
Are we really getting anywhere? Whether we admit it or not, we

live in a world in which progress towards some objective is a

key concern, whether that progress is global, national, local,

family, or personal. Currently, in our obsession with the

economic, our usual, and often only, measure of success is the

GDP, or Gross Domestic Product; it is measured in dollars. 

It’s easy to add up, and it has a ‘bottom line’—such an

attractive concept for people, and media, who don’t want to be

confused by the details.Yes, we

know that increases in the GDP can

result from both good and bad

economic activity, both creation and war. Yes, we know that

GDP measures consuming more and more of our environment

as economic growth. But the GDP is so easy to measure; it is life

measured in business terms. Ironically, GDP is a revenue

statement without either a Profit and Loss statement or a

Balance Sheet.

But the business model is a simplistic, misleading, and

pitifully inadequate measure for the good life. 

Islands Trust Objectives
For a local alternative to mere economic measurements, we

need look no further than the Islands Trust Policy Statement.

In pursuit of an apparently simple objective—‘…to preserve and

protect the Trust Area and its unique amenities…’—it lists

objectives ranging from ecosystem preservation to resource

stewardship, sustainable communities, and renewable energy.

It directs processes and policies, but provides, however, few

means of measuring success. The Islands Trust as a

government is limited by legislation to actions affecting land

use, and requires the co-operation of other government bodies

to accomplish its aims. Nevertheless, the Policy Statement is a

good example of a ‘multiple bottom line’ approach. Other

examples include Nova Scotia’s Genuine Progress Indicator,

and measurements used by Whatcom County and Pierce

County in the State of Washington.

Measuring the success of a civilization, whether global,

national, or local, obviously involves a wide selection of bottom

lines, both subjective and objective, and which cannot easily be

added together into one single figure whose increase over time

can then be characterized as ‘progress’.

Bhutan’s ‘Gross National Happiness’
Bhutan is a small landlocked nation in the Himalayas between

India and China. It has an area of about 38,000 square

kilometers (about one-fifth more than Vancouver Island) and a

population of about 700,000. It is not a rich country; while its

southern third is fertile, its central highlands are rugged and

forested, and its northern third is mountainous, with many

villages accessible only on foot.

Because it had the

tremendous historical

advantage of being

isolated from the rest of the world for thousands of years, its

governance was something of a blank slate, writ upon lightly by

the British Raj from neighbouring India.

Over the past several decades, it has developed an

enlightened constitutional monarchy, a democratic

government, and an openness to ideas which may stem from its

predominantly Buddhist heritage. 

By 1972, the fourth king of Bhutan, Jigme Singye Wangchuck,

was concerned that economic growth would result in loss of

cultural identity, ecological damage, and loss of spirituality. He

challenged the idea of measuring Bhutan’s progress by GDP, and

proposed a measure of ‘Gross National Happiness’ (GNH) which

would include nine ‘pillars’. These would be: the economy,

preservation and promotion of Bhutan’s culture, the

environment, good governance, community vitality, individual

time use, health, education, and individual psychological

wellbeing. The first pilot survey was conducted from October

2006 to January 2007. The nation-wide sample was 560

people.

A Second Visionary King
The fourth king abdicated in favour of his Oxford-educated son,

Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck, in 2006. Crowned (at the

age of 28) as the fifth king in November 2008, he has assumed

responsibility for the promotion of GNH, and for its use as the

basis for government planning and policy. He is supported by

the recently democratically elected 130-member parliament.

Continuing to put into practise his father’s ideas, the new king

has created a special GNH Commission and GNH committees

at regional, local, and even block levels. 
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‘Sufficient’ For National Happiness
As the method for judging national happiness, the survey’s 72

questions themselves are enlightening and food for thought .

The survey includes both subjective and objective questions.

Each has a prejudged answer which defines a threshold

‘sufficient’ for national happiness, thus enabling a count to be

made of the responses that did not meet that threshold, and also

a statistical measure of variation from the threshold score for

that particular question. It looks not only at winners but also at

‘losers’ with, one presumes, an eye to helping them achieve

happiness.

Morality Questions
Both the questions and the ‘sufficient’ answers are revealing.

Take, for example, question 4: ‘Do you consider karma in the

course of your daily life?’ The sufficiency threshold answer is

‘daily’ which implies that this is the desirable norm for national

happiness—not surprising for a predominantly Buddhist

nation. It’s a highly personal and subjective question, and

contributes to a ‘spirituality index’, which in turn is defined as

an elements of national happiness.

Question 34: ‘Please indicate the importance that you assign

to reciprocity in life.’ This question asks the same question, in a

different way. ‘Reciprocity’ in this context might be defined in

terms from the Christian Bible: ‘Therefore all things

whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, do ye even so

to them’ (Matthew 7:12, KJV). So this might be a this-life

check-up on question 4; the ‘sufficiency’ answer is ‘very

important’.

There is, in fact, a very strong moral flavour to Bhutanese

‘national happiness’. Questions 35–38 ask whether killing,

stealing, lying, or sexual misconduct are ‘justifiable’. In each

case, the sufficiency threshold answer is ‘never’. Question 33

asks: ‘How important is it for children to learn to be impartial

towards rich, poor, different status, etc?’ The sufficiency

answer? ‘Very important’. 

Living Standards
Living standards are the subject of both subjective and

objective questions. Question 40 asks: ‘What was the

approximate total cash income for your household during the

past 12 months?’ The answer is a number, in the local currency,

the ngultrum, or the Indian rupee. The ‘sufficiency’ threshold is

70,597 (equivalent to $CDN 1,608). The next question is: ‘How

well does your total household income meet your family's

everyday needs for food, shelter and clothing?’ To which the

sufficiency answer is ‘just enough’. This answer is further

illustrated by question 45, which asks: ‘In the past 12 months,

did you buy second hand clothes instead of new ones to keep

costs down?’ The sufficiency answer is ‘No’.

There are questions about working time (the ideal is 7

hours), and sleeping time (ideally 8 hours); family relations

(Question 54: ‘Do the members of your family really care about

each other?’—answer: ‘agree’); and the government (Question

67: ‘Rate the performance of central government in fighting

corruption.’—answer: ‘Excellent’)

Aggregate Scoring
Each of the 72 questions is classified into one of the seven

‘pillars’, for the purpose of aggregating response scores. The

inevitable pressure for a ‘bottom line’, even in Bhutan, has led to

the aggregation and weighting of scores for each pillar, and

overall scoring of results for each dzongkhag (province).

Weightings of each of these pillars are comparable (around

10%); no one dominates. 

The first of its kind, this initial sample gave a reading that

68% of Bhutanese were ‘very happy.’ Of course the survey is

small, so any statistical analysis must take into account that

there are inherent margins of error. The survey has only been

carried out once so far, so no longitudinal comparisons are yet

possible. However just reading it gives one hope.

What’s Important
Measures like Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness, Nova

Scotia’s Genuine Progress Indicator, or even the Islands Trust

Policy Statement illustrate how the objectives of government

can be set far wider than the Gross Domestic Product, which is

only a crude indicator of economic activity. And those

objectives can and will be used as targets for the policies and

actions of governments (national and local), corporations,

societies, and individuals. They have immense power to steer

human progress towards collective visions of a future that we

can embrace. 
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