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This essay focuses on ways in which the governments of Bhutan and the United Kingdom are 

measuring subjective well-being as well as on how other governments including Norway, 

Spain, China, Canada, and New Zealand, are exploring the development of subjective well-

being indicators. It concludes with recommended actions to aid in the formation of a 

consistent and comparable subjective well-being indicator for use by governments globally. 

The third in a series for which the purpose is to provide information to grassroots activists to 

foster the happiness movement for a new economic paradigm, this essay builds on the 

previous essays, Happiness in Public Policy and Measuring Happiness to Guide Public 

Policy: A Survey of Instruments and Policy Initiatives. 
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Introduction 

The U.S. Declaration of Independence (1776) claims the purpose of governments is to secure the 

rights that all people have to “Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness” (p. 2). That declaration 

ushered in a new era for governments and peoples across the globe with aspirations of liberty and 

happiness. Until fairly recently, the idea of the American dream served as shorthand for each 

person’s pursuit of their happiness and was generally seen as attainable. Yet, repeated economic 

downturns and crises have tarnished that image of an attainable goal for most Americans today 

(Economist, 2014). Putnam (2015) suggests that an “opportunity gap” has emerged in U.S. civil 

society, such that the American dream is now achievable only by the wealthy, while Clark (2015) 

argues that low social mobility in the United States illustrates how “the American dream was always 

an illusion” (p. 17). In the 20th century, at the national level of government in the United States, 

focus shifted away from the pursuit of happiness and toward quantified measures of success via 

economic indicators, while overlooking the actual status of well-being among the population. Yet, in 

the past 2 decades, a number of governments around the world have begun to focus explicitly on 

happiness and well-being. These governments have established a basis for fundamental changes in 

how they gauge the effectiveness of policies, by measuring directly the impact of policies on 

happiness and well-being. In this article, we review a number of approaches that nations around the 

world have taken toward the creation and use of happiness and well-being metrics in the 21st 

century. 
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What’s Wrong With Gross Domestic Product?  

Gross domestic product (GDP) was born of the Great Depression, when the U.S. Congress was at a 

loss to understand how to bring the nation’s economy back to a health. Simon Kuznets (1934) was 

hired to create the first measurement of national income, and he was the first to define GDP as the 

sum of all goods and services produced in a country in 1 year. The invention of this measurement 

successfully calibrated the progress of the U.S. economy’s recovery from the Great Depression and 

was used again to great success during World War II to ensure war efforts did not leave the 

population unable to meet basic needs (Marcuss & Kane, 2007). And yet, when Kuznets presented 

the measurement to Congress, he cautioned that “the welfare of a nation can scarcely be inferred 

from a measure of national income” (European Union, 2014). In 1968, well after both of these crises, 

Robert Kennedy (1968) lamented that  

Too much and for too long, we seemed to have surrendered personal 

excellence and community values in the mere accumulation of material 

things. Our Gross National Product … counts napalm and counts nuclear 

warheads … It measures neither our wit nor our courage, neither our wisdom 

nor our learning, neither our compassion nor our devotion to our country, it 

measures everything in short, except that which makes life worthwhile. (p. 

22) 

Although governments continue to rely predominantly on GDP to guide economic policy (Cha, 2013), 

Stiglitz, Sen, and Fitoussi (2009) point out that an overreliance on GDP can mislead governments 

when it comes to actual well-being, leading to misguided policies. For example, a report 

commissioned by the United Nations found that the “creation and rapid diffusion of the [financial] 

crisis” (United Nations, 2009, p. 16) in 2008 was due in large part to an overemphasis by 

international institutions on measuring economic growth in purely monetary terms, which led to 

misguided deregulation of financial sectors and liberalization of capital markets in many countries 

(United Nations, 2009). A report issued that same year by a number of leading economists points out 

that GDP excludes certain assets, such as environmental resources and biodiversity, even though 

such noncommercial assets “play an important role in determining societal well-being” (Stiglitz et 

al., 2009, p. 92). Stiglitz and colleagues (2009) echo the sentiment that an overemphasis on GDP has 

resulted in increasing income inequality, declining environmental sustainability, and decreasing 

leisure time in the United States. The factors that actually determine social and individual well-

being “cannot be described as resources with imputable prices” (Stiglitz et al., 2009, p. 41). 

Beyond Gross Domestic Product 

The happiness movement brings happiness and well-being back into focus as key metrics for 

economic policy and social progress. The government of Bhutan is using happiness data to inform 

policy making (Musikanski, 2014), while international institutions are developing similar happiness 

metrics (Musikanski, 2015). Diener (2015) identifies 39 nations that have subjective well-being 

metrics: Austria, Australia, Belgium, Bhutan, Bulgaria, Canada, Chile, Cyprus, Czech Republic, 

Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Japan, 

Latvia, Lichtenstein, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Mexico, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, 

Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, South Korea, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom, 
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and United States. Yet, most of these countries are at the early stages of measuring happiness and 

well-being with subjective metrics and have not yet endeavored to use the data for explicit policy 

purposes.  

This essay focuses on several examples of national efforts to measure happiness. It does not cover the 

use of happiness data for policy purposes. The essay is not a conclusive exploration of national efforts 

to measure happiness. Happiness measurements, as used throughout the rest of this essay, are 

defined as subjective indicators of well-being that include questions about satisfaction with 

circumstances that impact one’s life, affect, or eudemonia, or that use the term  happiness to describe 

one’s state of being.  

The State of National-Level Happiness Policy 

Understanding how to use happiness data for national-level policy is a major impediment to the 

happiness movement. Bhutan is exceptional in measuring and using happiness metrics in lieu of 

GDP. In Bhutan, the happiness measurement is called Gross National Happiness (GNH). Ura, 

Alkire, Zangmo and Wangdi (2012), on the use of the 2010 GNH Index in Bhutan, present the index 

as a tool by which the happiness of different cross-sections of the population can be compared with 

each other and tracked over time, offering policy makers clear information on who in Bhutan is and 

is not gaining from development and reform initiatives. Moreover, GNH can be used to understand 

some of the nuances of the population, because it identifies groups of people who fall within groups 

broadly defined as “unhappy, narrowly happy, extensively happy, and deeply happy” (Ura et al., 

2012, p. 39). Subsections of the populace by neighborhood, district, region, age, gender and even 

occupation can be analyzed separately, to ascertain the degree to which the distribution of happiness 

is equitable across the nation. Ultimately, the index is meant to offer a window on society as 

policymakers ask, “How can GNH be increased?” (p. 39).  

Instead of using happiness data in lieu of GDP, policy makers in the United Kingdom are integrating 

happiness data into governmental agencies. (See Appendix A for examples of use of happiness data 

by governmental agencies in the United Kingdom.) In Great Britain, the happiness measurement is 

called the Measures of National Well-Being. The U.K. Office of National Statistics uses subjective 

well-being data to help both in measuring quality of life and in the formulation of policies and 

development of services (Office for National Statistics, 2014a). Because this well-being data allows 

for policies to target those populations that are in greatest need of improvement with regard to 

personal well-being, it provides a tractable method for balancing costs and benefits when considering 

revisions to policy (Office for National Statistics, 2014a). The Parliament of the United Kingdom 

(2014) is likewise exploring ways to use subjective well-being data for policy and programs focused 

on specific areas such as family services, volunteerism, and general policy. 

A Hypothetical Use of Subjective Indicators 

Subjective indicators can help decision makers by telling a different story than objective metrics can. 

A hypothetical use of subjective indicators in Bhutan follows. The national GNH 2010 results for the 

metric of mean annual household income by dzongkhag (region) show that the average income is less 

than half that of Thimphu, the national capital (Gross National Happiness, 2010, slide 451). 

However, according to subjective indicators of well-being, only 2.8% of people report not having 

enough income, while 29.4% say they have more than enough, compared to Thimphu, where 3.2% 
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report not having enough and 29.6% report having more than enough (Gross National Happiness, 

2010, slide 464; see Appendix B for a comparison of Bhutan’s GNH subjective and objective data). In 

light of this data, a policy maker may want to understand what practices, programs and other 

circumstances support a sense of economic well-being in areas of relatively lower income, which 

could transfer to other areas when forming economic policy.  

Happiness Measurements in Practice 

Bhutan and the United Kingdom use the happiness data they have collected in very different ways, 

primarily because of their different experiences with measuring the concept and cultural values. 

Another important reason for their different approaches is that they operate within entirely separate 

policy frameworks. While in Bhutan, GNH is defined as the primary measure to guide policy, in the 

United Kingdom, the goal is to use subjective well-being indicators in conjunction with GDP.  

Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness 

Bhutan’s 2010 GNH index is composed of 33 objective and subjective indicators that measure nine 

domains: psychological well-being, health, time use, education, cultural diversity and resilience, good 

governance, community vitality, ecological diversity and resilience, and living standards (Ura et al., 

2012). Ura and colleagues recognize that using subjective well-being data to understand trends is 

complicated, largely due to “changes in the frame of reference” (p. 22). The 2010 GNH Index includes 

subjective indicators where there are no reasonable objective indicator alternatives, and the 

subjective data collected is helpful when used in combination with the objective data relevant to the 

matter measured (Ura et al., 2012).  

Bhutan’s Subjective Indicators 

The subjective aspect of Bhutan’s 2010 GNH Index is composed of 66 questions, comprising about 

17% of the GNH Index, with between one and 22 questions per domain. Ten questions are about 

affect and emotional experience, including compassion, generosity, forgiveness, contentment, 

calmness, selfishness, jealousy, anger, fear, and worry (Ura et al., 2012). One question is asked 

regarding overall satisfaction with life: “How satisfied are you with the quality of your life?” (Ura et 

al., 2012, p. 125). Questions about satisfaction with health, standard of living, occupation, and family 

relationships are included to reduce bias, to address misunderstandings of wording, and to test 

internal consistency (Ura et al., 2012). Some questions are specific to the social and cultural context 

of Bhutan, such as how often one meditates, how the respondent would rate his or her knowledge 

and understanding of traditional songs, and how often did one experience feelings of compassion, 

forgiveness, and generosity (Ura et al., 2012). 

Face-to-face interviews were conducted by the Centre for Bhutan Studies to gather the subjective 

data (Ura et al., 2012). In 2008, 950 people participated and, in 2010, 7,142 people participated, 

resulting in nationally representative sampling in both cases (Ura et al., 2012).  

Sufficiency Thresholds 

A population’s happiness is rated according to predetermined sufficiency levels for each of the 33 

indicators. Sufficiency thresholds determine “how much is enough to be happy,” and they are 

measured on the basis of a combination of international and national standards, together with 
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normative value judgments and participatory meetings (Ura et al., 2012). A level of 10% or below is 

deemed unhappy, between 10% and 66% is interpreted as narrowly happy, and these two groups 

together are considered “not yet happy,” while the level between 67% and 77% is “extensively happy” 

and those above such a threshold are “deeply happy” (Ura et al., 2012, p. 23). Sufficiency thresholds 

guide policy makers in deciding which areas and groups to focus on in the goal of increasing 

Bhutan’s GNH (Ura et al., 2012). In 2010, 59.1% of the population was found to be not-yet-happy, 

and 40.9% was found to be happy (Ura et al., 2012). Based on their survey results, Ura and 

colleagues (2012) identified a single GNH Index value for 2010: 0.743), establishing a baseline by 

which to measure rates of change via future applications of the same measurement.  

Happiness Thresholds 

Bhutan is experimenting with the setting of individual happiness thresholds (Ura et al., 2012). If a 

person is below sufficiency (below 66%) on six or more domains, they are deemed “unhappy” (Ura et 

al., 2012). Personal happiness thresholds are set to inspire discussion and debate among the 

citizenry, and to contribute to an understanding of the GNH Index by citizens as well as to the 

evolution of the index and its uses by the government (Ura et al., 2012).  

Future of Bhutan’s GNH 

Regarding the continued use of happiness metrics, Ura and colleagues (2012) state that “The GNH 

Index, like the philosophy of GNH which motivates it, is very much a living experiment” (p. 63). 

Their recommendations, based on extensive analysis of the 2010 data, are to preserve and uphold the 

GNH culture of Bhutan, provide resources to individuals to increase their happiness and conduct 

regular surveys to monitor the status of the culture (Ura et al., 2012). Progress toward these 

recommendations was slowed in 2013 by the election of a new administration, but GNH nonetheless 

continues to play a central role in Bhutanese policy-making. Bhutanese Prime Minister Tshering 

Tobgay points out that  

Bhutan is not a country that has attained GNH. Like most developing 

nations, we are struggling with the challenge of fulfilling the basic needs of 

our people. What separates us, however, from most others is that we have 

made happiness, the most fundamental of human needs, as the goal of 

societal change. (Gross National Happiness Commission, 2015, p. 8)  

Bhutan’s eleventh 5-year plan for 2013–2018 was issued by the Gross National Happiness 

Commission (2013). It lists “nation of GNH” (p. 42) as one of nine of the factors of the nation’s 

competitive advantage and cites the GNH survey results from 2010 in addition to key performance 

indicators within the domains of happiness. In 2015, The Centre for Bhutan Studies (2015) 

announced that it has started gathering a new cohort of GNH data from “8,871 randomly selected 

respondents” (p. 1).  

Great Britain’s Measurements of National Well-Being 

Great Britain’s Measures of National Well-Being are composed of objective and subjective 

measurements across ten areas: personal well-being, our relationships, health, what we do 

(employment, volunteerism, arts, culture, and sports), where we live (safety, the environment, 

transportation, and housing), personal finance, economy, education and skills, governance, and 
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natural environment (pollution, energy consumption, recycling; Office of National Statistics, 2015). 

Snapshots of data trends for each indicator vary from 3 years running (2011–2013) for the subjective 

measures of personal well-being to a decade of data (2002–2012) for per capita income.  

Areas involving subjective metrics include personal finance (satisfaction with income and finding 

difficulty with finances), governance (trust in government), our relationships (satisfaction with 

family life, social life and someone to rely on), health (satisfaction with health), and where we live 

(safety, sense of belonging in neighborhood, satisfaction with housing). The areas of personal well-

being and what we do (satisfaction with job, leisure time, volunteerism and engagement in arts, 

culture and sports) are comprised of predominantly subjective indicators. (Office of National 

Statistics, 2014a; see Appendix C for an infographic depicting the subjective and objective data.) 

Personal well-being is measured with two questions about affect (happy, anxious) and two questions 

about satisfaction with life, both overall satisfaction and the worthiness of things one does (Office of 

National Statistics, 2015; see Appendix D for snapshots of the Office for National Statistic’s personal 

well-being interactive 3-year dataset maps). Data for personal well-being is collected in the United 

Kingdom annually with face-to-face interviews and telephone interviews of about 165,000 people.  

Comparing Well-Being Scores 

The United Kingdom’s Office of National Statistics provides data for the four questions measuring 

affect, life satisfaction, and worthwhile on interactive maps on a scale of 0–10, where 7.3 was 

determined to be a threshold to life satisfaction (Office for National Statistics, 2014b). Scores can be 

compared by geographic region and other aspects of demographics, including a more personal 

approach to the well-being data provided on interactive bar charts, with averages for the four 

questions and trends over time (Office for National Statistics, 2014c).  

Brief Analysis of National Efforts 

The issuance of the Stiglitz et al. report and Bhutan’s launch of the GNH Index have been followed 

by efforts by a number of governments around the world to explore the use of happiness (subjective 

well-being) indicators for measuring and informing policy. (See Appendix E: National Efforts Outside 

of Bhutan and the United Kingdom for an overview of national efforts by the governments of the 

Netherlands, France, Spain, Italy, China, New Zealand, Canada, United States, and Chile). The few 

countries that have been gathering subjective well-being data for years are starting to look at their 

data with a new lens. Spain is exploring the concept of single indicator index based on multiple 

variables, similar to Bhutan’s single index for GNH. Other nations, including most notably the 

United Kingdom, are integrating surveys for happiness and well-being into government programs.  

There is little conformity between countries, but most governments acknowledge that measuring and 

safeguarding the happiness and well-being of a population is the purpose of government, that 

outcomes are determined by metrics, and that a global accord for happiness and well-being metrics 

would be helpful. One of the main factors impeding progress toward a global metric for happiness 

and well-being is the lack of understanding of how such data could be used. The exploratory 

approaches taken by government agencies in the United Kingdom may ameliorate this problem.  

Another issue is the level of resources needed to collect reliable subjective well-being data. Many 

governmental agencies lack clear methods for using subjective data and indicators or additional 

resources to collect the data (J. Hall, personal communication, October 6, 2014). Hall (2015) points to 
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the lack of examples of happiness and well-being policies formulated because of subjective well-being 

data as an impediment to the collection and use of subjective well-being data by national level policy 

makers.  

While other countries have started to collect data on subjective indicators, Bhutan (Musikanski, 

2014) and the United Kingdom are showing the way for how such data could be used in policy 

making. (See Appendix A: United Kingdom’s Use of Happiness Data for Public Policy for an 

explanation of how the United Kingdom is using data to inform policy.) Bhutan and the United 

Kingdom use happiness data differently. In Bhutan, happiness data guides the promulgation of 

national level policies. In the United Kingdom, small projects and programs within national and 

local government are informed by happiness data.  

The ways these two countries measure happiness are more similar than different. Both nations use 

satisfaction with life, affect, and eudemonia measures in conjunction with subjective and objective 

measures for covering various domains or circumstances of life. These overlaps indicate there are 

many uses for happiness and well-being data for policymakers.  

One of the main differences is that Bhutan’s survey includes questions that measure the same 

aspects of subjective experience that the field of research in positive psychology measure, providing a 

research-driven basis for integrating personal happiness with policy. Success in this type of approach 

fosters a connection in the individual to his or her community and country. Some worry that the 

government will overly interfere in personal, moral and social decisions through monitoring, 

legislation and enforcement if happiness is considered for policy purposes (Marks & Thompson, 

2008). In the words of John Adams (1776), “happiness of society is the end of government” (p. 4). If 

the purpose of measuring happiness is to measure how policies contribute to the sustainability, 

equity, and well-being of all, then it is important to connect individual subjective indicators with 

concepts of social progress. Well-being and happiness could aid individuals and countries in taking 

practical steps toward improving levels of compassion, love, and care for all.  

Recommendations 

To further the happiness movement and the transition whereby happiness becomes the key metric 

for economic policy and social progress, it is important that nations continue to explore the 

development of happiness and well-being indicators in a way that meets the needs of each country 

according to its individual circumstances and contributes to dialogue among nations. The following 

five recommendations would support this approach: 

1. International institutions should collect subjective well-being data at the national, state, 

and neighborhood levels, including a measure of satisfaction with life such as the Cantril 

ladder, affect, and eudemonia, as well as satisfaction with multiple domains or conditions 

of life and other aspects of subjective well-being and make this data easily available to 

other nations as well as states, state, city, and rural governments, community-based 

agencies, and grassroots activists.  

2. National, state, city, and rural governments should be guided by international 

institutions working toward consensus, thereby allowing for comparability in 

measurement and management of well-being for national-level subjective well-being 
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indicators when measuring satisfaction with life, affect, and eudemonia (Musikanski, 

2015). 

3. National governments should share as explicitly as possible their methods used when 

developing and determining their subjective well-being indicators, as well as their 

processes for data collection process. Data collected should be shared with other nations 

as well as states, state, city, and rural governments, community-based agencies, and 

grassroots activists in an open and transparent manner.  

4. National governments should work with international institutions, community-based 

research agencies, and grass-roots activists in collecting subjective well-being data and 

using such data to inform policy. They should use subjective well-being data within 

national governmental agencies and in conjunction with state, city, and rural 

governmental agencies that work in concert with community-based agencies and 

grassroots activists.  

5. National governments should share as clearly as possible the processes used for 

collecting subjective data, and should be open about how such data are used to inform 

public policy. They should also share information and stories about related outcomes, 

including both failures and successes, with other nations as well as states, state, city, 

and rural governments, community-based agencies, and grassroots activists in an open 

and transparent manner.  

Conclusion 

Since 2008, the measurement of subjective indicators of well-being to influence public policy has 

spread from Bhutan, in varying manifestations, to New Zealand, Great Britain, and to other nations 

that have, to date, been generally exploratory, as government agencies begin to experiment with 

data gathering and ways in which such data can inform public policies. While Bhutan has been 

active in spreading the concept of GNH, and it has been the only country with a history of enacting 

policies explicitly based on happiness (Musikanski, 2014), it has not been active in discussing 

examples of how such data interacts with policy making. Examples of how subjective well-being data 

are applied by the United Kingdom’s governmental agencies are forthcoming, and they are likely to 

pick up where Bhutan left off in spreading international awareness of subjective well-being 

indicators, thereby propelling forward the happiness movement and a paradigm shift in what we 

measure, what we value, and ultimately, the outcomes we choose for our lives and for the planet, 

moving the focus away from a system that measures material wealth toward one that measures 

happiness and well-being.  
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Appendix A 

United Kingdom’s Use of Happiness Data for Public Policy  

Subjective indicators of well-being, or “personal well-being data,” are being used by many 

departments in the United Kingdom both for policy formation and for policy analysis (Office for 

National Statistics, 2014a). To coordinate such efforts, the U.K. Department of Health has issued a 

well-being toolkit, Well-being: Why It Matters to Health Policy, explaining the importance of 

subjective well-being for policy makers (GOV.UK, 2014), how funding is being allocated to local 

authority well-being boards, and how policy makers can use the data.  

Many governmental agencies are exploring the use of well-being data to measure impacts of policies 

and to examine programs through a “well-being lens” (House of Commons Environmental Audit 

Committee, 2013–2014). Well-being questions have been added to surveys regarding crime, health 

behavior in school-aged children, and community learning. Agencies providing support for the long-

term unemployed, welfare recipients, troubled families, and immigrants likewise use well-being data 

to improve services targeting such groups. The Department of Culture Media and Sport, the Arts 

Council, and the Department of Work and Pensions each use well-being data to improve their 

understanding of how their services impact well-being. These data are also used to understand how 

to value volunteering, occupational injuries and sickness (House of Commons Environmental Audit 

Committee, 2013–2014). In addition, policy makers are being trained in workshops on how to 

consider “the impact of proposed policy recommendations on the domains of well-being and the 

drivers of subjective well-being for each stakeholder” (p. 91) in the early stages of policy formation. 

Another use for such data includes a pilot project for a youth program where high school students 

volunteer in community-building activities over the summer (Office for National Statistics, 2014a). 

Well-being data has been used to inform the government’s alcohol policy, where findings indicate 

moderate consumption of alcohol is more closely correlated to a sense of well-being than excessive 

consumption or abstinence (INEGInforma, 2014a). There are also efforts in Wales to “make the 

national well-being data more accessible, engaging and relevant to local authorities and 

communities” (GOV.UK, 2013, p. 3). However, for the most part, the Welsh government has not yet 

specified exactly how the data is being used during a preliminary experimentation phase 

(INEGInforma, 2014a).  
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Appendix B 

Mean Annual Income by Dzongkhag From Bhutan’s National GNH 2010 

Results show Haa as a relatively lower income region, with less than half the mean annual 

household income than Thimphu. Self-reported income sufficiency is higher in Haa than in Thimphu. 

 

 

Figure B1: Mean annual income by Dzongkhag from Bhutan’s National GNH 2010. 
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Figure B2: Mean annual income is… by Dzongkhag from Bhutan’s National GNH 2010. 
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Appendix C 

Infographic Produced by the United Kingdom’s Office of National Statistics 
(2014a): “Infographic Summarising Insights So Far Across Society, the Economy 

and the Environment From the Measuring National Well-being Programme” 

 

 Figure C1: Infographic produced by the United Kingdom’s Office of National Statistics (2014a): 
“Infographic Summarising Insights So Far Across Society, the Economy and the 
Environment From the Measuring National Well-Being Programme.” 
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Figure C2: Infographic Produced by the United Kingdom’s Office of National Statistics (2014a): 
“Infographic Summarising Insights So Far Across Society, the Economy and the 
Environment From the Measuring National Well-Being Programme.” 
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Appendix D 

Personal Well-Being 3-Year Dataset Maps for the United Kingdom, Snapshot of 
Interactive Maps (Office for National Statistics, 2015).  

 

Figure D1: Life satisfaction personal well-being 3-year dataset maps for the United Kingdom.  
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Figure D2: Worthwhile personal well-being 3-year dataset maps for the United Kingdom. 
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Figure D3: Happiness personal well-being 3-year dataset maps for the United Kingdom. 

 

 

 



 
Musikanski & Polley, 2016 

 
 

Journal of Social Change            68  

 

 

 
Figure D4: Anxiety personal well-being 3-year dataset maps for the United Kingdom. 
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Appendix E 

National Efforts Outside of Bhutan and the United Kingdom 

This appendix covers some of the efforts made by other national governments, aside from Bhutan 

and the United Kingdom discussed above, to develop and use subjective well-being metrics. 

Examples discussed are meant to be illustrative, not exhaustive, as the development of GNH and 

similar concepts of well-being are evolving and taking different forms around the world. 

Canada 

The Canadian government has been using subjective indicators of well-being for 25 years (Statistics 

Canada, 2013) and since 2003 has questions both relating to overall life satisfaction and specific to 

the domains of material well-being, work, leisure time and health. Statistics Canada states that its 

purpose in gathering this data is to “monitor changes in living conditions over time” and “provide 

information on specific social policy issues of current or emerging interest” (p. 6).  

Chile 

Because Latin Americans tend to report relatively higher levels of positive affect in comparison to 

peoples on other continents and in relation to their income levels, Rojas and Martinez (2012) propose 

that “Latin America has a lot to offer to the global study on subjective well-being” (p. 17). In Chile, 

some agencies are gathering subjective well-being data. According to Rojas and Martinez, the 

Chilean Ministry of Social Development’s survey includes happiness measurements. The Chile 

National Socioeconomic Characterization study for September 2009 also included subjective well-

being measurements (OPHI, 2015a). The survey included questions about overall satisfaction with 

life as well as food, housing, income, health, work, local security, friends, family, education, freedom 

of choice, dignity, community, ability to help others, and spirituality (OPHI, 2015b). 

Rojas and Martinez (2012) summarize the importance of the Chilean Human Development Report in 

their statement that, “it is necessary to highlight the role and responsibility that the state and 

society as a whole can fulfill with respect to citizen’s happiness” (p. 25). Gonzalez states that while 

the United Nation’s Human Development Index for Chile included subjective well-being indicators, 

they are supplemental and that political support is necessary to raise their importance 

(INEGInforma, 2014a).  

China 

In China, happiness is measured using instruments both adapted from the West and created 

domestically. Measurement instruments borrowed from the West include the General Well-Being 

Schedule, the Memorial University of Newfoundland Scale, the Index of Well-Being/Index of General 

Affect, and the Satisfaction of Life Scale (Chen & Davey, 2008, p. 594), as well as the International 

Well-Being Index developed by the International Well-Being Group (Davey & Rato, 2012). 

Instruments developed in China include the Subjective Well-Being Scale for Chinese Citizens (Xing 

and Huan, 2007) and Multiple Happiness Questionnaire (Miao, 2003). Both of these are similar to 

GNH, using 10 and nine domains, respectively.  
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The national government collects systematic data in a survey called the China Household Income 

Project and, in 2002, this survey was revised to include questions on subjective well-being (Knight & 

Gunatilaka, 2014). From 1990 to 2002, the Human Development Index as measured by the United 

Nations Development Programme was the main instrument for measuring life satisfaction (Lai, 

2003).  

Italy 

In Italy, the National Council for Economics and Labour (Istat) and Italian National Institute of 

Statistics (CNEL) have developed sets of subjective well-being indicators through an ongoing 

participatory process with various stakeholders. These indicators include subjective well-being 

(satisfaction with life) within the context of environment, health, economy, economic well-being, 

education and training, landscape and cultural heritage, work and life balance, social relationships, 

security, research and innovation, quality of services, and policy and institutions (INEGInforma, 

2014b). Subjective indicators are among the 154 indicators for which data has been gathered since 

2004 (BES, 2014). A first Report on Equitable and Sustainable Well-Being uses metrics involving 

satisfaction with life, satisfaction with personal economic situation and satisfaction with free time to 

measure overall satisfaction (Istat & CNEL, 2013; Istat, 2013). A second report further explores the 

concept of measuring subjective well-being with measures for satisfaction with life, leisure time and 

personal economic situation (Istat, 2014). Istat is refining their indicator set and developing ways for 

the Italian Parliament, governmental agencies and city governments to use the BES report 

(INEGInforma, 2014b). 

France 

While the French government’s Stiglitz report (Stiglitz et al., 2009) has served as a catalyst in the 

happiness movement, the French had previously used measures that focused primarily on 

unhappiness (Chrisafis, 2010). In 2010, France’s National Institute of Statistics and Economic 

Studies (INSEE) began to collect and analyze data on satisfaction with life, work, dwelling, 

relationships, leisure, and affect as part of its quality of life program (INSEE, 2011, p. 2). These data 

are used to explore issues relating to economic inequity (INSEE, 2014).  

Netherlands 

Northern European nations are often described in the western mainstream media as among the 

happiest countries in the world in large part because of the Gallup World Poll which, from 2003 to 

2015, has ranked these countries among the happiest (Lallanilla, 2012). Happiness measurements 

have been in development and are used to varying degrees throughout Europe. The Dutch 

government first measured life satisfaction in 1974 with its Life Situation survey, when it began to 

explore measuring satisfaction across various domains of happiness: standard of living, personal 

health, personal achievements, personal relationships, personal safety, community connectedness, 

future security, and spirituality/religion (van Beuningen & de Jonge, 2011). In the Personal Well-

Being Index Construct Validity for the Netherlands report, van Beuningen and de Jonge conclude 

that a Personal Well-Being Index composed of such domains is valid and could be useful for policy 

making (2011). Research findings reported by van Beuningen, van der Houwan, and Moonan (2014, 

p. 20) led Statistics Netherlands to settle on a 10-point scale for measuring satisfaction with life and 

general affect. Statistics Netherlands reports data on male and female happiness, with longitudinal 

data gathered since 1997 (Statistics Netherlands, 2012, 2015).  
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New Zealand 

In 2008, Statistics New Zealand began to collect satisfaction with life data as part of the New 

Zealand General Social Survey in an effort to monitor policy (Statistics New Zealand, 2009a). In 

addition to overall live satisfaction, the survey covered the areas of material well-being, health, 

housing and neighborhoods, safety, social support, volunteering, and the environment (Statistics 

New Zealand, 2009b). Data was collected again in 2010 and 2012, with plans to collect additional 

data on civic and cultural participation in 2016 (Statistics New Zealand, 2015). Brown, Woolf, and 

Smith’s analysis (2010) of the 2008 data concluded that, “life satisfaction provides useful and valid 

information about the qualities of peoples’ lives [and] it can also be a used as a tool to help policy-

makers make decisions regarding policy alternatives…” (p. 7). 

Spain 

Argueso, Escudero, Mendez, and Izquierdo’s (2013) report alternatives in the construction of a 

multidimensional quality of life indicator proposes two approaches: a composite quality of life 

indicator and a synthetic indicator, using data gathered by Spanish governmental agencies between 

2004 and 2012. The report includes an analysis of data in an effort to understand how it can be 

useful in creating a single composite or synthetic indicator and how such indicators can be useful for 

policy purposes. The composite indicator gives equal weight to nine dimensions: material living 

conditions, work, health, education, social relations, insecurity (safety), governance, environment, 

and subjective well-being (p. 4), which are combined to calculate a single indicator. Meanwhile, the 

synthetic indicators are calculated on the basis of a single data source, Spain’s Living Conditions 

Survey, which gathers data across five dimensions: material living conditions, health, education, 

safety and the environment (Arguesco et al., 2013, p. 34). It calculates hardship levels in a manner 

similar to that of Bhutan discussed above, using sufficiency thresholds.  

United States 

In 2013, the U.S. Census Bureau collected data on housing, community services and neighborhood 

conditions as part of its Household Economic Studies series (Siebens, 2013). Data are also gathered 

as part of the United States Census Bureau’s (2012) Well-Being Program, which states that, 

“extended measures of well-being help deepen our knowledge about household conditions in ways not 

captured by money alone” (p. 1). Extended measures are divided across five areas: appliances and 

electronic goods, housing conditions, neighborhood conditions and community services, meeting basic 

needs, and social support (p. 2).  

In 2012, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics began to include questions about general affect (happy, 

tired, sad, stressed, in pain) and eudemonia as part of its American Time Use Survey (National 

Research Council, 2012). In 2012, overall life satisfaction data was gathered using the Cantril ladder 

(National Research Council, 2012, p. 13). Proposed uses for the data are to provide “relevant 

information on economic and social issues” and help to “improve the health and well-being of older 

Americans” (National Research Council, 2012).  
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