SMILE, YOU’RE ON SAFE GROUND
The community-minded people who are positively bursting to spread a little happiness
Up and down the country, tribes of happiness-seekers are
joining forces with the aim of raising a smile. Yes, the happiness
movement is gathering pace and with low-cost or even free
activities covering everything from laughter yoga to creating
your own artwork, the route to extra smiles could be more
accessible than we think.
The Museum of Happiness, in London’s Shoreditch, started
life as a pop-up venture under the jolly watch of Shamash
Alidina. Following a 10-year career teaching science in a London
secondary school, Shamash realised that what really made
him happy was teaching meditation. He went on to write the
successful Mindfulness for Dummies in 2010 and, eventually,
his great passion became his job when he started teaching
meditation on a full-time basis.
‘There’s no physical place in the world where people can
explore what happiness means to them,’ says Shamash, when
asked why he started the museum. ‘As a meditation teacher,
I know the immense transformative power and joy of living
in the present moment, but my gut feeling is that most people
are not immediately attracted to meditation. They are attracted
to fun… so through playful and fun activities, people find their
own way to happiness.’
With a set of core values around compassion, kindness,
creativity, fun, community, friendship, mindfulness and
conservation, Shamash and his Museum of Happiness cofounders set about creating something fresh and new that would
appeal to all ages. Following the overwhelming success of its
pop-up events — ‘We had almost 10,000 registrations for one
event… it was then I knew this was going to be a big thing!’ —
the museum became a permanent fi xture, setting up home at
the Canvas Cafe, known locally as the ‘Happiness Cafe’, in 2016.

A sense of belonging
The Canvas is a social enterprise cafe and creative venue with
its own calendar of happy events and activities, which includes
the monthly ‘Be happy anytime’, a free talk from charity Inner
Space that is packed with tips on how to be happy. Owner Ruth
Rogers established the cafe as a not-for-profit venture with the
aim of supporting the emotional health and wellbeing of her
local community. ‘I wanted to provide a venue where everyone
leaves feeling happier, either thanks to a delicious home-made
lunch, friendly, smiley service, reading an inspiring comment
or sharing their story on the walls.’ The cafe’s white walls
provide a blank canvas for guests to share their responses to
thoughtfully chosen, happy questions. It operates a ‘pay-it-

forward’ scheme, where customers can choose to pay for a drink
or meal for someone who would otherwise be unable to aﬀord
it. As an example, Ruth recalls a recent visitor to the cafe. ‘Tom
came in because he’d heard of the scheme but didn’t really
believe it existed. He had a drink and a meal with us then went
to the free meditation class. It turned out that he’d been really
struggling, but felt he’d found a community of caring, kind and
compassionate people with a structure that allowed others to be
generous and compassionate too. He said he felt like he belonged
somewhere for the first time in a long time.’
Recent events at the Museum of Happiness include the all-day
‘Let’s spread happiness’ event, which saw the venue packed with
participants of all ages from teenagers to grandparents. ‘I was
sceptical beforehand,’ says local resident Sam Hughes. ‘I thought
it may have been a little too “sweet” for me, but as it was free I
went along with a friend, and an open mind. I’m so pleased I did
as I was quite blown away by the speakers and activities. It really
made me think about the way I live my life. I picked up so much
useful information, including tips on small changes I can make
to feel a little happier. There are simple things like recalling
one thing I’m grateful for from that day just before I go to bed.
Even after a really “bad” day I can always think of something,
even if it’s just the hot coﬀee I enjoyed on my dash to work, or an
interesting character from a book I’m reading. The positive eﬀect
of recalling this helps me to end my day with a smile.’

Framework to build on
Another group promoting positive wellbeing is Action for
Happiness, which was founded by Lord Richard Layard in 2011.
The organisation, whose patron is the Dalai Lama, provides
tips and practical actions for a happier life from a team of
experts drawn from the worlds of psychology, education and
economics. With a range of courses and events, including the
‘Exploring what matters’ programme, Action for Happiness
empowers participants to create their own groups to spread
happiness in their communities.
‘It’s not just about people becoming happier, but also about
building a happier society for those we interact with on a day-today basis,’ says its head of programmes Alex Nunn. With more
than 2,000 courses already delivered, this popular programme
now has almost 3,000 individuals registered to run their own
course. ‘At some level everyone knows what’s right for them, so
what we do is provide a framework for them to build on,’ adds
Alex. ‘We inspire people to ask themselves what really matters,
and what happiness means to them’.
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A not-for-profit organisation, the Canvas Cafe encourages visitors to write their responses to happy, thoughtful questions on its white walls. It is also
home to the Museum of Happiness, which holds regular events where it oﬀers tips to people of all ages on how they might feel a little happier

Who can we expect to find on the courses? ‘We tend to attract
a mix of individuals feeling a need to be happier and those who
feel the world around them could be happier and want to help.
We have courses running in schools, community groups and
workplaces. There are no age limits.’ There are, however, many
delighted participants. ‘I wouldn’t be where I am now without
it,’ reveals Jasmine Hodge-Lake. ‘I still have bad days and life
certainly isn’t perfect, but it has helped me so much. Now I’m
trying to be the change I want to see.’

Life-changing experience
Another success story is Londoner Emma Rodwell. A Museum
of Happiness event set her on the path to a new career. ‘I studied
psychology and have always been fascinated with how our brains
work. I’m known among my friends for my happy disposition and
ability always to look on the bright side. I was ill as a teenager
and remember my doctor commenting on my positivity… I
presumed everyone was like this, but I’ve since realised they’re
not. I was therefore delighted to discover the Museum of
Happiness, and in 2015 attended an event with [therapist]
Marisa Peer that I found fascinating. For a while, I’d been
trying to work out what to do next professionally, and attending
diﬀerent talks and reading widely. I was thrilled when Marisa
said she was starting to train people in hypnotherapy and signed
up. Completing the training has been life-changing. I am now
able to help people in a far deeper way than I thought possible,
helping clients with conditions including OCD and anxiety, and
helping others to lose weight, stop smoking, and so much more.
I feel incredibly blessed. If I hadn’t attended the event I would
never have heard of Marisa so can never thank them enough for
changing my life and in turn that of so many others. ’
Results show that being part of a group is one of the most
eﬀective ways to feel happier and to help others do the same.
It opens up opportunities to meet new friends, learn new skills
and have fun while providing a forum for sharing stories, ideas
and encouragement. ‘The Museum’s events gave me the skills to
help make others happier,’ explains Emma, ‘ and that will have a
ripple eﬀect on the people they come into contact with.’ Emma

is already volunteering to run happiness sessions for the charity
North London Cares so that ripple might spread very widely.
Meanwhile, the grandly titled School of Life takes great
pride in its role of teaching adults how to deal with important
things that can be overlooked at school. With subjects covering
emotions, family and relationships, the school has a range of
courses, events, books and therapies that look to develop greater
emotional intelligence and create a happier life. ‘We have a
programme of regular classes teaching diﬀerent emotional
skills, with the help of philosophy, psychology and culture,’ says
Vas Christodoulou, head of the group’s London programmes.
‘Participants can drop in for a single session, say, on how to find
a job they love, or they can embark on a longer-term programme
for our Certificate of Emotional Intelligence.’ With a host of
inspirational speakers — Ruby Wax is a regular contributor
on the subject of mindfulness and psychologist Tanya Byron
presents discussions with some of our most influential public
figures on their motivations and inspirations — the school’s
prospectus provides plenty of choices for a happy year ahead.
So, want to feel a little happier? Maybe a group could help you
in your quest. You could start with the ones here, but also check
what’s available in your area. Or you could start up one of your
own. There are plenty of folk who would be happy to help.
Words: Simone Scott

HAPPY TALK
For more information about some of the people, places and
events spreading joy visit the following websites:
museumofhappiness.org
thecanvascafe.org
rodwellhypnotherapy.co.uk
northlondoncares.org.uk
actionforhappiness.org
theschooloflife.com
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