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Introduction:
I am interested in people, as a collective and as individuals. I would like to do my Independent Study in an Anthropological sort of way. As an exploration of the emotion happiness and what that tells about an individual and the place they live.  I want to take on this topic by conducting interviews in the happiest place on earth, Costa Rica but specifically in the region of the Caribbean coast of Limon called Puerto Viejo. I will ask anyone who will talk to me, this question: What makes you happy?
The people I have asked are focused in on the people of Puerto Viejo: tourists, locals, kids and the others who reside there. I will compare the results of the people I interviewed who answered this question with the reasons from the study that named Costa Rica the happiest place on earth. I have also created a theory about the different components of happiness based on the interviews I conducted and observation while living in Costa Rica. Also my fieldwork in Puerto Viejo and how others define and measure happiness are part of my theory. 

Purpose:
Why am I researching this question? Maybe its because sometimes my emotions are so strong that I feel like they consume me. I want to understand what they are and why I have them. My emotions, good or bad, dominate my life and influence every aspect. Sometimes I feel like I am just a vessel for them to do with that they want. I am the carrier and have no control. Maybe I am researching this question because I believe human connection is what makes humans happy and by trying to connect with people I will create my own answers within the question.

My perspective is from the US, so taking this view and incorporating it with looking at Costa Rica will help me to put things in a way that I will be able to understand. I think talking to Costa Ricans will help define my own happiness and emotions while interpreting people in general. What needs to come first is becoming familiar with myself and then I can have more clarity to perceive other people’s view.
Goals:
· To attain a better understanding of happiness in Costa Rica

· To understand the nature of happiness
· Gain a better of understanding of how to conduct Field Work
· To improve my video making skills
Research Questions 
-Is there a theme to the interviewee’s answers? If yes, what is the theme?

-What is the difference between the answers of the people? 

-What are the differences between the answers that people give me in interviews and the qualifications for the happiest place on earth study?
- What makes a person happy?

- Are people happy in Puerto Viejo, why?

- What does this show about people and happiness?

- What are the different sources of happiness?

Interview Questions
-Name

-How old are you (sometimes)

-Where are you from (sometimes)

-How long have you been living in Puerto Viejo/Costa Rica?

-Why are you living in Puerto Viejo/Costa Rica?

-What makes you happy?

Methodology                                                     

My project was a look at the emotion happiness and I asked the people I encountered: What makes you happy? My two-week Independent Study was in the region of Limon at the beach in Puerto Viejo. Although I had never been to Puerto Viejo I heard that there was a big ‘Rasta’ culture there. The place is a big tourist area so there are many different people from all over the world coming in and out. My expectations of Puerto Viejo were that the people would have a very relaxed and down to earth nature. I found this to be true.

Puerto is a whole different world; there is a wide range of people from different backgrounds living there. The local Caribbean people, Europeans, Americas, BriBri Indigenous and they have all mixed. The Mi Jardin community that I was involved in volunteering with had different ethnic combination families, which offered a whole different perspective that came from them and their children. I found that they have the same value for nature as generally everyone does in Puerto.

I interviewed a diverse amount of people so that I could equally represent the range of people in Puerto. Interviews are a way to get to know people at an intimate level. And as I am video taping my interviews this will just enhance this experience. It enables me to also show my results better to an audience. The downside to using a video is that people become shy so their answers could have been different if I was interviewing in only a conversational way.

I had no real preference for age in interviewee’s although I did try to get a wide range of ages to look at this as another element to the subject. Maybe people of different ages have different things that make them happy. And what does this show about happiness?

Participant observation was an important element that added to my study. Observing and participating in the culture has improved my understanding of the people and how they interact with happiness. I looked at this culture and critiqued it using my understanding that my view is from the States, so my value system might be different.

Literary Review                                                        2/12/10

Even if happiness forgets you a little bit, never completely forget about it.  ~Jacques Prévert
In my project I search to see what makes people happy in Costa Rica. By understanding the chemical nature of happiness and how other people measure happiness I will be able to better understand the answers of the interviewees and where they are coming from. Since my interviews will be conducted in Costa Rica I will analyze how the studies measure happiness line up, or don’t, with what the people say. In the end I will contrast this to my experience of living in the States and then coming to the ‘happiest place on earth’ to study. To do this I look at how the US holds up in rank to Costa Rica.

Happiness within the human body is a chemical reaction. Serotonin and dopamine are two chemicals that make the body happy. Serotonin helps with depression and relieving anxiety and dopamine excites the body in a good way. The chemical serotonin is made in the brain with the help of the basic amino acid tryptophan. The message of happiness is sent out through the nerves to the rest of the body. To assist the body in being happy there are also basic things like eating healthy, exercise, and sleep which help to keep the chemical balance and create a good physical and psychological state.

But what causes this reaction and flow of chemicals in the body to tell people they are “happy”? A study from TheSeer, a website explaining how Serotonin works did a survey of people rating their happiness. The results were very interesting because it showed that there was an average level of happiness that people maintained at about 6.7. Dramatic events in life like a divorce would cause about a point decrease in the level of happiness. And things like falling in love created an increase, but after a year or two the level went back to its average. This looks at how happiness is sustained. Are the big things in life worthwhile if it is just going to fade? Maybe focusing on the small consistent things that makes someone happy helps keep a constant happiness level.


The chemical balance of a person’s body in an important factor to a person’s overall happiness, but there are more factors. What triggers the chemical release that reacts in the happiness? How do we measure how the true essence of the reaction contributes to a person’s general happiness?

Buddhist philosopher Daisaku Ikeda puts the emotion of happiness into two categories: "relative" and "absolute". The differences in the two are the withstanding qualities they contain. Relative is measured by the happiness that a person gets from outside oneself: friends, family, material things, goals achieved and comparing themselves to others, these are things that essentially don’t last. Absolute happiness comes from within ourselves says Daisaku; it is the withstanding of external negatives in spite of any situation. She explains it as an inner joy that lasts forever. This separates happiness into two categories one that comes from the external and ones that’s internal. 

This gives examples of individual happiness but what about a group of people, a country. Things like the Happy Planet and World Database of Happiness measure how happy the people of a country are, based on calculated data. They define happiness by measuring things like life expectancy, environmental footprint and surveys of people rating their own happiness in a scale of 1-10. There are many factors in these studies that make the results flawed and never exact. 

In 2009 Costa Rica was named the happiest place on earth based on the measures from above. The World Database of Happiness was compiled by a Dutch sociologist and shows measurements of happiness from 148 nations. Costa Rica is ranked number one on the database list, averaging at 8.5 on the 10-point happiness scale. In comparison the United States who is a much fiscally and materially richer nation is only at 7.4. This data enforces the distinction that Daisaku makes between relative happiness and absolute happiness. Costa Rica is also first on the list in the Happy Planet Index created by the New Economics Foundation. They have the highest overall happy lives and life expectancy but lowest ecological footprint. In these criteria the US stands at 114th.

Nicholas D. Kristof of the New York Times newspaper theorizes that “Maybe Costa Rican contentment has something to do with the chance to explore dazzling beaches on both sides of the country…Costa Rica does an unusually good job at preserving nature, and it’s surely easier to be happy while basking in the sunshine and greenery than while shivering up north”. This is quickly disputed that a beach environment makes people happier because in the Happy Planet Index Denmark comes in second and is nothing like the tropics of Costa Rica. Denmark is interesting to look at because what they do share in common is the ecological footprint awareness, Denmark being the 10th greenest country in the world. So is the answer to happiness for a nation a healthy environment?
I have not found any arguments or protests against Costa Rica’s high positions on the happiness charts. This may be due to the fact that the results are still new to the world so no research has been done yet or it may be that this makes sense to people. I am skeptical of the data not knowing of possible other influences, but I can also understand why they would be so positive. What I have noticed in my 4 months or so living in Costa Rica as a sometimes chronically depressed person is that it’s frustrating to be unhappy here. The sun shines in your face, people are always friendly and say hello even when you are in a bad mood and the common saying is pura vida (directly translated as pure life), which reflects the people and culture as a whole.

“Happiness is being comfortable with who you are”

~Jonathan from Ivan’s Café, said after camera was turned off

What I thought I was going to do in my two week Independent Study about happiness was collect data from interviewing people in Puerto Viejo. I was going to compare the data from the Happy Planet Index and my own to see how they relate or do not. From my interviews I thought that I could be able to make some conclusion about Costa Rica and why it’s the happiest place on earth. My results varied with the unanticipated diversity of people living in Puerto Viejo. I came to no solid conclusions and ended up not being able to answer many of my original research questions, but still achieving all my previous goals for the project. 
What I did do was learn about happiness. I created a theory of different aspects that make one happy as taught and demonstrated to me by people from Puerto Viejo and Costa Rica. My sources for this theory come from a variety of different places, with my personal experiences being at the center of circle. Like the sun, my influences shine out of the strong core that is my set of personal beliefs, giving light to what I have learned.
It’s hard to walk out into the sunlight every day in Costa Rica, with palm trees surrounding you and friendly people saying hello, and be sad. Many times I have been on my way home, stomping madly, lips fully pouted, but found it hard to walk like this on the uneven sidewalks. Even the city infrastructure does not support my fits of frustration and mood swings, how frustrating!

“Where ever you go, there you are”, my mom (or how I really like to call her ‘mum’) wrote in an e-mail to me the day I got back from my two weeks in Puerto Viejo. Reading those words got me thinking about my first couple of days there. Endless rain, a pang of homesickness, and no sense of purpose were what occupied my time that first week. Fortunately, that feeling drifted away as I became more comfortable in this new sub-culture that seemed foreign even to Costa Rica. 
~Excerpt from my Reflective Essay

After spending two weeks in Puerto Viejo, I came to realize that it is a place very different than any I have ever been to. I had heard that it was a ‘Rasta’ culture, but this only gave me a vague idea of what to expect. What I learned is that Puerto Viejo, although having been influenced by the original Caribbean Rasta culture, has now become a melting pot of ethnicities from many different countries and cultures. In general, what I have found is that everyone in Puerto Viejo shares the same reasons for living there: that the lifestyle is free, easy and relaxed.

Before starting this project, I did not have a definition of happiness. So, I researched how people categorize happiness, and found there are many different types and levels of happiness. Some are more enduring while others are more fulfilling like material happiness, or inner happiness, etc. Then I looked at the physiological reaction of happiness to get a better understanding of what happens chemically with different amino acids and enzymes, when a person experiences happiness. I also looked at data collected nationally on life expectancy, individual contentment rating, and their ecological footprint. I went into the field for two weeks to collect onsite data of my own, asking the people living in Puerto Viejo the question: What makes you happy? What I ended up with at the end of my two weeks is a theory about what makes people happy and how aspects of Costa Rica support a generally happy population.

The graph below is an artistic representation of my theory on happiness. The theory begins at the ‘start’ with a person and the different aspects of their life that contribute to their own happiness. The theory ends at the ‘finish’ with another person, representing human connection. Humans complete the circle, connecting the one to each other in a holistic way.
[image: image2.jpg]B N\m RON V\ ENT
HEALTH

{EST\\%LE—Q’THEOB\I .

/\

 HUMAN CONNECTION

RITUALITY





Chapter 1                              LIFESTYLE
“I feel good when I work because I like to earn my own money”

~Merlina, store owner
People struggle with being able to lead a lifestyle that makes them happy. How a person lives their life is not always controllable. How one is raised, their financial situation, and where they live, all influence how happy we are. What I have found is that when living is simpler, with fewer demands, there is less stress and more room for finding other fulfillment.

I was frustrated with some of the cultural norms I noticed when I first came to Costa Rica. My host mother is very passive aggressive, she pretends like there is no problem when there is one. I have heard that this is a common behavior. Over time, I have come to recognize this as an endearing quality, and learned that it is part of what makes Costa Ricans so happy. It is not that they are pretending so much as that the little things just are not such a big deal. Sometimes it’s refreshing to live in an environment where the focus isn’t on the problem. In my host family house, the appearance is always that life is good, so I began to believe it. There is constant joking and my 80–year-old host mom smiles even when she is tired.

The community of Puerto Viejo functions around tourism, especially eco-tourism, because of the easy access to the beach and jungle wildlife. Tourists come from around the world, but there is also a portion of the population who have moved there and established themselves. They marry a local, or set up a business, and every situation in-between. I talked to a Costa Rican named Jonathan and his girlfriend, who own a little restaurant called Ivan’s. Jonathan explained that he is living in Costa Rica because he loves the place; he says, “Its really laid back, its really cool”.

People come to Puerto Viejo to live freely. Rules are lax in every area, and nature is abundant, there is less need for material things and money because the living is simpler. Kristin, a business owner in Puerto Viejo who is married to a local surf instructor, runs a part coffee house, part surf shop, and part massage/yoga house. She talked to me about why she likes living in Puerto Viejo rather than the United States: “I came to Costa Rica for a simpler pace of life. I was noticing in the United States that a lot of people’s priorities were mixed up. I felt like everybody around me was a workaholic. People were neglecting families, friends relationships…here is just a much slower pace. People tend to enjoy life first, and worry about work second.” Stress is a problem of balance; people work all their lives to find this peace that is the absence of stress.

Chapter 2                         ENVIRONMENT
“I love my place, it’s a free country, you can do whatever you want and I love Puerto Viejo because it’s different than any other place in Costa Rica.”

~Jonathan, from Ivan’s Café


It is not just about how you live your life, but where. And although the environment has slowly been degraded it is still one of the fundamental components to being happy. Living with and in nature is part of our history, our roots as human beings. Hunter-gatherers relied directly on their environment to provide food for them to eat. Now we have moved away from living so close to nature and are slowing destroying it. Places like the United States (with the second largest carbon footprint in the world) are so dependent on modern technology to support life, that they forget the simple pleasure of stopping to ‘smell the roses’. The US is 114th (out of 143) on the 2009 Happy Planet Index, and it may have something to do with their beliefs and actions towards the environment.

The Happy Planet Index calculates that Costa Rica has one of the lowest carbon footprints. On a online news website called Gimundo an article written by Kathryn Hawkins on the subject says, “the country currently gets 99% of its energy from clean, renewable sources,” something to be very proud of. Since climate change is becoming a bigger and bigger problem, it is interesting to see how this information affects a country’s overall happiness rating. 

The people of Puerto Viejo rely on their environment to keep the tourism business going because that is the basis of their income. A respect for and effort to preserve nature is apparent in the lives of the people. I saw an illustration of this respect when volunteering in Puerto Viejo. In the Mi Jardin School, gardening is a part of the curriculum. They teach kids about nature and how to respect it. The impact of this education showed when one boy named Miles answered the question: what makes you happy? He said that exploring the jungle makes him happy. Other interviews also confirmed Costa Rican’s relationship with nature. 

Marcelo, a local I often saw wandering the street with a pipe in his mouth, is from Spain. I interviewed him one day in the rain. He said he has lived in Puerto Viejo for 30 years. When I asked him why he said, “Fate brought me here, where nature is and still remains. There’s the spark of life.” When I asked him what makes him happy, his answer included nature, showing the importance it has in his life.

Chapter 3                               HEALTH
“My top happiness is dancing and swimming in the ocean”

~Traveler, girl drinking coffee with two others, one from Ireland

Health is connected to the environment and one’s lifestyle; it is linked to the other aspects of happiness by having an interdependent and interconnected relationship with one another. As a principle, health is a key balancing factor of all the qualities of happiness. One cannot live very happily in an unhealthy environment, and a lifestyle that is unhealthy does not produce any joy. Since health is about a balance, one needs great health in order to counteract all the disease and depression around them. Sicknesses, life crisis, feeling sad are healthy events that help create equilibrium to a healthy life.

The health of a person has many external forces to fight, but to be healthy is mostly a personal responsibility. Socio-economic conditions, physical and mental conditions, geographic and climate variations, and sometimes ethnicity are all contributing factors in being healthy. Geographically, Costa Rica is located in Central America with a tropical climate. In addition to the Vitamin D shining from the sky everyday, the average Costa Rican diet is very healthy. It includes foods that are specific to the region and some that are imported. A large variety of fresh fruits is available inexpensively, and the native coconut has healing properties, serving as a multifunctional food. Rice and beans are the main course of every meal. Processed foods are eaten less often because they are mostly imported and more expensive.

‘Pura Vida’ is a common phrase used by Costa Ricans, literally translated as Pure Life. This phrase includes an entire range of health concerns.  Living a pure and happy, healthy life becomes an everyday response to explain how someone is doing, or it is used as a wish for good health in place of saying good-bye, or it is said just as an exclamation! ‘Pura Vida’ is imbedded in the culture, and it shows how the people of Costa Rica collectively think and live everyday. This positive way of relating to life stimulates the mind and puts out good uplifting energy to others. The health of the mind and thinking positively leads into spirituality.

Chapter 4                         SPIRITUALITY
“The happiness that one has inside and that we share with nature and with all our brothers and that is with you as well”.

~Marcelo, resident of 30 years

Although my own spirituality is complicated, I think in general having a spiritual connection can bring good things to a person’s life. This does not have to be an organized religion, or even something definable or explainable to anyone else. The spirit lives in one’s inner and outer world, and having a connection to that, no matter the form, brings contentment to the body and the mind. Peace of mind enables a satisfaction that regenerates the whole body.

Daniella, who has lived in Puerto Viejo for 19 years, talked to me about her escape from Italy to Costa Rica in search of peace. She made the move because her father came to her in a dream and advised her to do so. She has spent her years in Puerto Viejo trying to get to a happy place. She says it has taken a long time but she thinks she is finally there. Daniella was camera shy and would not let me video tape her interview or even take a picture of her. She talked about a common spiritual consciousness that she wishes for the world. When I asked what made her happy, she replied:


“When the whole world expands their consciousness; that they break their stereotypes of society right now, and finally grow a new society that is a higher, elevated spiritual community that won’t see the destructions that we see today.”
I also spent my two weeks in Puerto learning more about Buddhism. The book I read is called Tibetan Buddhism, From the Ground Up. I It outlines the religion and its concepts in a very easy to understand format. I chose to read about Buddhism because of its focus on the mind and its powers. I thought that maybe this religion could answer a question I had about happiness and whether the mind is able to trick itself into being happy. The readings did not answer this question and I stopped looking for the answer. 

What the book did contribute to my theory is a better understanding of what I believe. It offered a different perspective that in the end helped me to solidify what I believed to be true. On page 42 the book poses some relevant questions about happiness: 

- “Are all mundane pleasures nothing more then a temporary decrease of suffering?”

- “Does mundane happiness stem from an authentic source of joy?”

While reading, I was constantly experiencing a dissonance with the ideas presented. Buddhisms focus is on the mind and the intellect. I think it is an important aspect of happiness, but should not be the sole focus. How I understand the religion so far, is that it asks one to go against human nature for the sacrifice of becoming an enlightened being. I read about the eight worldly concerns: gain + loss, pleasure + pain, praise + blame, fame + disgrace, all are dramas and conflicts in the natural course of human life. I am a believer that the comedies and tragedies of life are both elements that are needed to create a balance. As I mentioned before, my emotions do sometimes overwhelm me, but I would never trade them in for the elusive attainment of enlightenment, and I am not sure that Buddhism is asking that of me. I couldn’t finish the book because of my frustration, and because I know that I haven’t grasped the principals clearly. 

Chapter 5                   HUMAN CONNECTION
“My cat makes me happy and when people come to the restaurant to eat and have a good time… meeting people… realizing that we’re capable of doing more than we thought.”

~ Chelsea, girlfriend of Jonathan employee at Ivan’s Café

Humans are social creatures; we have evolved and developed a type of communication that is extensive. It enables us to express a wide range of ideas and feelings. Although communicating with one another is common among many species, I think humans are the most dependent on interpersonal interactions. Isolation is used as a form of torture because lack of human interaction causes severe mental distress. It prevents that critical feedback loop that we rely on.

People rely on each other for many things. I found in my interviews that family was often mentioned as a contributor to happiness. These are the relationships we consider most important to our well-being. They provide support and trusted advice. Exactly 4 out of 11 people spoke about their families bringing them happiness. I know that part of the reason I had trouble being happy my first week in Puerto Viejo, was because I wasn’t in contact with my family. Connecting with my family, even if it was only through pixels and sound waves over Skype, gave me a feeling of calm and contentment. 


Talking to people about what makes them happy always produced a smile on their face. It made me feel like their smile was half of the circle, and the other half is my smile when I heard what they had to say. The smile went full circle, concluding that human interactions are how we experience happiness. It is what connects us, and for me, brings the most happiness.  Connectedness appears to be the strongest link of the five I have mentioned. 

I recorded everyday what was the happiest moment of each day for myself. The results show that human connection has made the most impact on my life: 

My happiest moments of the day as recorded for two weeks:

3/1/10- Reading to Luna in German

3/2/10- Eating fruity pan, or being at the beach.

3/3/10- Was when I was with the kids and we went to the river and floated their rainbow colored boats. It reminded me of when I was younger and how beautiful small things can be. Later on we saw monkeys in the trees and that made me a little excited.
3/4/10- Interviewing Silvia.
3/5/10- When Megan helped me translate the interview with the Italian lady and I heard what she said, that made me happy.
3/6/10- Having a heart to heart with Becca.
3/7/10- Was either lying on the beach in the sun or watching a movie with Becca. Or talking to Sadie…good day many happy things
3/8/10- Was when Julio gave me his number. :/ Although that kind of sucks because its shallow and it was really just a confidence boost and nothing more…
3/9/10- I guess talking to the German guy actually just because it was such a random friendly discussion.
3/10/10- Talking to dad and Sadie a lot that made me really happy.
“To do things in the best way that I can.”

~Silvia, a teacher from the Mi Jardin School in Play Chiquita
Initially, going into this project I didn’t know how to link my service work at the Mi Jardin School to my research project. But I found that working at the school was a direct link to my own happiness. I am very fortunate to have had the opportunity to have education; it has been such a big contribution to my contentment as a person. I have gone to the Waldorf School all my life until this year and my experience at Mi Jardin reminded me of my old school. I found that making things with my hands, singing and drawing are so rooted in my contentment. Doing these activities everyday with the kids stimulated my mind, body and spirit. I learned that these things are important in my daily life. I will try and incorporate them into my changing lifestyle so that I can have that deep feeling of satisfaction. I learned a lot about myself on this project but I also spent a lot of time contemplating happiness, being inspired by my environment around me. 

I have attempted to create a complete theory. I focused on happiness but an important element I did not cover very thoroughly in studying happiness is sadness. Life is about balance; I believe we cannot know the good without knowing the bad. For example in being healthy, sickness is a natural part of the process. To maintain all the elements of this theory constantly would not be possible, nor would it be healthy. However, focusing on balancing all the elements in ones life will be more fulfilling, with better results. This will be something that I try to achieve throughout my life, learning as I change, and as the world around me changes.  I have completed this project to the best of my ability, and like Silvia says above, that’s all I can strive to do in life.
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Most significant academic learning experience:

Creating a theory of my own based on outside information, research and organizing that into a clear idea that others understand.

Most significant personal experience:

Creating something all on my own.

Biggest academic challenge: 

Working with a new interview experience, it was hard to get people to video and it was hard with the language barrier. Also it was hard going into this project because I felt there wasn’t enough structure that I had created for myself so I got a bit lost.

Biggest personal challenge: 

- Asking people for interviews because I was very shy, 

- Being alone not having a structure to follow or someone to tell me what to do, 

- Only being directed by myself. 

- Feeling depressed and unmotivated the first week of adjusting time due to weather and lack of communication with family.
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