
 
 
 

Joyful Moms, Joyful Kids:  
Seeing, Finding & Creating Joy in Everyday Life 

 
 

“There is no beautifier of complexion, or form, or behavior,  
like the wish to scatter joy…around us.” ― Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 
 
 
I.   What is joy? What does (and doesn’t!) it mean to be a joyful mom? 
 

A. It doesn’t mean avoiding or dismissing negative feelings, your own or your 
children’s. Acknowledging your own negative feelings and hearing and 
recognizing your children’s negative feelings can be the first step toward 
managing and/or changing them. 

 
B. It doesn’t mean putting on a happy face or posting idealized images on social 

media to pretend that you are happy when you are not – or, heaven forbid, 
trying to convince people that your life is perfect. Trying to keep up those 
images can sap you of the energy to experience the true joy that often is 
right in front of you. 

 
C. Joy does mean learning to notice those moments when you feel joy. And it 

means looking for and creating opportunities for you and your family to be 
joyful in your daily life together. 

 
D. Finding joy often means stepping out of the driven, competitive, serious, 

rushed life so many of us get sucked into. And it often means reframing how 
we think about what we need to do to help our children succeed, recognizing 
that making time to be attentive, playful, rambunctious, silly, grateful, 
JOYFUL, may be the greatest gift we can give our children.  

 
  
  



 

II.  What does research say about joy and happiness?  
 

A. The Gallup Poll (April, 2019), in a survey of 150,000 people around the world, 
found Americans to be among the most stressed people in the world, 
reporting stress, anger and worry at the highest level in 10 years. About 55% 
of people in the U.S. said they feel stress during much of the day. (Note: 
Americans also reported more positive experiences, on average, than people 
in other parts of the world. So perhaps we just experience things more 
intensely, both positive and negative.) Nonetheless, so much stress is bad for 
our bodies and brains, so it’s worth looking into how we can get some relief. 

 
B. In his book Blue Zones of Happiness, Dan Buettner (2017) drew from research 

on communities in 141 countries, ultimately digging deeply into the lives of 
people in several of the happiest communities around the world, including 
Costa Rica, Singapore, Denmark and the U.S. Despite differences in culture, 
economics, and geography, Buettner identified in all these communities what 
he calls the “three strands of happiness” (the 3 Ps):  

 

 Purpose – living out your values and passions in the service of  a 
greater purpose 

 Pleasure – the sum of your moments of positive affect or 
“experienced happiness” 

 Pride – how satisfied you are with your accomplishments and 
positions in life 

 
Note: Buettner’s book includes a “Blue Zones Happiness Test” that can help you 
identify areas of happiness in your life and areas within the 3 Ps where you might 
wish to make changes. 

   
 

C. So, let’s think about parents in particular and what it takes for us to be happy 
or joyful.  

   

 KJ Dell’Antonia (2018), author of How to Be a Happier Parent, 
suggests that changing how we THINK isn’t enough. We also must 
change what we DO. 
 

 Her research, including a survey of 1000 parents, plus a review of 
other research on parenting, shows four things happy parents do 
well: 

o Shift from being overly involved to supporting their child’s 
independence. This is a perfect example of moving from being 
mom too much – and enabling our children – to being mom 
enough.  



 

o Prioritize their own needs. The “oxygen mask” metaphor rings 
true here. We cannot take care of our children if we don’t take 
care of ourselves.  
 

o Seek out and notice the good in every day experiences. It is so 
easy to get caught up in little nuisances throughout the day or 
to put significant importance on trivial things. Paying attention 
to the good moments is a great way to create more space for 
joy! 

 

 Dell’Antonia breaks these four overarching concepts into 10 
manageable mantras for happier parents. Our favorites include: 

 
o “What you want now isn’t always what you want later” (p.14). 

Avoid the path of least resistance – doing chores for kids, 
driving their forgotten lunch or homework to school, not 
giving them an opportunity to problem solve for themselves. 
Instead, focus on building independent children who have the 
skills they need to figure things out on their own. As Erin says, 
“As parents, we need to work ourselves out of that job.” 

  
o “You don’t have to go in there” (p. 15). Here Dell’Antonia is 

referring to not “going into” the moods of everyone else in 
your family. We all have our grumpy days. Don’t let theirs 
become yours. 

  
o “You do you” (p. 15). This is another way of saying, “You don’t 

have to keep up with the Joneses.” You might notice that 
other families are doing amazing things…going on cool trips, 
doing things together that you envy, and likely posting about 
all of these things on social media. You should focus on what 
you do well. We all have something different that we offer our 
children and we won’t be happy if we focus on what everyone 
else does. 

  
o “Soak up the good” (p. 17). People are wired to respond to 

negative experiences; this helps us avoid making the same 
mistake twice. That said, we will be happier if we pay 
attention to the positive. Positive emotions increase 
dopamine, which is a feel-good, excitatory neurotransmitter.  

 
  



 

D. There is a growing body of clinical research that highlights concrete steps we 
can take to bring more joy into our lives and into our children’s lives.  We 
have included references for two of our favorite practical resources at the 
end of this handout, The Chemistry of Joy (Emmons, 2006) and The Mayo 
Clinic Handbook for Happiness (Sood, 2015). Both of these books offer clear 
steps and exercises for bringing more joy into your daily life, building on the 
science of the chemistry of joy.  
 

E. Finally, research has specifically addressed what happens in our bodies and 
brains when we experience joy, helping us understand the physiology (or 
chemistry) of joy. This is at the heart of what Erin does in her medical 
practice and health coaching, so she summarizes what we know from this 
exciting area of research. 

 

 Joy is like all emotions in that it is a physiological event that starts in the 
brain. It begins in the limbic system of the brain, where all sensory signals 
pass through to be processed in other parts of the brain. The limbic 
system is involved in memory processing, decision-making, motivation, 
and emotional processing. 
 

 Our cognition or thinking is dependent on the messages the cerebral 
cortex gets from the limbic system. So, whether it is sensory information 
(e.g. light/dark, loud/quiet, soft/rough) or emotional information, our 
cognition takes into account that information from the limbic system.  

 

 The joy we feel is the result of many chemicals in our body. Two 
neurotransmitters play an especially important role: serotonin and 
dopamine. When we perceive joy, our brain releases these chemicals into 
our central nervous system. This cascade of reactions throughout our 
bodies results in the many positive feelings related to joy. Oxytocin is 
another chemical that relates to joy. Also called the “snuggle hormone” 
or the “love hormone,” this messenger increases in the early stages of 
love, both romantic love and the love we feel when we bond with – or 
begin to build a lifelong attachment with – our children.  
 

 Our emotions are spread through our body via the endocrine (hormone) 
system, the immune system, and the circulatory system. This is one of the 
ways our mood affects our body’s function, including our body’s ability to 
resist infection. Even the circulatory system is involved in joy. Have you 
ever noticed that your face gets red when you laugh? That’s your 
circulatory system! 
 

  



 

 So, in terms of joy, can we fake it ‘til we make it? There is some evidence 
that we can. Smiling, for example, can “trick” the brain into thinking you 
are happy. Exercise is another way to improve your mood.  Exercise 
triggers the release of endorphins, which are like opiates that our bodies 
make, and neurotransmitters that make you feel good.  Endorphins are a 
natural anti-anxiety medication without any bad side effects. We also 
now know that running triggers the release of endocannabinoids – our 
body’s own cannabis – which are now believed to cause the “runner’s 
high.” 

 
III.  In summary, here are practical steps to bring more joy into our lives – things we can 
do right here, right now, remembering that little things can make a big difference. 
 

A. Practice joyful attention  
 

 Consciousness is what makes us uniquely human. We are able to 
consciously experience pleasure and joy in life, and we can contemplate 
happiness.  
 

 The challenge is that we are also conscious that times of joy come to an 
end. This often means that when we are fully enjoying ourselves, we can 
be pulled out of that moment and start thinking about our to-do list or 
what we will face at work the next day. This can lead to “the vacation 
that isn’t a vacation” when we’re thinking of what’s next. The key is to 
stay in the moment, to be here now!  

 
B. Be intentional about joyful interaction with our children, support them in 

pursuing joy, and set an example of joyful living  
 

 Put “joy breaks” on your calendar and daily to-do list. Just as you put 
important appointments on your calendar, block out time in advance to 
take a walk, sit and read for pleasure, go to a movie with your partner or 
a friend, or play a fun game with your kids. Be prepared for a 
spontaneous “joy break” by keeping the things you might need close at 
hand. (For Marti, that means keeping her Kindle in her purse and a fold-
up canvas chair, tennis gear and good walking shoes in her car.) 
 

 Notice (and ask) what sparks your children’s joy. Make time to engage in 
those activities with your child or, especially when they’ve been 
overscheduled and rushed, suggest they take a break to enjoy those 
activities. Homework and chores can come later; both kids and adults 
work better when they are in a positive state of mind! (This is a variation 
on the saying “eat dessert first” – not always a bad idea either!) 

  



 

 Make yourself available to follow your child’s lead. This means turning off 
your devices, setting aside your work and tuning into what’s going on 
with your child. Tell them you’d love to have a little fun with them after 
such a busy day and you wonder what ideas they have. Be open to being 
adventurous or silly or messy, if that appeals to your child. Or put on 
jammies early and snuggle up on the couch and watch a family-friendly 
movie together, if that’s what suits the mood. There are lots of ways to 
find joy when you go with the flow. Joyful interaction starts by being 
open to it, knowing that it most certainly is not “wasting” time, and 
discovering together what gives you and your children those precious 
moments of shared delight. Those are moments that last a lifetime. 
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