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TED, is a nonprofit organization devoted to sharing ideas, usually in the form of short speeches given in 18 minutes or less, according to the TED Talks 

website, www.ted.com, the company, TED’s mission is to help people from all around the world to have a deeper understanding of the world through free 

knowledge from some of the world’s most inspired thinkers.    

Matthew Whoolery, a psychology professor at BYU-Idaho, gave a TED Talk in September 2014 titled, “How to Be 

Unhappy,” at the Lady Shri Ram College in New Delhi, India. 

Whoolery said he studied cultural psychology, which is why he was initially interested in discussing happiness. 

“When I was asked to give the TED Talk, one of the subjects I was interested in was the question of the ways of which we 

live a life that clearly can’t lead to happiness, but then we think we should be happy,” Whoolery said. 

“This is a very American thing — that we think we should be able to live any type of life and be happy while living it.” 

Whoolery discussed three main points on how to be successfully unhappy: living in the past or the future, being sedentary 

and thinking of yourself, according to the TED Talk. 

“I used to work as a counselor, so I worked with people who were struggling in their life, and those were things I found 

most common with the people I worked with,” Whoolery said. 

Whoolery said in American culture, people tend to focus on the past and the future while other cultures, such as Indian 

culture, are more present-focused. 

Whoolery said focusing on the future too much which causes people to think they will only be happy once they have reached 

a certain expectation. 

“I also think in psychology we look at the past a lot and think we are the way we are because of things that have happened 

in our past,” Whoolery said. 

Whoolery said college students are especially subjected to falling into these habits since they spend a lot of time sitting 

down, staring at screens, thinking of themselves and worrying about the future. 

Laura Lunt, a junior studying psychology, said the transition from youth to adult can be hard, but students have a 

responsibility for their own lives and their own happiness. 

“I would hope that people would give up trying to be happy all the time,” Whoolery said. “There’s a certain kind of life that 

leads to happiness, and it’s when we are moving our bodies, eating and sleeping well and being with people, finding joy in 

the moment.” 

Whoolery said once people stop worrying about being happy and start living their life, happiness just comes. 

Stevie Haub, a junior studying psychology, said there is a lot of truth in Whoolery’s TED Talk. 

“I think we do sit around and we don’t accomplish a lot,” Haub said. “Sometimes, we reflect at night and think about what 

we did that day. ‘I watched 12 hours of TV’ or ‘All I did was homework,’ and you see other people exercising and having 

fun with friends, and you don’t feel as happy as them.” 

Whoolery said that thinking of oneself and loving oneself can make Americans more miserable, since studies have shown 

that serving and focusing on others allow us to be more happy. 

“Students should also find ways to find joy in the moment and in what they can do for other people,” Whoolery said. “I 

think we know this — that we find meaning, purpose and joy in doing good.” 

Whoolery said if students do not know who they can help, then they should turn to their neighbor. 

Whoolery accepted the opportunity to do the TED Talk after he spent time in India as a cultural academic ambassador and 

taught at the University of Delhi. 

After building relationships with the people there, he was invited to return to India for the TED Conference to speak. 

“What’s interesting is that you have a certain amount of time, and from what I’ve seen, nobody used notes or teleprompters,” 

Whoolery said. “I teach so that’s nice cause it’s natural to me, but it was the no notes and no discussion that made me 

nervous about it. I practiced quite a bit so when I gave it, it was way easier because the audience reacted.” 
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