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Family Focus
Two tips for boosting happiness 
By Margie Ryerson
“Happiness is an inside job.”  ~William Arthur Ward

We all know people who seem 
to have it all, yet they are 

not completely happy. Sometimes 
the outward trappings — money, 
prestige, job, family — aren’t 
enough to overcome deep-seated 
personal dissatisfactions. The fol-
lowing steps for achieving greater 
happiness are not meant to be 
spiritual advice, but rather they are 
based on therapeutic psychological 
principles:
 1) Avoid comparing yourself to 
others. 
 It’s human nature to compare 
and contrast ourselves with others. 
But some people do this to an ex-
treme, many without even realizing 
it, and wind up sabotaging their 
ability to be happy and content. 
 If you feel defi cient in some 
way and then see others who have 
what you think you lack, you will 
only make yourself feel worse by 
making comparisons. Even if you 
feel relatively good about yourself, 
focusing on what others have can 
undermine some of your own posi-
tive feelings. Comparisons can be 
about physical appearance, athletic 
ability, fi nancial success, achieve-
ments, artistic ability, friendships, 
family or a host of other things. 
Most people compare themselves 
only to those who have more, not 
to those who have less.
 Many people, especially wom-
en, are self-conscious and self-
critical about their bodies. One 
woman in her 30s, Nina, came in 
for therapy to work on eliminating 
binge eating. She had been alter-
nately binging and restricting for 
over fi ve years. Nina was tired of 
feeling like a fraud as she worked 
with her physical therapy patients, 
helping them take better care of 
their bodies.
 One component of therapy 
for Nina was to rid herself of the 
habit of comparing herself to oth-
ers. Her challenge was to notice a 
body not in as good shape as hers 
for each enviable body she saw. It 
was important for Nina to develop 
perspective and balance because 
her perceptions were skewed. She 
said she felt mean fi nding people 
who looked worse than she did. But 
since she wasn’t hurting anyone by 
doing this, it was important for her 
to be fair and not always compare 

“up” if she even needed to com-
pare at all. Nina needed much more 
emphasis on appreciating what she 
had.
 Similarly, Evan was in the 
habit of looking at his old college 
classmates and comparing their 
successes to his self-perceived fail-
ures. Rebecca constantly looked 
around at the multitudes of married 
couples while she was lonely and 
divorced.
 Making comparisons is a hab-
it, and like any habit it takes ef-
fort over time to break. First, you 
must catch yourself in the act of 
doing it. Awareness is an essential 
tool in changing a behavior. Then 
it’s important to focus on all that 
you have going for yourself. Try 
to appreciate everything, large and 
small. You may not have your ideal 
home, but there are probably as-
pects of your home or its location 
that you do enjoy. You may not like 
your thighs, but at least you have a 
body that works. And you probably 
have other features that you do like. 
You may not have as much money 
as you would like, but you’re prob-
ably better off than most other peo-
ple in the world. You can remind 
yourself that no one has it all; even 
those who seem like they do often 
have challenges that aren’t appar-
ent to others. 
 As you are practicing avoiding 
comparisons, you can concentrate 
on admiring the successes or beau-
ty or personality of others. You can 
practice not allowing their good 
qualities or good fortune to detract 
from your own feelings of well-
being. 
 You can then begin to use this 
admiration as positive motivation 
for yourself. Perhaps you would 
like to be more like your friend 
who is in good shape or has a good 
relationship with her husband or 
who has a thriving career. This is 
your cue to work on these things 
for yourself. It is much easier to 
improve ourselves when we come 
from a positive place rather than 
from a negative one.
 2) Avoid Negative Self-Talk
 We have all heard about the 
concept of seeing the glass as half 
full rather than half empty. But we 
can’t just automatically do this for 
ourselves. We need to fi rst work on 

changing our internal dialogue by 
becoming aware of messages we 
tell ourselves.
 I typically ask clients what 
they would say to a good friend 
who is talking disparagingly about 
himself or herself. Would they tell 
their friend, “Well, you did a good 
job, but you could have done bet-
ter.” Or, “You didn’t do well on 
the math test, Bar exam, SAT . . . 
so you must be pretty stupid.”  Or, 
“You’re so selfi sh . . . fat . . . ugly . 
. . boring . . .” No, instead too many 
people reserve these negative mes-
sages for themselves.
 Of course if you suffer from 
moderate to severe depression, it 
will be very diffi cult to make a shift 
out of negative territory on your 
own. You will most likely benefi t 
from therapy and possible medica-
tion. 
 But for many others, self-cor-
rection is possible with focus and 
motivation. It is important to catch 
yourself in the act of thinking nega-
tively about yourself and then try 
to turn that message around. You 
don’t need to make an extreme 
jump from “I’m so boring” to “I’m 
actually fascinating.” Just trying 
to be neutral instead of negative 
will be a good start, perhaps tell-
ing yourself, “I ‘m not boring when 
the conversation interests me,” or 
“I rarely feel like I’m boring when 
I’m with certain people.”
 Ultimately, of course, the goal 
is self-acceptance. Those who can 
accept themselves, limitations and 
all, are the fortunate ones, for they 
have a key to greater happiness. 
 

Margie Ryerson, MFT, is a mar-
riage and family therapist and au-
thor in Orinda and Walnut Creek. 
Contact her at 925-376-9323 or 
margierye@yahoo.com.

Home care can keep older adults in their homes. 9 out of 10 of seniors 
prefer to age in their own homes. Hiring a caregiver provides the extra support
an older adult may need to stay where they most prefer: at home.

Home care helps seniors stay independent longer. A caregiver provides 
support with activities of daily living, while encouraging mental and physical
stimulation and overall wellness. They also promote safety in the home by 
preventing falls or other accidents.

Home care is personalized to each family. Our care plans at Home Care 
Assistance are tailored specifically to each client’s unique needs and preferences.
Caregivers are expertly matched and managed by our client care team. 
Caregivers are available for a few hours every day or around-the-clock.

Home care supports advanced care needs. Our caregivers are experienced and
trained to support older adults who are transitioning home from the hospital,
recovering from a stroke or a major medical procedure, or managing chronic
conditions such as Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s or diabetes.

Contact a Client Care Manager today to schedule your free 
in-home consultation!

Let’s Talk About Home Care.
Let’s talk about how high quality, personalized in-home care 

can help you or a loved one.

925-233-6166
HomeCareAssistance.com/Alamo

190-G Alamo Plaza
Alamo, CA 94507

Saint Mary’s College 
Dance Company Marks 
20th Anniversary

The Saint Mary’s College Dance 
Company celebrates 20 years 

of outstanding and diverse dance 
performances with “Rise.” An 
evening of new works, this spring 
showcase features the choreogra-
phy of the college’s award-winning 
dance faculty, including Catherine-
Marie Davalos, Pope Flyne, Dana 
Lawton, Rogelio Lopez, Elizebeth 
Randall Rains, Dima and Olga Su-
kachov, and Shaunna Vella, as well 
as guest artist and graduate student 
Zaquia Mahler Salinas.
 “Rise” depicts how individu-
als overcome contemporary chal-
lenges with love, strength, humor, 
intelligence and grace. The produc-
tion runs May 11-13 in the LeFevre 
Theater at Saint Mary’s College, 

1928 St. Mary’s Road, Moraga.
 Tickets are $15 General Ad-
mission and $10 for SMC faculty 
and staff and $5 for SMC students. 
They can be purchased online at 
stmarys-ca.edu/dance-rise.
 The college invites the public 
to celebrate the SMC Dance Com-
pany’s 20th anniversary at a free 
special pre-performance reception 
at 6 p.m. May 12, in the SMC Art 
Museum. Mingle with choreogra-
phers, dance program alumni, en-
joy appetizers, live music by the 
SMC Music Department, and free 
admission to the museum. Lo-
cated at the SMC Art Museum 
Courtyard, the reception is a short 
walk to the LeFevre Theater. — 
Peggy Spear
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ADULT DAY PROGRAM
for those with Alzheimer’s or other related dementias

925-254-3465
433 Moraga Way Orinda   www.holyshepherd.org

STIMULATING 
ACTIVITIES
LIVE MUSICAL 
ENTERTAINMENT

GAMES
CRAFTS
EXERCISE
FRIENDSHIP

RISTORANTE

TAPAS • SEAFOOD

3531 Plaza Way, Lafayette, (925) 284-1330
Open for dinner Wed. – Sat. 5 - 8:30 p.m.

Vino is not your typical restaurant.
Our food is made only with the freshest and finest
ingredients. We do not use any commercial sauces,
hydrogenated oils or trans-fats. What we serve you

is delicious, healthy food made with passion.
A few selections:
Beet Salad: fresh mint, tomato, golden raisins, goat cheese, herb vinaigrette....7
Sardines Insalata: calamata olives, green beans, potato, feta cheese, 

balsamic olive oil ......................................................................9
Niman Flat Iron Steak: potato gratin, green beans, chimichurri sauce........18
Fresh Seafood Cioppino:  in a rich tomato-basil sauce, parmesan, garlic toast..19
Roasted Scallops: spinach, salciccia sugo ......................................................19
Roasted Wild Salmon: white wine, capers, braised greens, and potato gratin..17
Veal Scallopini: mushrooms, garlic, marsala wine .........................................17


