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Defining happiness as “a sense of 
contentment that comes from living a rich, 
full, and meaningful life” is more realistic 
than always needing to feel good. Researchers 
have found that learning to accept thoughts 
and feelings helps us to feel happier and 
more satisfied with our lives.

Step back from your thoughts: 
Acceptance strategies
These exercises help “defuse,” or take the power out of an unhelpful 
thought. By practicing the exercises, you can gain ability to maintain 
a healthy perspective and mental flexibility. 
What to do: Pick a thought, irritation, or worry. Focus on it for 
20 seconds and then try the following experiments for 20 seconds. 
Alternate the “worry thought” with these perspective-changers.
1. Visualize the thought as words on a giant-screen TV. Now zoom   
 out in your mind, until the words become tiny and then disappear.
2. Sing the words of your thoughts to a simple tune, like “Happy   
 Birthday.” This reminds us that thoughts are only words like  
 the lyrics to a song and can sound pretty silly when we do this.
3. Surf your thoughts. Like a hot flash, thoughts come and go.  
 Often you don’t need to do anything except notice that you are   
 having a thought.
When you have an upsetting thought:

● Notice how you feel in your body – where are you feeling tense?
● Acknowledge (by saying aloud), “I’m having the thought that . . . 
● Breathe into that thought; make room for it.
● Say a number from 1 to 10 to show the intensity of upset.
● Watch as the wave rises, crests, and falls. Like all waves, it will   
 peak and pass.
● Say a number again, noticing that it decreases as you notice your   
 breath and time passes.
It can help to remind yourself: “It’s only a thought, just words  
in my head.”

– continued –

“Yesterday 

is history, 

tomorrow  

is a mystery, 

and today  

is a gift;  

that’s why  

they call it  

the present.”          

– Loretta LaRouche
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● Remember, the aim is not to “feel good”  
 or to get rid of “bad” thoughts;
● The aim is to learn to notice and accept   
 thoughts and feelings without getting caught  
 up in stressful emotional reactions.
● It can be very powerful to realize that you  
 don’t have to listen to every thought your  
 brain produces. 
● As you realize that thoughts are not the  
 truth, do not need to be obeyed, and do not  
 need to be avoided or even debated, you can  
 focus on what’s really important in your life.
Challenge: Try to use these techniques 
between 5 and 10 times each day. They take 
only seconds. 
There will be times you forget to use these 
skills. That’s okay and perfectly normal; just 
realize that you’ve been caught in the net 
of unhelpful thoughts and use one of these 
techniques to unhook yourself. Like any skill, 
the more you practice, the better you get.

The 3 Blessings exercise 
The 3 Blessings exercise helps people increase 
positive emotion and decrease depressive 
symptoms. Even people who scored as 
“naturally pessimistic” were able to maintain 
these improvements in their mood six months 
after learning it, according to research.
What to do: Every night for the next week, right 
before you go to bed, write down three things that 
went really well that day. These things can be 
small and ordinary, as simple as remembering 
how you enjoyed the colors of a beautiful flower 
or a pleasant conversation with a friend. Think 
about why this good thing happened.
Why it works: Keeping a blessings journal 
reeducates your attention toward the positive. 
Even severely depressed people can find three 
small things that went well every day. When 
they do, their depression starts to lift. The key 
is to do it daily.  
Here are other steps to lasting happiness  
based on the research of Positive Psychology 
(www.authentichappiness.com).  

The gratitude visit
Write a testimonial of gratitude to someone  
who had a major positive impact on your life.  
If the person is still alive, call him/her and 
hand deliver the letter in person. If the person 
has died, deliver it in person to the next of kin.

Acts of random kindness
Perform three acts of random kindness 
before noon and three more before sundown. 
Surprisingly, this works even better if you get 
no credit for these actions. Some suggestions:
● Make three apologies for wrongs you have  
 committed.
● Buy three books for three friends and send  
 them anonymously.
● Fill out three thank-you cards every morning.
Practice daily appreciation and acceptance  
of yourself as you observe how far you have 
come, the obstacles you have overcome, and  
the good things you have done. Smile as you 
think about this.

Mindful breathing
Find your breath; notice it going out as you 
exhale and coming in as you inhale. Observe 
the natural rhythm of your breath and the 
gentle movement of your belly. 
You might enjoy saying to yourself (aloud or 
inside your mind):“Breathing in, I calm myself; 
breathing out, I smile.” Continue for 3 minutes, 
building up to 5 or 10 minutes.

2011 

Programs and activities offered by the West Virginia 
University Extension Service are available to all persons 
without regard to race, color, sex, disability, religion,  
age, veteran status, political beliefs, sexual orientation, 
national origin, and marital or family status. Issued  
in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, Acts  
of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the  
U.S. Department of Agriculture. Director, Cooperative 
Extension Service, West Virginia University. FH17-164



 
 

Michigan State University Extension programs and materials are open to all without regard to race, 

color, national origin, gender, gender identity, religion, age, height, weight, disability, political beliefs, 

sexual orientation, marital status, family status or veteran status. 

 

 

 

WV SLM Lesson 3 Walking References 

Chopra, D. (2017). Why Meditate?. DeepakChopra. com. March, 5. 

 

Doll, A., Hölzel, B. K., Bratec, S. M., Boucard, C. C., Xie, X., Wohlschläger, A. M., & Sorg, C. (2016). Mindful 

attention to breath regulates emotions via increased amygdala–prefrontal cortex connectivity. 

Neuroimage, 134, 305-313. 

 

Hanson, R. (2009). Buddha's brain: The practical neuroscience of happiness, love, and wisdom. New 

Harbinger Publications. 

 

Kabat-Zinn, J., & Hanh, T. N. (2009). Full catastrophe living: Using the wisdom of your body and mind to 

face stress, pain, and illness. Delta. 

 

Lambert, N. M., Fincham, F. D., & Stillman, T. F. (2012). Gratitude and depressive symptoms: The role of 

positive reframing and positive emotion. Cognition & Emotion, 26(4), 615-633. 

 

Rubenstein, L. (2014). Visiting feelings. Magination Press. 

 

Segerstrom, S. C., Tsao, J. C., Alden, L. E., & Craske, M. G. (2000). Worry and rumination: Repetitive 

thought as a concomitant and predictor of negative mood. Cognitive therapy and Research, 24(6), 671-

688. 

 

Watkins, P. C. (2004). Gratitude and subjective well-being. The psychology of gratitude, 167. 

 

Wong, Y. J., Owen, J., Gabana, N. T., Brown, J. W., McInnis, S., Toth, P., & Gilman, L. (2018). Does 

gratitude writing improve the mental health of psychotherapy clients? Evidence from a randomized 

controlled trial. Psychotherapy Research, 28(2), 192-202. 

 

Wood, D., & Andreasen, D. (2002). A Quiet Place. Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers. 

 

 

WV SLM Lesson 3 Walking Links to Videos and Resources 

Butterfly Breathing – also available in Spanish https://elfenworks.org/butterfly/   

https://youtu.be/tLb3OV6LO_s   

Ten Tips to Tame Your Monkey Mind from Marelisa Fabrega, Owner of Daring to Live Life Fully 

http://daringtolivefully.com/ 

https://elfenworks.org/butterfly/
https://youtu.be/tLb3OV6LO_s
http://daringtolivefully.com/
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