly half in seniors giving social 
support and increased in those receiving support.

Brown SL Psych Sci 2003



Indulge in Altruism
Caring for Patients



Indulge in 
Altruism 

Caring for Pets
In the year 
following a heart 
attack, pet owners 
have one-fifth the 
rate of recurrent 
heart attack.

Friedmann E, Public Health Reports
 1980;95:307



One out of 3 married women say pets 
are better listeners than their husbands

“My pets can read my emotions better than my 
husband.  They know when I am happy, sad, 
sick, etc." AP-Petside.com poll, April 2010



Your name
Spend money on others, play with your pet, savor a bowl of clam chowder, watch funny movies or nature programs, enjoy sex, take a siesta, find a dollar, write thank you notes, get a massage, savor your shower, breathe, care for a patient,  etc.

Rx
Pleasure Prescription

1. Savor Your Senses
 2. Practice Happiness
 3. Indulge in Altruism



Questions?



Additional Resources For Patients
Emmons, RA. Thanks!:The New Science of Gratitude. 2007
Evans, Mike: The Single Most Important Thing You Can Do to Manage Your Stress.

https://www.reframehealthlab.com/9010-stress/
Fogg, BJ: Tiny Habits: The Small Changes that Change Everything, 2020. And free online, 5-day program at: 

http://TinyHabits.com 
Keltner, D: Awe: The New Science of Everyday Wonder, 2023
Lorig K,  Sobel DS, et al: Living a Healthy Life with Chronic Conditions, 5th ed, 2020.
Louv, Richard: Vitamin N: The Essential Guide to a Nature-Rich Life. 2016.
Lyubomirsky, S . The How of Happiness. 2008 & The Myths of Happiness, 2013
Magness, S: Do Hard Things: Why We Get Resilience Wrong and the Surprising Science of Real Toughness, 2022
McGonigal, K: The Upside of Stress: Why Stress Is Good for You. 2015.
Milkman, K and Duckworth, A: How to Change. 2021.
Ornstein, Robert and Sobel, David: Healthy Pleasures. 1989
Pennebaker, James W. Opening Up by Writing It Down, 2016
Segar, Michelle: The Joy Choice. 2022.
Sobel, David and Ornstein, Robert: The Healthy Mind, Healthy Body Handbook (also published under the title The 

Mind&Body Health Handbook), 1996. 
Waldinger, R: The Good Life: Lessons from the World's Longest Scientific Study of Happiness, 2023
Wiseman, Robert: 59 Seconds: Think a Little, Change a Lot. 2009.

https://www.reframehealthlab.com/9010-stress/
http://tinyhabits.com/

