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"Gross National Happiness — Is That What Development is All
About?”

Dr. E. Ted Prince
Founder and CEO
Perth Leadership Institute
www.perthleadership.org

China Times (Beijing)
October 2012

China just had its mid-Autumn festival. Millions of people traveled far in uncomfortable conditions
to enjoy their vacation. After that they go back to work hard. Often for very little pay. Is that what
life is all about? Is there a better way? Social and economic analysts think so and there is a
growing global movement whose goal is to increase people’s happiness, not just their income.

| don’t have to tell you that modern life is increasingly complex, crowded and often difficult. It's not
just difficult economically, but also physically, mentally, environmental and socially. And it’s not
just in China. It’s all over the world. The more developed a country gets, the more difficult life gets,
even if families have more income to spend on things.

Often Chinese people look at the US and other developed countries and wish that they could be
like them. But the US and the other developed countries were just like China not so many years
ago. The US and the European countries had to undergo the earlier phases of development
before they could improve social and living conditions as well as economic conditions. China is
still going through this phase and it will undoubtedly eventually reach the conditions of life that
Americans and Europeans enjoy.

But the people of the developed countries still believe that they too don’t have what they really
want. As countries become richer, they change their goals.

In the first stage of development people just want enough money to live. By and large that has
already been achieved in China, at least in the cities. In the second stage of development, people
want enough money not just to live, but to amass material goods such as houses, nice furniture,
clothes and gadgets. Many people in China are getting to that stage now.

But in the third stage of growth people get tired of a lot of possessions. What they really want is to
be happy. We call that the post-industrial stage of development. No countries have achieved that
stage yet, but there is a global movement to get there. It's furthest advanced in the European and
particularly the Nordic countries but there are many countries that are also attempting to achieve
this stage, including some developing countries.

| Want My Gross National Happiness

The new buzzword is Gross National Happiness, or GNH. Strangely enough, this global
movement started off not in a developed country but in Bhutan, a developing country. However
the idea soon took off in the developing counties.

The idea is that just focusing on GDP — gross domestic product — the sum total of all goods and
services produced by an economy — is far too limited a concept. It might tell us if we are
producing and selling a lot of goods and services but it doesn’t tell us if we are getting happier.
And happiness is not primarily an economic concept. It also includes numerous other factors also.



So we have to focus not just on whether we are producing more goods and services, but if we are
making people happier. That's the idea behind GNH. GNH includes the following factors:

Environmental health
Physical health
Mental health
Workplace health
Social health
Political health

In this concept the job of government is not to increase GDP; it's to increase GNH. Of course, you
need a decent GDP to be able to pay for the factors that produce GNH.

But it's quite possible to have a high GDP (or a high GDP per capita) but still have a low GNH. In
fact there are many people who say that most countries with high GDP growth are still only
getting low rates of growth in GNH. That certainly includes many of the developed countries such
as the US and many European countries.

Do Our Governments and Companies Really Make us Happy?

How do you promote the movement towards GNH? By encouraging both companies and
governments to measure those activities that contribute to it, not just economic but also social
and environmental.

Now the United Nations has got in on the act with a set of public accounting standards called “the
triple bottom line” or 3BL. 3BL measures an organization’s contribution to overall well-being
based on the three pillars of “people, planet and profit”. Each organization must measure its
profitability according to social, economic and environmental factors.

You might think that the movement towards 3BL is just a passing fad and is too idealistic and
utopian an idea to have any real impact, even if it is in theory a good idea. But you would be
wrong.

In the US, for example, there is a growing movement towards setting up so-called B Corporations,
short for benefit corporations. These are a special form of corporate entity whose charter is to
promote social and environmental goals.

So far 11 States in the US have passed legislation to allow B corporations. The legislation
specifically aims to promote 3BL and to promote a social conscience that will result in all
organizations having higher standards of accountability to both their shareholders and to the
citizens of their States in the economic, social and environmental realms.

And in the US there is also a growing movement for private companies to focus on sustainability
and CSR - corporate social responsibility —goals as part of the company’s main goals. Most large
companies in the US have units which focus on CSR and sustainability.

There is an increasing tendency for large corporations in developed countries to be held to
account when they conflict with 3BL goals, such as the oil spill by BP in the US Gulf of Mexico.
So the CSR movement is adding to the efforts of 3BL in the US such that the ideas of GNH and
3BL are spreading gradually through both the public and private sectors.

And of course it’s not just the US that is promoting 3BL. In global terms the US has been a
laggard amongst developed countries. The triple bottom line movement is actually the basis for



most Green parties in Europe and other developed countries. The Green parties can be regarded
as the parties that are most focused on promoting the necessary conditions for a post-industrial
society in which happiness and well-being are seen as being more important than simple
economic growth.

Of course, there is still a long way to go. The Green parties in developed counties so far are small
and are minority parties. However they are getting into government increasingly in coalition with
other parties so that they can form a government, e.g. in Germany in many of the regions.
Paradoxically the US doesn’t have a national green party, nor is there one in most of the US
States.

But | think we can confidently say that the movement towards GNH, 3BL and CSR is gaining
strength globally with the Green parties at the forefront of the movement in the political area and
many large companies becoming more conscious of their role in promoting GNH and 3BL via
sustainability and CSR initiatives.

Angry Birds isn’t Just a Game

Ok so if you are a social theorist, all this is really interesting but not very useful. If | am a common
person, what do | really want out of life, as well as three meals a day, kids and a comfortable life-
style?

In other words, what things would | do that would make me feel really good about myself and
about the joys of being alive?

Well here’s a little clue. Do you know than the most popular leisure activity in the US is bird-
watching?

According to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (the Federal government agency that protects
wild-life), there are 51.3 million “birders” (people who watch birds) in the U.S. alone and the
number is constantly climbing”

The Audubon Society in the US, the private nonprofit organization for birders, is one of the largest
and most active nonprofits in the US. The Audubon Society doesn’t just show people how to
watch birds. It has a huge number of programs to protect birds and wildlife which are led by
private individuals rather than governments. And the society constantly lobbies governments to
further protect the environment and wildlife.

So those 51 million birders in the US aren’t just watching birds. They are protecting the
environment. They are part of the triple bottom line. And they feel good not just because they are
watching birds, although that makes them happy. They feel good because they are part of a
larger goal, to make the planet a better place. Isn’t that a great way of making yourself and your
family feel happy? It's not making money but doing good for the planet that is making them feel
that way.

Driving Me Crazy

Here’s another clue. Do you know that the number of miles driven by American each year per
person is actually declining?

That’s right. Americans, the people who made the car what it is, are actually driving less. And it's
not just Americans. Its also Japanese and Europeans. In Europe they are going back to bicycles
and walking.



Isn’t the car the very symbol of being a developed country? Nope. The sign of being really
developed, to the post-industrial stage is when you start driving less, owning less cars, and
cycling and walking more.

Less driving less means less cars, less pollution, less carbon emissions, less traffic, less stress
from commuting, maybe more time with your family and local; community, more public transport
and more social interactions. In a car you are cut off from society. Outside one you are more
connected so social interaction and satisfaction rises. So personal well-being rises too.

And it costs you a lot less too. Driving less means more happiness, a higher GNH and higher 3BL.
So those developed country people are moving away from the cars that they all worshipped when
they were at earlier stages of growth. Really high car ownership is increasingly looking like a sign
of social backwardness not of progressiveness. It actually means less national happiness rather
than more, the conventional view.

Exercise, the Anti-Depressant of the Masses

Here’s another data point. People play sports less in developing countries and more in developed
countries. In developed countries, the most developed (US and northern Europe) play more
sports than less developed (e.g. southern Europe). So it looks like as countries become more
developed, they play more sports. Why?

It's another way of being happy. Its not just health although that is a big reason. Surveys show
conclusively that exercise is a natural anti-depressant. It makes you feel happier.

First there are the physiological effects. Then the social interaction. So more sports means more
happiness and the more developed a country gets, the more its people play sports.

Of course, the more developed you are, probably the less pollution you have which makes sports
more enjoyable and healthy. Conversely if you are in a developing country with bad air pollution
than playing sports is unhealthy and so you have less motivation to play them and less chance to
make yourself happier.

Volunteers Paid in Happiness, Not Money

When we get to the post-industrial phase of development, there are more nonprofits. They often
don’t pay their staff because they run on voluntary unpaid help.

These nonprofits cover all areas. Sports, recreation, culture, travel, religion, charitable, etc. In
these emerging post-industrial societies, more people volunteer to help others because they have
more time and don’t have to work all their time in order to have enough money just to meet the
basic requirements of food and shelter.

The rise of volunteer work is a key indicator of advanced development. Volunteer work makes
people really happy too because they know they are helping others.

When you become a volunteer it's clear to everyone that you are not doing it for the money. So
volunteering and nonprofits is a major contributor to GNH and the triple bottom line.

What about Travel?

The first thing that people in rapidly developing countries want to do once they start to get money
is to travel. They want to see the outside world so they can observe, compare, remember.



It's the first thing that younger people want to do also in developed countries so they can do the
same. It's about getting experience. It's also about getting excitement. But excitement is not the
same thing as happiness.

And traveling can also make you happy. But generally you only feel happy while you are traveling.
It's maybe a cheap form of happiness, short-term happiness just for you. But it doesn’t make you
happy because you made others happy. So it's a selfish form of happiness.

Once you have traveled extensively you start to realize that in order to achieve a more long-
lasting form of happiness you have to have a long-term impact on GNH and the triple bottom line.
That's why so many people in developed countries turn to volunteering, nonprofits and helping
their own countries to become happier.

Just like the Americans and Japanese before them, the Chinese are now becoming the world’s
greatest travelers. That's normal and natural for this stage of development.

But once they get through this stage the Chinese will start to turn a little more inwards, re-
orienting their efforts to the internal development of their country, not from a merely economic and
financial perspective, but from a social and environmental viewpoint.

At that stage the ex-travelers will themselves become promoters of GNH and happiness. At that
stage those who have already made a lot of money will want to start giving it back.

It's only once your billionaires realize that to be truly happy that they must give all their money
away to help others that you know your country has finally arrived at truly seeking happiness
rather than simply more material possessions or luxury services.

That it's GNH, not GDP.

Dr. E. Ted Prince, the Founder and CEO of the Perth Leadership Institute, located in Florida in
the US has also been CEO of several other companies, both public and private. He is the author
of ‘The Three Financial Styles of Very Successful Leaders (McGraw-Hill, 2005) and numerous
other publications in this area. He is a frequent speaker at industry conferences. He works with
large corporations globally on leadership development programs and coaches senior executives
and teams in the area of financial leadership. He has held the position of Visiting Professor at the
University of Florida in the US in its Graduate Business School and also at the Shanghai
University of Finance and Economics in China.
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