
HAPPINESS AND SUCCESS 
CURVE 
The client has to mark his or her successes in the following

coordinate system:

X coordinate: duration from date of birth to the present; then

narrowing the time frame: the past 10 years, past year, past

month, then for a week, one element of happiness in hourly

increments;

Y coordinate: level of happiness and success from 0 to 100%.
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• Where were you at a specific point? Why?
• What is the goal?
• What is the source of your happiness/success?
• What do these points have in common?
• What is the secret of your own happiness/success?

Success and happiness have a different meaning for everyone. There might be clients who can better
describe the ten most significant moments of the past year.

This tool can serve as an aid for confronting work-life balance issues (because they only record moments
from their work). Once a client demonstrated signs of burn-out but he did not want to face them. He
drew this curve down and recognized that he only marks success/happy points that can be bought: his
first car, his first house, his first yacht, but did not mention the birth of his kids or any other family event.
It was a useful exercise for him to become aware that something is not OK.
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It can also help clients who lack self-confidence to become cognizant/to become aware of their
successes. For example, they might observe that in the first coaching session it took twenty minutes to
cite ten successes from the past year. In the second session, they might recall ten successes during one
month and within the same time frame, and in the third session they might record in twenty minutes ten
memorable moments from one week.

There may be a number of indicators linked to the happiness and success curves, which are entirely
dependent on the individual. There was one coachee whose success curve correlated entirely with the
number of cigarettes he smoked, while that of another coachee corresponded to fluctuations in her
weight. She noticed that whenever she was working on an exciting challenge, she was down to her
“competition weight” but whenever she felt distressed and had to perform too much operative work, she
ate significantly more to achieve her desired level of happiness.
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Case Study (Excerpt)

Nearly all coaches who specialize in cross-cultural coaching spent several years abroad, which means that

they have first-hand experience with the struggles of collaborating with people of different nation- alities.

One classic coaching case involved the Hungarian Chief Executive Officer at the local subsidiary of a large

international company. It was the American owner who requested the coaching since he felt that the

Hungarian executive had a rather negative general attitude. He stated the coaching should contin- ue until

the Hungarian CEO’s automatic reply to his boss’s first question on their weekly phone calls: “How are

you?”, becomes “Very good!”.

The coach knew that this would be quite a challenge due to the fact that when the American boss dubs

someone a pessimist; the latter may very well view himself as a realist, since the many of Hungarians tend

to be more pessimistic than individuals of other nationalities.

The first tool that the coach employed was the happiness curve.

She asked the coachee to plot his approximate level of happiness from the day he was born to the

present day and then to mark the high points when he was very happy and explain why.
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Case Study (Excerpt)

The points he marked on the curve included his graduation, the purchase of his first car and of his home, all

professional successes and assets that are of a material nature, but conspicuously missing were things such as his

wedding, the day when his daughter was born, and their vacations in exotic places.

The coach then asked him to narrow down the time frame. Initially, she wanted him to consider the past year, but

when she saw that there was no high point marked on the curve for the past four years, she eventually asked the

coachee to begin there. Next, they narrowed down the time frame again to the last month, at which point the coachee

almost lost his composure, grumbling about the purported objec- tive of the exercise in question and the whole

notion of coaching. (In retrospect he found this exercise to be the most beneficial and in fact claimed that the best

thing that happened to him in (or the high- light of) the past four years was being granted an opportunity in the form

of an eye-opener, the coach.) He had a difficult time recalling and listing some positive experiences he had in the past

month. We con- cluded up the first coaching session with this exercise.
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Case Study (Excerpt)

Meanwhile, the coach was intrigued by the absence of time constraints since the American boss had
stated that he would be willing to pay for the coaching indefinitely. Still, she knew that she would bill the
client for one session only, since the latter will not be willing to return for a second one. She decided to
assume the risk that her coachee would be reluctant to consult her again, but she would not back down.
Moreover, since the end justifies the means, thought the coach, she would assign the following homework.
For the next two weeks, the coachee was required to list in a table containing an hourly breakdown all
the positive things that happened to him. While it can be any frivolous occurrence, two conditions must
be satisfied: No cell may be left blank in the table consisting of 14 days x 14 waking hours, and everything
can only be entered once.
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When the coachee learned of this, he was already making grimaces his displeasure non-verbally so that
even the coach had to exercise self-control. In the next few days, she often reflected on that moment.
Interestingly, many individuals who, judged by an outside observer, seem to be extremely content (they
have a good job, big house, beautiful wife, intelligent children), are in fact pessimists and consumed by
negative feelings. Although harboring the fear that the coaching assignment would be drawing to a close,
she was aware of the necessity to test her coachee with this homework. A refusal on his part to do so will
demonstrate a reluctance to change.
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Case Study (Excerpt)

On the 8th day, the coach received a phone call from the coachee:
“I just wanted to let you know that I am working on the table and did not leave a single cell blank... Oh,
and my American boss just called me this morning and asked me how I was, and before I knew it I
replied ‘I’m feeling fine, just fine.’

I also accompanied the children to kindergarten this morning, and my four-year-old daughter kissed me
goodbye, even though it is not customary for her to do so.

Therefore, I was over the moon as I was coming into the office and bought a box of chocolate for my
secretary, who shed tears of joy because she had never received anything from me since the day I
became her boss. I was in such high spirits for being on the right track that when the cleaning lady
entered a few minutes ago to take out the trash, I gave her all the coupons and collectible stickers that I
picked up at the stores and that I would have otherwise discarded. I then proceeded to offer my
employees the newspapers and magazines that come in the mail and that I never have time to read but
that I tend to leave unopened and to discard. But wait a second, does it mean that the coaching is now
over? Then maybe I should have confessed to my American boss instead that I feelmiserable?”
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Case Study (Excerpt)

Indeed, he had completed his homework and realized the many little pleasures in his life that had
previously went unnoticed. There were many small items on his list that he read at the second coaching
session (because there was a second session, of course). It included observations such as his happiness
upon taking a peek in the children’s bedroom at 10:00 p.m. and seeing his two children sleeping in the
same bed, rather than in separate beds, and all cuddled up. It also included how, when it was announced
on the radio that an all-time heat record had been broken, he realized how lucky he was to be in his air-
conditioned car and not sweating outdoors all day like the road construction workers. Additionally, he
mentioned the good joke he received via email from an old, long-lost friend.
The first homework was a success, and both the coach and the coachee were pleased, and so they
continued to work together/collaborate enthusiastically.
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Case Study (Excerpt)

He also replaced his screen saver with the following maxim: “I complained that I had no shoes until I met
a man who had no feet” (Persian proverb).
He even set up a reminder on his cellular phone, which sent him the message three times a day: “Don’t
sweat the small stuff!”
He read the books recommended by his coach, including The Happiness Equation by Manfred Kets de
Vries.
He also recruited a “helpmate” within the company, whom he asked to kick him under the table whenever
he utters negative, pessimistic sentences at meetings.
At the third coaching session, he was asked to write down twenty of his own positive traits, which made
him sweat his guts out. When he had completed the assignment, his coach told him, “Okay, let’s have a
coffee now, and then we are not going home until you add ten more traits to the list.” His homework at
the end of the day was to ask five friends or family members to send him five qualities each in writing.
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Case Study (Excerpt)

He also had to create lists of the following:

• What joys do you envy from others? (This is aimed at making you aware of the simple pleasures we
are wishing for and how easy it would be to obtain them, and that therefore, we should pursue them.)

• What activities do you enjoy participating in and make you feel good? Sports? Culture? (It can be anything, and
answers will vary from one person to the next. You should make sure you engage in one of them on a weekly
basis.)

• What are your favorite dishes? (Take your wife out to a restaurant.)

• What is some of your favorite music? (Find it online on the same day and listen to it with your wife or download it
and keep it in your car. Listening to music can be a source of pleasure and may bring back joyous memories or
even help you unwind.)

• What are your favorite clothes? (Do not save them for special days but wear them today.)
• When was the last time you saw your favorite movie? (On your way home, stop by the video store and rent that

film for an evening.)
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Case Study (Excerpt)

On the fourth session, he had to list 10 individuals from his environment and write next to their names why each
would have reason to envy him. There was one who had wanted a child for years, whereas the coachee had two.
Another had been unemployed for years. There were many others among his friends who were divorced, whereas
my client has just returned from a romantic getaway with his wife. The real punch line, however, was that the last
person who he added to the list was his American boss. The coach was surprised and asked him why, to whom he
replied: “Because he does not have such a wonderful coach as I do.”
They have been good friends ever since.
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