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Recently, after the conclusion of a high-level meeting on “Happiness and Well-
being: Defining a New Economic Paradigm”, held at the United Nations
headquarters in New York on April 2, 2012, Jigme Y. Thinley, the Prime Minister
of Bhutan stressed upon the importance of Bhutan’s eternal policy of Gross
National Happiness.i Thinley further stated that he wanted the international
community to realise that a paradigm shift in addressing the issue of
sustainability in both the areas of environment and global development is of
urgent need. The Prime Minister explained that in his country, “gross national
happiness” is a development paradigm that has guided Bhutan’s advancement
for several decades. He hoped that the world community would embrace a

similar model in the near future.ii

The phrase “gross national happiness” was initially coined in 1971 by the fourth
king of Bhutan, King Jigme Singye Wangchuck, who declared that “Gross

national happiness (GNH) is more important than gross domestic product.” The



concept implies that sustainable development should not depend solely on
economic aspects of well-being as it addresses the notion of progress. Since then,
the idea of GNH has influenced Bhutan's economic and social policy and has also
captured the imagination of other countries far beyond its borders. According to
Bhutanese officials, their country has created a system of measurement that
would not only be useful for policymaking but would also create policy
incentives for the government, non-governmental organisations and businesses

to increase their respective GNH.iii

The GNH index incorporates traditional areas of socio-economic concern, such as
living standards, health and education, as well as less traditional aspects of
culture and psychological well-being. Bhutan has developed nine domainsiv —
psychological well-being, standard of living and happiness, good governance,
health, education, community vitality, cultural diversity and resilience, and time

use and happiness - that help measure GNH.v

In accordance with the 2010 GNH index, 41 percent of Bhutanese qualified as
“happy”. The remaining 59 percent ranged from “narrowly happy” to
“unhappy”, with 47.8 percent of the total population characterised as “narrowly
happy”. Happy people have sufficiency in six out of the nine domains.vi “Deeply
happy” people — about eight percent — enjoyed sufficiency in seven or more of
the nine domains. A measure of GNH might be presumed to comprise a single
psychological question on happiness such as, “Taking all things together, would

you say you are: very happy, rather happy, not very happy, or not at all
happy?”vii

According to Jigme Y. Thinley, “It is a holistic reflection of the general wellbeing
of the Bhutanese population rather than a subjective psychological ranking of

‘happiness’ alone.”Vviii



In 2011, the U.N. unanimously adopted a General Assembly resolution,
introduced by Bhutan with support from 68 member states, calling for a “holistic
approach to development” aimed at promoting sustainable happiness and
wellbeing.x In early April 2012, a high-level meeting on *“Happiness and
Wellbeing” brought together world leaders, development experts and civil
society representatives to develop a new economic paradigm based on
sustainability and well-being. U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon stated that
gross domestic product (GDP)* has long been *“a yard stick by which economies
and politicians have been measured. Yet it fails to take into account the social

and environmental costs of so-called progress.” i

The President of the General Assembly, Nassir Abdulaziz Al-Nasser emphasised
a similar position stating that “today’s unprecedented ecological, economic and
social challenges have made the achievement of happiness and well-being an
unachievable goal for many,” adding that a new economic paradigm that takes
into account not only economic growth but environmental protection and social

development is needed.xii

“It is imperative that we build a new, creative guiding vision for sustainability
and our future,” Mr. Al-Nasser said. “One that will bring a more inclusive,
equitable and balanced approach that will promote sustainability, eradicate

poverty and enhance well-being and happiness.”xiii

It thus remains to be seen whether in accordance with the hopes and wishes of
the Bhutanese government, as well in consonance with the various initiatives
taken by the UN, the international community will adopted a sustainability-
based economic paradigm, committed to promoting true human well-being and

happiness by the year 2015, as envisioned by the Prime Minister of Bhutan.
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