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Happiness  
by Design

Sometimes we should all think like designers: 
The strategies employed to create a perfectly 
proportioned bookshelf can also be used to 
enhance our personal well-being.
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Happiness is often viewed as an ethereal and esoteric concept— 
a feeling that’s more governed by destiny and circumstance than 
the product of a well-developed scheme. But living a fulfilled life 
is mostly within our control, and it’s highly receptive to strategies 
inspired by creative disciplines. By borrowing from the way design-
ers solve problems—sometimes referred to as design thinking—we 
can generate innovative solutions for achieving greater happiness.

The conversation regarding the relationship between design 
and happiness has gained traction in recent years. Whether it’s a 
witty billboard that makes us chuckle on our commute to work or 
a chaise lounge perfectly contoured to our spine, the objects and  
experiences that get the little details right can boost our apprecia-
tion of both the world around us and ourselves. 

Designers such as Stefan Sagmeister situate happiness as a  
defining aspect of their work. The firm that he co-founded,  
Sagmeister & Walsh, advocates bringing back emotion, human- 
centeredness and delight into a design culture that has trended 
toward the belief that functionality trumps form. “It was a sub-
ject that most roads I was exploring seemed to be leading to,” says 
Sagmeister, whose recent projects include The Happy Show and 
The Happy Film.  “I thought it would be interesting to look at it 
through the lens of my own profession.”

Surrounding ourselves with carefully crafted contraptions 
can add a significant amount of pleasure to our lives, but we can 
also take a cue from designers themselves to learn how to be the  
architects of our own happiness. Design thinking isn’t confined to 
creative studios, and many of its fundamental methods are applica-
ble in other areas of life. Much as an architect examines his or her 
environment and attempts to solve problems through construc-
tions, we can take stock of our personal situations and employ a 
similar set of design-thinking strategies to increase our happiness. 

Academics engaged in happiness research agree that much of 
our emotional well-being lies within our direct control. A study 
conducted by psychologist Sonja Lyubomirsky concluded that  
happiness is 50 percent genetic, 40 percent intentional and 10  
percent circumstantial: This means a happier state of mind is  
perfectly attainable—so long as we’re willing to put in the work. 

One of the key methods some designers adopt to overcome  
creative blocks is called divergent thinking. This thought process  
facilitates innovation and creativity by exploring options rather 
than adhering to a rigid compendium of rules. Like design, happi-
ness isn’t one-size-fits-all, and we need to consider our own needs 
rather than resorting to people-pleasing solutions. Similarly, prod-
ucts designed for the masses without considering individuals—
everything from right-handed fountain pens to “flesh-colored” 
Band-Aids—often leave a significant percentage of the population 
wanting. When it comes to our individual happiness, we need to 
keep our minds open instead of blindly following the pack—what 
actually brings us joy rarely aligns with what should make us happy.

Both happiness and design also require constant upkeep.  
Designers toil tirelessly to birth the perfect invention, but they 
have to continually refine their products to respond to shifting so-
cial conditions. We can’t fall victim to complacency; just as trends 
come and go, our needs and wants also evolve. We need to consis-
tently check ourselves to see if the path we’re on is still the right 
one—and if it’s not, then we should take charge and change tack.

Although modifying our tried and trusted routines can seem 
intimidating, experimenting with new ways of thinking can be 
the spark we need to recalibrate our emotions. By stepping out 
of our comfort zones and testing design-thinking strategies, we’re 
able to implement a variety of creative techniques that can bring a  
heightened sense of happiness, purpose and joy into our lives.
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HAPPINESS BY DESIGN: Can by Casalinga; bowl and glass bottle by Menu; cup by HAY; round bowl 
by Studio Arhoj; glass by Notre Dame.


