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Welcome to the Center for Buddhist Studies Community Wellness Digest!

In this monthly email, we share wisdom from Buddhist teachings you can
use in your daily life, wellness tips, and information about university and
community events. After a successful launch in Spring 2021, we are
expanding the newsletter with a team of expert contributors and new
sections. Each month will feature a theme--this month we explore
Bhutan's Gross National Happiness Index.

The opinions expressed in the books, articles, and websites referenced
in this newsletter are those of the original authors and publishers, and
do not necessarily reflect those of the Center for Buddhist Studies, the
editors, the editorial board, or the organization to which the authors are
affiliated. If you have questions concerning these opinions, please
contact the original authors and their publishers.

If you would like to receive monthly emails on this topic, please sign up
for our email list here and select the group "Community
Wellness Newsletter."  For those who have already signed up for our
email list, please update your preferences to include "Community
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Wellness Newsletter.

Let us know what you think by emailing buddhist-
studies@email.arizona.edu. Enjoying the newsletter? Hit the buttons
below and share it with your network.

Sincerely,
Jiang Wu
Director, Center for Buddhist Studies
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History of Bhutan's Happiness Index

From a small Buddhist nation nestled in the Himalayas, a revolutionary idea
emerged half a century ago. What if governments made policy decisions
holistically, with the goal of increasing the overall well-being and happiness
of their residents? What if harmony between humans and nature were
centered in those decisions, rather than a driving focus on economic and
geopolitical concerns? Out of these concepts was born the Gross National
Happiness Index.

Bhutan is a Buddhist nation located in the eastern Himalayas, surrounded by
India to the south and Tibet to the north. A constitutional monarchy, the
country is led by the Druk Gyalpo (“Dragon King”) Jigme Khesar Namgyel
Wangchuck as the head of state, and a prime minister as head of the
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government. The state religion is Vajrayana Buddhism with Je Khenpo or
Chief Abbot of the Central Monastic Body of Bhutan serving as religious
leader.

His Majesty Jigme Singye Wangchuck, the Fourth King of Bhutan in the early
1970s, pioneered the concept of a Gross National Happiness (GNH) index. In
response to the prevailing use of a Gross Domestic Product (GDP) figure as a
measure of a country’s well being, the Bhutanese pioneered an index that
took into account factors beyond economic growth. The GNH collects
information about psychological, spiritual, and cultural well being; public
health; good governance; and environmental factors to measure the country’s
progress and development goals.

 

Bhutan's Prime Minister Tshering Tobgay gives a TED talk titled "This country isn't
just carbon neutral — it's carbon negative" in Vancouver, British Columbia in 2016.

 

According to the GNH Centre Bhutan, “the balance between material and
non-material development, and the multi-dimensional and interdependent
nature of GNH are key features that distinguish GNH from GDP as a measure
of a country’s progress.”

As the country transitioned to democracy in the late 2000s, the GNH was
enshrined in the constitution and further metrics were developed to help the
government track indicators of happiness and well being. The Gross National
Happiness Commission assesses and implements policies in accordance with
GNH, and since 2008 a nationwide survey has been administered to citizens to
collect data on happiness indicators.
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The GNH uses four pillars and nine domains to assess the happiness and well-
being of the Bhutanese population. These categories highlight the
multifaceted factors that contribute to happiness, as well as acknowledging
the interrelated nature of the domains. Each domain carries equal weight
when determining an individual’s degree of happiness.

4 Pillars:

Good Governance
Sustainable Socio-economic Development
Preservation and Promotion of Culture
Environmental Conservation

9 Domains:

Living standards
Education Health
Environment



Community
Vitality
Time-use
Psychological well-being
Good Governance
Cultural resilience and promotion

The analysis of the survey data creates four categories of people: “unhappy,”
“narrowly happy,” “extensively happy,” and “deeply happy.” The data can be
parsed to compare relative levels of happiness between different groups
within Bhutan, and in comparison with the overall population in other
countries.

Global Influence of GNH Index

In the 21st century, Bhutan’s philosophy of sustainable development attracted
the attention of international researchers and world leaders. The Bhutan
GNH Index was developed by the Centre for Bhutan Studies with the
assistance of Oxford University scholars. Based on the Alkire-Foster method
of multidimensional measurement, it now includes 33 indicators within the 9
domains described above.

United Nations resolution 65/309, “Happiness: towards a holistic approach
to development,” was adopted in July of 2011. Following the example of
Bhutan, the U.N. invited member nations “to pursue the elaboration of
additional measures that better capture the importance of the pursuit of
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happiness and well-being in development with a view to guiding their public
policies.” In the following year, Bhutan’s Prime Minister Jigme Thinley and
U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon convened a high-level meeting about the
GNH philosophy, after which the first World Happiness Report was released.

The global attention has also drawn critics, who raise concerns about the
Bhutanese government's treatment of ethnic Nepalese, most practice
Hinduism. Discrimination, violence, and forced relocation of Hindus and other
religious minorities, as well as restricted freedom of speech, have been
raised as concerns by the UN Human Rights Council.

For such a small country, Bhutan's philosophy of prioritizing happiness has had
a tremendous impact on global conversations around sustainable
development.  Gross National Happiness centers now exist in many other
countries, including Thailand, Spain, and the United States. The Bhutanese
model has inspired civic projects, surveys, and research efforts in many
localities. On the world stage, the Bhutanese system is viewed as a model for
countries large and small as they seek to address inequities, mitigate the
effects of climate change, and increase happiness and well-being for all
residents.

Recommended Reading/Resources

“Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness Index,” Oxford Poverty and Human
Development Initiative

GNH Centre Bhutan

"Gross national happiness and health: lessons from Bhutan," Gyambo
Sithey, Anne-Marie Thow, and Mu Li

Tantric State: A Buddhist Approach to Democracy and Development in
Bhutan, William J. Long, JD, PhD

UN Division for Sustainable Development Goals

"What Bhutan got right about happiness - and what other countries
can learn," Lyonpo Loknath Sharma and Ratnakar Adhikari

World Happiness Report

https://worldhappiness.report/
https://thediplomat.com/2014/04/bhutans-human-rights-record-defies-happiness-claim/
https://gnhcentrethailand.com/
https://gnhcenterspain.org/
https://gnhusa.org/
https://ophi.org.uk/policy/gross-national-happiness-index/
https://www.gnhcentrebhutan.org/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4581665/
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https://academic.oup.com/book/11155
https://sdgs.un.org/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/10/lessons-from-bhutan-economic-development/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/10/lessons-from-bhutan-economic-development/
https://worldhappiness.report/


Share Twitter Forward

LAND ACKNOWLEDGEMENT
 

We respectfully acknowledge the University of Arizona is on the land and territories of Indigenous
peoples. Today, Arizona is home to 22 federally recognized tribes, with Tucson being home to the

O’odham and the Yaqui. Committed to diversity and inclusion, the University strives to build
sustainable relationships with sovereign Native Nations and Indigenous communities through education

offerings, partnerships, and community service.
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