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“In our fast-changing, volatile, and unpredictable world, we need leaders who
embody a mindset of abundance and lead with compassion and purpose. Ashish’s
book Hardwired for Happiness presents a highly accessible and practical set
of frameworks that we can all use to become more joyful, kinder, compassionate,

and purposeful.”

—Sundaram Nagarajan, President and CEO at Nordson Corporation

“Into our third year of the pandemic and an ever uncertain and complex world,
Hardwired for Happiness brilliantly brings us back to the fundamentals. This
book beautifully weaves in the latest breakthroughs from science, philosophy, and
ancient spiritual wisdom to help leaders thrive and overcome their personal and

professional challenges.”

—Patrick Criteser, President and CEO at Tillamook

“Beautifully combining storytelling and research, Ashish Kothari provides a map

that can help you find the path to your best self. A powerful and accessible guide.”

—Tal Ben-Shahar, Co-founder of Happiness Studies Academy

“Through his life, Ashish achieved many summits of excellence. He has done it
again. Ashish distilled the essence from hundreds of books and talks from great
masters in the fields of psychology, neuroscience, and ancient wisdom, and from
the book of his own life, to gift us an elegant guide to support us in taking a jour-
ney inward to living our best life. It is filled with simple yet powerful practices,
supported by a wealth of references, research nuggets, and heartfelt stories. A
book to keep by our bedside and return to frequently, using it as a life compass.”

—Johanne Lavoie, Partner at McKinsey & Company, coauthor of

Centered Leadership: Leading with Purpose, Clarity, and Impact



“Hardwired for Happinessis a fascinating journey in which Ashish offers a well-
carved path to help you move from living outside in to inside out. The book is also
an excellent collection of some of the most impactful insights from contemplative
thought leaders. Written in a simple, conversational language, the book will as
much appeal to your brain as it will touch your heart.”

—Amit Sood, MD, Executive Director and CEO at the
Global Center for Resiliency and Wellbeing

“With Hardwired for Happiness, Ashish Kothari has given us a foundational and
sweeping description of the embodied path to awakening and joy. His offering is
at one moment intimate, raw, and a deeply truthful portrayal of his own journey
as a seeker and student of truth, and at another moment the output of his years of
scholarship and study of the disciplines of well-being from sleep to diet to move-
ment to prayer. This beautiful book is a companion on the journey that can guide
one through the cultivation of mature emotional and spiritual intelligence and
the development of a truly generous and open heart. The fruits of this inner work
are well captured throughout the book in chapters on compassion, kindness, and
the path of living with intention. In a truly timely way Ashish will help meet those
of us turning afresh to the profound questions of meaning, purpose, community,
and service. I urge you not to miss this gem.”

—Amy Elizabeth Fox, Chief Executive Officer
at Mobius Executive Leadership

“Rich and compelling from page one! Forget about the typical self-help tutorial—
this is a life-changing read. Ashish literally unlocks the secrets to living a fuller
and freer life! Grounded in solid research, it offers a practical and easy-to-follow

roadmap to help anyone become the best version of themselves.”

—Rob McCutcheon, President at Husqvarna North America



“Authentic, compassionate, practical. In this timely book, Ashish shares his own
journey with vulnerability and offers a highly accessible approach that everyone
can use to become better versions of ourselves and achieve our full potential.”

—Carl-Martin Lindahl, CEO and
Board Director at SVP Worldwide

“Today, organizations win by providing personalized and meaningful professional
experiences for their workforce. Hardwired for Happiness is a master class for
progressive leaders who aspire to align culture and values with people to create
a supportive workplace—and business—that thrives.”

—Shannon Sisler, Executive Vice President,
Chief People Officer at Crocs

“Kothari masterfully provides an insightful and probing method of self-discovery
that encourages one to delve into practices that foster a greater sense of inner ful-
fillment and joy. This book is truly impactful in bringing transformative awareness
in how we approach situations and relationships. Hardwired for Happiness
is a must-read that easily becomes a trusted resource for continuing to grow
meaningful and inspirational connections with others.”

—Christy Bradley Orazi,
Chief Procurement officer at MUFG

“Hardwired for Happiness offers a blueprint for living a rich and intentional life.
The nine-step practice that Ashish has laid out allows you to live from within and
let go of fear, anxiety, anger, and resentment. For me, it established a strong frame-
work for happiness, making better decisions, and, more importantly, allowing
me to self-reflect and be more self-aware. It's a must-read for a mindful leader!”

—Amish Patel, Vice President—Technology Platforms, Cloud,

and Exponential Engineering at Anthem



“Insightful, well researched, engaging! So many insights that are practical and
easily applicable to everyday life. Ashish combines research and personal stories
to make a book that is easy to read and understand all the concepts. I highly
recommend it to all the people who are interested in becoming their best self.”

—Soma Somasundaram, President and CEO at Champion X

“In a firm of exceptional problem-solvers, Ashish Kothari has cracked the code
on how to solve virtually any problem. His nine-part approach draws on the
disciplines of neuroscience, psychology, philosophy, and leadership to provide a
path through the darkness created by our fear-based mindsets. It has been a joy
to see Ashish apply his nine practices in his own life and I am so glad he is now
sharing his wisdom with the rest of the world.”

—Victoria Bough, Partner at McKinsey & Company

“What an honest capture of the inner turmoil we feel every day of our lives, though
we have everything: the emptiness, the ‘rat race,’ and above all, the fear of losing it
all. With this book, Hardwired for Happiness, Ashish has truly provided simple
and impactful tools to challenge ourselves and break out of the cycle or ‘perceived
scarcity, and his own life journey makes it so honest. This is a courageous approach
that reignites the joy of living, enjoying every moment, and above all, feeling free!”

—Sumit Dangi, CFO and Treasurer at Jewelers Mutual Insurance

“Simple, straightforward, and from the heart! Hardwired for Happiness is a
must-read for leaders looking to navigate the future filled with lots of unaddressed
complexity and uncertainty. This book demystifies the science behind our fears,
and will allow us to face and master our fears rather than ignore them to thrive
and be more effective. Ashish’s journey, his story, his perspectives, and the nine
practices that he espouses will help create work-life harmony so that you can
work well by living well.”

—Dhiraj Rajaram, CEO at Mu Sigma



“A great read on self-reflection and leader development and on life in general! I
warmly recommend this book to anyone who wants to reorient themselves on a
path to deeper meaning, mindfulness, well-being, contentment, and gratitude.”

—Rasmus Hougaard, Managing Partner at Potential Project and author of

Compassionate Leadership: How to Do Hard Things in a Human Way

“Meeting Ashishin early 2021 was like a ray of sunshine in the midst of the global
pandemic. He would join our calls from his home in Colorado, full of energy despite
it often being very early in the morning for him. We immediately connected over
a shared mission—helping people live a better life. We shared personal stories,
discussed the latest research in health and well-being, and put our heads together
to come up with concrete ways to help our colleagues. This book, I believe, is a great
reflection of the Ashish I came to know: his intellectual curiosity, deep personal
reflections, and a quest to give individuals some concrete tools to help them in
their journey. An inward journey from fear to freedom, and towards a better life.”

—Annastiina Hintsa, CEO at Hintsa Performance

“Hardwired for Happiness provides valuable tools to get in touch and truly (re)dis-
cover yourself. Ashish lays out nine simple yet powerful practices and beautifully
describes each practice in detail while providing users with practical ways to put
thatinto daily use (i.e., journaling, meditation, community practice, etc.). The book
addresses delicate and complex subjects, yet is written so well that it’s an easy
read. This is not just another book, it should serve as your life’s reference manual.”

—Gautam Jha, Director at American Securities
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A Poem from Your Future Self
My own path now has been repaved, a sense of
renewal and courage holds me tall

As I step forth, each stone below a jewel gleaming

with ever brighter color and brilliance

For I have rediscovered my happiness and the

ease from whence it came

The sun’s warmth touches my back, propelling me

forward on the path of my true calling

As the wind stirs me, I feel joyous in anticipation

of all those I can help

My eyes soften with acceptance and gratitude from

where I've come to where I am going

A journey like no other, to cherish, to behold,

with peace and wisdom inside...

—Li1zz1E KOTHARI



Thank you for purchasing my book, Hardwired for Happiness: 9 Proven

Practices to Overcome Stress and Live Your Best Life.

Please use this QR code to reach the Happiness Squad website, learn more

about us and get access to the following:

« Digital wallpaper for your desktop, laptop and phone of the
9 practices

« Weekly blog highlighting some tips and tricks to rewire your
brain for happiness

« Joining the exclusive Happiness Squad community getting you
connected with others like yourself on their journey inwards

« Latest news on new initiatives we are launching to support
you on your journey

e Our full range of services to support individuals and organiza-

tions in Hardwiring for happiness

About Happiness Squad

Our Purpose: Catalyzing human flourishing to unlock full potential (at indi-
vidual, team, company and community level)

Our Mission: Launch a happiness revolution touching a billion+ lives over
the next 20 years and help them live with more joy, health, love and meaning
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Introduction

e live in a world of four major paradoxes. First, we exist in a

time of abundance and are more prosperous than ever, with

most people in middle class enjoying more comforts and
conveniences than kings and queens of the past. However, we are not
necessarily more joyful or satisfied. Studies show that happiness among
adults has been on a slow decline over the past twenty years. Americans
who consider themselves in “excellent” mental health fell from 43 per-
cent tojust 34 percent in 2019, according to a Gallup poll.* We experience
heaviness, meaninglessness, and even the smallest things can trigger
and upset us.

Second, we are living longer than ever but not necessarily in better
health. Breakthroughs in medicine have extended our life span as we
have found cures and eliminated most of the diseases caused by external
organisms (microbes and viruses) that used to kill us one hundred years
ago, like influenza, tuberculosis, and diphtheria.? Today, the top three
causes of death are heart disease, cancer, and stroke, which are primarily
lifestyle related. Approximately 85 percent of older adults have at least
one chronic health condition, and 60 percent have at least two chronic
conditions, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.?

Third, major advances in technology have connected us globally, sig-
nificantly increased our pace of communication, and allowed us to col-

laborate over long distances. A century ago, it took two weeks for a post



to arrive from England to the United States. Today with email or text
messages, we can communicate across the world within seconds. Not only
that, with Google translate, it is possible today for me to talk to someone
in China evenifI don't understand Mandarin, and they don’t understand
English. This speed and ease of communication should allow us to better
understand other perspectives, resolve differences, and come closer. But
global tension and distrust has never been higher. Across the world, we are
seeing arise of nationalist sentiment and anti-globalization movements.
We are also lonelier as individuals than ever, with a 2018 report from Cigna
and Edelman highlighting that 61 percent of Americans reported feeling
lonely, up from 54 percent the previous year.*

Fourth, technology has made everyday tasks much more efficient.
Think about how complicated it was to book a trip to another city twenty
years ago: you would have to call a travel agent, who would look up the
available options, share them with you, and then you'd wait two weeks for
paper tickets to arrive in the mail. Today you can go on a travel-booking
website like Kayak or Travelocity and complete the whole process in less
than five minutes. The same is true for things like banking, ordering food,
hailing taxis, and the list goes on. Yet despite these conveniences, we are
busier than ever. Our modern, fast-paced world comes at a steep price:
each day feels like a race against the clock, executing a long list of “to dos”
and collapsing every night, exhausted, in front of a screen with more bad
news. We often feel like boats lost at sea, at the mercy of the winds and
waves, without a North Star to guide us. When we come face-to-face with
obstacles, we are reactive and defensive. Our anxiety has manifested into
a perennial state of stress, exhaustion, and fatigue.

So what explains these four paradoxes that are a core part of mod-
ern existence? I believe these paradoxes are a direct result of our brains

being maladapted to the world we are living in. The very intelligence
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that allowed the human species to climb to the top of the food chain—
despite not being the strongest or the largest—has turned against us.
You see, neurobiologically, we are wired to look for danger. Our brains

evolved to keep our bodies safe and alive, not necessarily to keep us con-
tent and joyful. Up until around 20,000 years ago, before we as humans

settled down, our ability to sense a saber-toothed tiger hiding in the shad-
ows and react with lightning speed made all the difference between life

and death. We had to choose fight or flight to survive.

Today, dangerous wild predators have been replaced by an increasingly
complex modern existence: balancing a demanding career with equally
busy family life, absorbing the 24/7 news and social media cycle that is
filled with bad news (because bad news sells!). We see (on continuous
replay) reports of volatile and uncertain wars breaking out, climate change
driving fires or floods, and weekly if not daily reports of shootings and vio-
lence. Feeling the world is spinning out of our control, we are constantly
triggered multiple timesin a day. Our brains have a hard time separating
physical threats from those to our fragile egos and still react in the same
way: fight or flight. We find ourselves constantly trying to make sense of
itall and desperate to stay safe. The truth is, despite all our resources, we
are living in a heightened state of psychological scarcity and fear—a fear
of not being smart or successful enough, a fear of being left behind, a fear
of not being loved. As a result of this scarcity and fear mindset, we may
experience some joy when things go our way, but the mood of joyfulness

is not accessible to us.

I grew up in a middle-class family in India and was blessed to have
wonderful parents who prioritized my care, education, and stability. From

an early age, they instilled in my younger sister and me the core values
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of family, hard work, and academic excellence. Mathematics came easily
to me, and I remember conversations with my parents about my report
cards that mixed congratulations for my high marks with gentle encour-
agement to do better. From the age of eleven my singular focus was to
earn an engineering degree after high school. I studied relentlessly and
felt only as good as my next test score.

Despite growing up in the birthplace of Yoga and Buddhism, Ibecame
hardwired to follow a traditional path of “success” that measured my
grades, where I went to school, and the prestige of the companies that
hired me. My passport to a better life was the opportunity to escape to the
United States, which I did after university when I applied for a computer
science job at IBM. At age twenty-three, I walked out of Chicago’s O'Hare
International Airport with $5,000 and the name of another Indian pro-
grammer I had never met. I spent the next twenty years seeking happiness
through professional and financial success. I worked sixty to one hundred
hours each week, traveling extensively across two to three cities. I had
unconsciously normalized an unhealthy level of work to climb the ladder
and was afraid of slipping down if I stopped moving.

At forty-two, I had checked all the items that were supposed to bring
me happiness: I met my wife, Lizzie and had our son, Ashwin. I had built
awonderful network of friends, mentors, and colleagues. I worked for the
most prestigious consulting firm in the world, which also brought great
pride to my parents. My work was highly impactful: generating signifi-
cant return on investment on fees that clients paid for our services. And I
had moved to Boulder, Colorado, which some described as “a town nestled
within mountains and reality.” I should have been blissfully happy and
satisfied, yet I continued to hustle faster, harder, and longer.

In truth, Ilived in a state of high anxiety and stress.  had built a deep

expertise with over 20,000 hours of consulting work in a field that no
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longer brought me happiness and in fact was incoherent with my own
views. [ had gained weight over the years and no longer slept well. Each
day left me feeling emptier, but I was frozen in place by fear. I wanted to
change my area of expertise but wasn’t sure what would bring me joy.
Then there were all the doubts and fears that arise when one contem-
platesa change: What ifI did something different and failed at it? Would
I disappoint those who had supported me? Would I maintain the same
lifestyle for my family?

Then opportunity knocked. I was invited to a leadership program at
McKinsey & Company that was designed to create space for introspection
and self-awareness, foster connection, and increase effectiveness. The
program was held at a site that housed one of the oldest monasteries in
Europe. Over the next five days, leveraging the techniquesIlearned and
supported by the mystical, spiritual energy that surrounded me, I dis-
covered three key insights which would change the trajectory of my life.

First, Irealized I was happiest and most energetic when I was building
and maintaining connections and making a positive impact in people’s
lives. Second, I saw that I sought safety and success in the external world
at the cost of driving emptiness within. I was also exposed to techniques
like mindfulness and journaling that had a dramatic effect on my overall
effectiveness and how I experienced life. lunderstood that ifI could break
away from my fears and shed the layers of armor I had donned to hide
them, I could unlock more joy and lightness in my life. Third, I was not
alone. Everyone in the class came alive. I realized how quickly relation-
ships develop and love flourishes when we release our deep fears and let
others see us as the beautiful, imperfect humans we all are.

Together, these insights helped me discover my personal Ikigai, or
reason for being. A Japanese word dating back to the Heian period (794

to 1185), Ikigai is the intersection of what you love, what you are good at,
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what the world needs, and is willing to pay for. I was going to dedicate
the rest of my life to helping others flourish and find happiness to unlock
their human potential and live their best lives, too.

The fields of psychology, neurosciences, and ancient wisdom traditions
were completely new to me. Luckily, I was grateful to be at a wonderful
company that allowed me to go part time (70 percent) to pursue my pas-
sion. The next five years were a tremendous period of personal growth
and learning. Itead over 500 books and listened to more than 2,000 hours
of lectures from thought leaders. I took courses in ontological coaching,
neurosciences, and psychology, as well as studying with mystical teachers
from the East, and I formally trained to become a coach myself. I turned
myself into a living laboratory, continuously experimenting with new
techniques and practices. I didn't accept anything unless it worked and
made a difference in my life.

Two decades in consulting meant I was really well-versed in the art and
science of helping organizations and people make sustainable shifts in
their behaviors and habits to achieve their goals. I had used this to help
my clients make substantial and long-lasting improvements in perfor-
mance, whether it was driving revenue improvements, reducing costs,
or increasing the speed of execution. I was going to turn that expertise
into helping people integrate what I was learning from these new fields to
transform their lives, too. I began helping my clients and colleagues using
these techniques through one-on-one coaching sessions. Eventually, at
my company, I helped create a brand-new leadership program to support
leaders and organizations build adaptability and resilience capabilities
to combat rising stress, fatigue, and burnout (specifically from the raging
pandemic). On this journey of personal growth, we could help design
organizations where people could operate without fear, show up fully, and

deliver high performance not at the expense of wellbeing, but because of it.
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An ancient Cherokee tale describes a grandfather and his grandson
having a conversation about life. “I have a fight going on inside me,” the
old man says. “It's taking place between two wolves. One is evil—he is
anger, envy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment,
inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, and ego.”

The grandfather looks at his grandson and continues. “The other wolf
embodies positive emotions. He is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humil-
ity, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion, and
faith. Both wolves are fighting to the death. The same fight is going on
inside you, too.”

The grandson takes a moment to reflect on this. At last, he looks up at
his grandfather and asks, “Which wolf will win?”

The old Cherokee says, simply, “The one you feed.”

Over the course of this book, I will introduce you to nine practices
that will enable you to feed the good wolf on your own journey toward
connection, fulfillment, and happiness. As I learned the hard way, try-
ing to fit into an external model of success only keeps you in a place of
fear, always afraid of not being enough. If you can tune inward and use
your internal compass, you can rewire your brain to seek joy, health, love,

and meaning.

Introduction to the Nine Key Practices
That Help Us Become Happier

Each of the nine practices are supported through both scientific research
in the fields of psychology and neurosciences, as well as through teach-
ings from ancient wisdom traditions like Buddhism and the Yoga Sutras.

Furthermore, I will share evidence of the positive impact of these on the
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lives of 1,000+ leaders across different fields whom I have supported/
coached over my career. Throughout the book I will share examples
from my own life as well as stories from others to demonstrate the great
benefits of these practices and to inspire you to forge ahead on your

OWn journey.

Build a
Community

Define your
Purpose

Embrace 3

Awareness J  vindfulLiving

7 Invest in
Well-being

Practice
Gratitude

Master
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Emotions

5

Figure 0.1: Hardwired for happiness practices
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Practice 1: Cultivate Self-Awareness to Know Who You Really Are

We are all unique observers who are shaped by the broader cultural con-
texts in which we grew up: what we learned from our parents, teachers,
and role models; and schooled by our own life experiences. In this practice,
you will understand who you really are and develop strategies to move
past the fears that hold you back. You will deepen your awareness of your
starting point as well as habitual responses to stressors; pause to create
space; and choose a more conscious response driven not from fear but

freedom to evolve into what life is asking from you.

Practice 2: Define Your Purpose

Viktor Frankl, an Auschwitz survivor and the father oflogotherapy, which
describes a search for a life meaning as the central human motivational
force, said, “Ever more people today have the means to live, but no
meaning to live for.” Discovering your personal purpose is critical and
will become your North Star to guide you when you are lost in the ever-
increasing complexity of the world. In this practice you will discover
your personal “why” to reveal your core values and beliefs. These are the

guiding lights to illuminate the path ahead of you.

Practice 3: Embrace Mindful Living

We are blessed with the highest developed brains of any species on Earth.
Unfortunately, for most of us, our minds are crowded with too many
thoughts all running in different directions. We are unable to focus on any
given thought asit is happening, and therefore miss out on the enjoyment
at that moment. According to Harvard University research, 47 percent of
study participants had a wandering mind, which directly related to their

unhappiness. The good news is that all of us are born with the ability to

INTRODUCTION 9



refocus using mindfulness and use this superpower to transform any

experience, day to day, moment to moment.

Practice 4: Practice Gratitude

In our haste to accumulate more, be more, and do more, we lose track of all
the good that we already have and what truly matters to us. By consciously
developing a gratitude practice, you will redirect your energies toward
more “being” and less “doing,” and break free from the golden shackles
that bind you to goals and belongings that no longer nourish you. In the
words of Willie Nelson, “When I started counting my blessings, my whole

life turned around.”

Practice 5: Master Your Moods and Emotions

We are blessed with a rich memory and a vivid imagination, but these gifts
can also cause suffering and high levels of anxiety. Too often we remain
stuck in the past, reliving negative events, or obsess over controlling our
future, imagining all that can go wrong. At its worst, those experiences
can become rooted in our bodies and harden our hearts, closing us off
from growth and joy. This practice introduces radical acceptance to open

your heart and create lightness and new possibilities in your future life.

Practice 6: Fuel Up with Compassion and Kindness

Practicing self-compassion is of utmost importance, especially at the
beginning of your journey of self-discovery. You must give yourself permis-
sion to make mistakes. This practice begins with you, introducing simple
techniques that allow you to stoke the flame of love and compassion that
isuniversal in us all, from the moment you wake up to the very end of your
day. Only through compassion for yourself are you able to offer kindness

and generosity to others, which in turn fills your life with satisfaction,
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trust, and optimism. As the Dalai Lama said, “Love and compassion are

necessities, not luxuries. Without them humanity cannot survive.”

Practice 7: Invest in Your Wellbeing

In this practice you will learn to invest in your physical, mental, and spir-
itual wellbeing to thrive and perform at your very best. You'll consider
how much daily movement your body needs, what and how you eat, and
minimize the effects of aging. You will refocus and break your dopamine
addictions, recharging your brain every night through better quality and
quantity of sleep, and make learning a lifelong habit. You will integrate
play into your daily life, create space to spend time with loved ones, and

deepen your personal connection to the universe.

Practice 8: Strengthen Your Community

We are social beings biologically wired for connection. When we are
young, we depend on our family relationships and thrive on friendships
and joy that come from play. As we grow up, there just does not seem to be
enough time to keep up with those social connections, and in the blink of
an eye, decades pass by and our relationships atrophy. This practice will
help you build and strengthen a vibrant group of friends and connections,
whether it's three or 300, who will share in your successes and support

you when you need to get back on your feet.

Practice 9: Live with Intention

In the hustle and bustle of our daily lives, we lose track of what truly mat-
ters to us. We make an unconscious over-investment in our careers and
the pursuit of “more,” and we get used to making regular withdrawals
from the areas that offer tangible returns in the short term. Keeping what

truly matters to us front and center and allocating our time and energy
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accordingly to live in coherence and harmony with our dreams is critical.
Learning to live intentionally allows you to practice setting intentions and
to form new habits that will enable you to live into those commitments,

in service of making the shift you want to make.

Overcoming our deeply rooted fears of not having enough, doing
enough, or being enough is a lifelong journey, with many challenges along
the way. It is common to feel anger, anxiety, uncertainty, lethargy, shame,
guilt, and frustration as you bump up against each hurdle. As you start to
stretch into new possibilities, it's human nature to pull back to the com-
fort zone you know (even ifit doesn’t actually bring you much “comfort”).

However, if you are willing to commit to taking the journey inward,
the benefits and rewards are life changing. The fear and anxiety melt
away, and you begin flowing smoothly like water through any obstacle or
resistance. Professionally, you will achieve higher successes with lower
levels of effort, as you tap into the power of your teams by creating a higher
level of psychological safety. When you are not leading from a place of
fear but have a deeper inner compass guiding you toward what matters,
you will be able to help others in a similar journey. In turn, together you
will be able to harness the collective wisdom of your team to truly drive a
step change in performance. You will be able to become joyful and happy
regardless of the external environment around you.

A life free of fear is hard won, but all the richer for it.
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