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Abstract-Gross National Happiness (GNH) – introduced as a 
new measurement of national prosperity, focusing on people’s 
well-being rather than economic productivity. This paper talks 
about how Buddhism is associated with happiness 
(psychological well-being). The Buddhist understanding of 
happiness is much broader. It is a holistic reflection of the 
general well-being. Happiness and prosperity does not come 
through accumulation of wealth rather happiness comes from 
mental well-being (i.e. psychological well-being).  
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 

“We have now clearly distinguished the ‘happiness’…in GNH 
from the fleeting, pleasurable ‘feel good’ moods so often 
associated with that term. We know that true abiding happiness 
cannot exist while others suffer, and comes only from serving 
others, living in harmony with nature, and realizing our innate 
wisdom and the true and brilliant nature of our own minds” 

-Lyonchhen Jigme Y. Thinley 
 

For the last three decades, the Kingdom of Bhutan has 
followed the guiding principle enunciated by His Majesty King 
Jigme Singye Wangchuck, who stated, “Gross National 
Happiness is more important than Gross National Product.”  
Gross National Happiness (GNH) is a harmonious balance 
between material wellbeing and the spiritual, emotional and 
cultural needs of the society. This unique central development 
philosophy of Bhutan aims at maximizing well-being and 
minimizing suffering by balancing economic needs with 
spiritual and emotional needs. Now, the question is; what is 
‘psychological wellbeing’? Which is more important in human 
life: money or happiness? Can money buy happiness?  
Psychological well-being refers to how people evaluate their 
lives or evaluation of self how satisfied he is with the physical 
facilities he is having. According to Diener (1997), these 
evaluations may be in the form of cognitions or in the form of 
affect. The cognitive part is an information based appraisal of 
one’s life that is when a person gives conscious evaluative 
judgments about one’s satisfaction with life as a whole. In 
simple term, psychological wellbeing is the state of mind that is 

satisfied and happy with life a person is having. Measuring 
human well-being is important in determining whether 
people’s lives improve or worsen over time. Today many 
countries focus on Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as a basis to 
measure economic well-being, but focus on economic growth 
fails to capture the overall well-being of the people.According 
to Sogyal Rimpoche1, Buddhist View of Happiness is of two 
kinds: one based on material comfort and pleasures; the other 
on inner contentment and peace. The two are the physical and 
mental components of happiness, with the mental experience 
or the inner force playing a more powerful role. A very 
pleasant environment will make little difference if we are 
mentally depressed, but inner peace or mental happiness will 
make it easier to face any challenge.Finding happiness through 
wealth accumulation is temporary. Continuous happiness 
springs from a selfless or compassionate mind. Compassionate 
mind is thinking with generosity, morality, wisdom, patience 
and enthusiastic perseverance.  
 

II. HAPPINESS: BUDDHIST VIEW  
 

According to Buddhism, ignorance, desire, and hatred are the 
main causes of suffering, which are known as the three poisons 
and to which all sentient beings are subject (Dalai Lama, 
2000). The three poisons can be resisted and virtues cultivated 
through training in the six practices which naturally generate 
virtuous actions leading to happiness. The six practices are: 
 
2.1Generosity  
Buddhism maintains that happiness comes from a 
compassionate and unselfish mind and the practice of 
compassion is training oneself in the perfection of generosity. 
This practice refers to unconditional love, a selfless generosity, 
and giving which is completely free from attachment and 
expectation. Internally, it means overcoming our emotions 
(greed and hatred) and being generous with others; giving 
one’s material goods, time, or wisdom to others. 
 

                                                        
1Renowned Tibetan  Buddhist teacher  
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2.2 Ethics/morality/virtue  
Right speech, action, and livelihood, which form the part of 
Eightfold Noble Path, fall under ethical practice. Killing, 
stealing, sexual misconduct, lying, divisive speech, harsh 
speech, gossip, greed, malice, and wrong views are the ten 
non-virtuous actions lead to bad Karma and suffering. 
Avoiding them brings good Karma and happiness. We can 
enjoy greater freedom, happiness, and security through our 
virtuous behavior and no longer create suffering for ourselves 
and others. We become virtuous and harmless in our thoughts, 
speech, and actions. The more we succeed in training our 
hearts and minds the more we will be able to cope with 
adversity and our actions will be naturally ethical, which leads 
to goodness and happiness. 
 
2.3Patience and tolerance 
Patience in Buddhism involves strength to face the challenges 
and difficulties of life without losing composure and inner 
tranquility. Endurance and tolerance do not imply defeat but 
make the mind stronger. With patience, the mind will be calm 
and clear, enabling one to make better decisions. Through the 
practice of patience, inner peace can be maintained under any 
circumstance, and thus genuine happiness can be experienced. 
 
2.4Joyous effort or enthusiastic perseverance   
It is the quality of persistent effort or working hard towards 
achieving a goal. Without putting in right effort, we can be 
disillusioned and thus fail to achieve any goal. The Dalai Lama 
states that with joyous effort and enthusiastic perseverance, we 
can regard failure as another step towards success, danger as an 
inspiration for courage, and affliction as an opportunity to 
practice wisdom and compassion. Thus, to achieve happiness, 
one must put in right effort to be compassionate, virtuous and 
ethical at all times. 
 
2.5Meditative concentration  
Meditative concentration is very important in developing 
mental qualities and overcoming the three poisons. Buddhism 
greatly stresses the taming of the mind because the mind can 
be transformed and meditation is the means to transform it. We 
stabilize our mind and emotions by practicing meditation, by 
being mindful and aware in everything we do. When we train 
the mind in this way, all mental distortions and misperceptions 
are eliminated. We achieve focus, composure, and tranquility. 
Concentrating deeply makes us realize the cause of confusion 
and suffering and helps us directly experience inner joy. 
 
2.6Wisdom 
Wisdom does not refer to mere intellectual understanding. 
According to Ron Liefer (1997), mere intellectual 
understanding of reality will not change habitual negative 
thoughts, speech, and action because the intellect serves the 
ego: we cannot achieve wisdom without seeing through the 

trickery of ego. Through wisdom one will be able to 
distinguish between what is ethical and unethical, virtuous and 
non-virtuous. We see the essential nature of reality with utmost 
clarity; our perception goes beyond the illusive and deceptive 
veils of material existence (Rink, 2010). Thus, overcoming the 
three poisons by understanding the true nature of reality and 
developing qualities of generosity, morality, patience, and 
meditating with joyous effort is said to generate the highest 
level of happiness in Buddhism. 
 

III. RELATIONSHIP: BUDDHISM AND 
PSYCHOLOGICAL WELL-BEING 

 
Psychological well-being deals with emotions and feelings of 
the individual and his/her experiences. It is the state of mind 
where person is content and happy with life he/she is having. 
The positive and negative emotions are included in the 
psychological well-being domain under the GNH index. The 
people’s well-being is largely affected by the peoples’ 
experience moods and emotions. To understand people’s 
psychological state, something must be known about their 
personal experiences. The psychological well-being domains 
of the GNH index have eleven indicators that assess people’s 
personal experience. These indicators have been grouped into 
three broad categories.  
 
3.1Emotional Balance 
It is the state of person where it is blend of both the negative 
and positive emotion. Although emotions are momentary 
influences and do not reflect a stable state of happiness they do 
provide insight into a person’s life situation. Buddhist 
teachings similarly maintain that these emotions do not occur 
on their own. Buddhism places the mind at the centre of all 
experiences. The Buddhist tradition therefore places emotions 
at the core of individual and universal happiness. 
 
3.1.1Negative Emotions 
Negative emotions are those emotions that harm self and 
others. In Buddhism, negative emotion arises out of ignorance, 
desire, and hatred. Humans suffer because of their own 
negative emotions. We get angry for things we do not like, 
jealous when others succeed, and frustrated when we fail. An 
extreme reaction is suicidal thought and action. All of these 
negative emotions, from the Buddhist perspective, fall under 
unethical actions: actions that occur through the mind. 
Jealousy, selfishness, frustration, and suicidal thoughts arise 
due to covetousness, ill will, and wrong view. Jealousy, as the 
first negative indicator, is often defined as a feeling of 
resentment when others succeed. Jealousy in Buddhism is 
defined as “a disturbing emotion that focuses on other people’s 
accomplishments such as their good qualities, possessions, or 
success, and is the inability to bear their accomplishments, due 
to excessive attachment to our own gain or to the respect we 
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receive. Jealousy brings pain, distress, oppression, anxiety, 
sadness, anger, restlessness, humiliation, shame, agitation, and 
betrayal. All of these are negative and against happiness or 
well-being.Jealousy is therefore opposed to GNH values. Since 
jealousy is directly opposed to the psychological well-being of 
people, it is appropriate that it be an indicator of GNH. 
 
Selfishness, as the second indicator, refers to an unwillingness 
to share due to cravings for the self. Selfishness in Buddhism 
originates from attachment and greed. Selfishness gives rise to 
unsatisfied life which brings unhappiness to individual and to 
society. Similarly, since the concept of GNH supports the idea 
of interdependence, selfishness is opposed to the GNH 
values.The third indicator, frustration, occurs when an impulse 
or an action is thwarted by an internal or external force. 
Frustration is without doubt a negative emotion because it 
disturbs the peace of mind causing anxiety and stress which, 
like jealousy and selfishness, arises out of attachment and 
desire. In Buddhism, any emotion that arises out of ignorance, 
desire, and hatred is afflictive and non-virtuous. In a GNH 
society that seeks to maximize the happiness and well-being of 
people, frustration is a negative trait and opposed to the 
concept of GNH because it obstructs the path towards 
happiness. Since frustration has a negative impact on well-
being, it is necessary to determine if such emotions occur 
frequently among people. Therefore, it is appropriate to have it 
as a negative indicator of psychological well-being.The fourth 
negative indicator, suicidal thought, usually occurs when one 
is no longer able to bear suffering in life. According to 
Buddhism, suicide is an unwholesome act since it is 
encouraged by a mind filled with greed, hatred, and delusion. 
Killing is one of the ten non-virtuous acts in Buddhism. This 
indicates that suicidal thoughts occur because of what 
Buddhism calls the three poisons, leading to further afflictive 
emotions. Suicidal thoughts similarly are against the essence of 
GNH and therefore a negative indicator of psychological well-
being. Jealousy, frustration, selfishness, and suicidal thoughts 
are negative emotions that affect individual and the societal 
wellbeing. The effects of negative emotions are clearly visible 
in society: increasing crime, substance abuse, suicide, and 
divorce are all symptoms of emotional dysfunction.  
 
3.1.2Positive Emotions 
In Buddhism, happiness can be achieved by enhancing the 
positive emotions and uprooting the negative ones. It has three 
indicators generosity, calmness, and compassion and is 
positive because these emotions bring happiness to self and 
others.  
 
Generosity is the act of giving and a means to overcome greed 
and selfishness. In Buddhism, the practice of generosity brings 
happiness to others. Generosity is a moral practice that relates 
to positive virtues such as compassion and loving kindness, the 

cultivation of which leads to mental development and spiritual 
happiness. In a GNH society, people must help each other to 
promote a healthy environment. Helping does not necessarily 
mean giving all your possessions to others but it does entail 
sharing a part of your wealth and being helpful in many ways. 
The whole idea of generosity supports the concept of 
interdependence which is the core principle of GNH and 
Buddhism. Therefore, “generosity” as an indicator of 
psychological well-being is coherent with and appropriate to 
the concept of GNH. 
 
Calmness refers to clarity of mind and entails patience and 
tolerance. Calmness is opposed to anger which is one of the 
three poisons in Buddhism. The Buddhist practice of patience 
and tolerance stresses the importance of having calm and 
composed mind at all times. Patience involves strength to face 
the challenges and difficulties of life without losing composure 
and inner tranquility. When we are calm we develop a 
tendency not to harm others and we are usually at our best 
when we are calm. Tranquility gives rise to clarity from which 
understanding and wisdom grow (Graham, 2007). A calm mind 
is therefore essential for living a happy and healthy life. On the 
other hand, constant fear and anger affect our own health and 
overall well-being. According to Horton (2010), mental 
calmness can lead to inner peace and success. Calmness is 
therefore a virtue consistent with GNH ideals. 
 
Compassion is a wish to relieve the suffering of others and is 
central to Buddhist practice. It is the most essential and 
important trait for bodhisattvas within Mahayana Buddhism. 
Compassion in Buddhism arises out of empathy towards the 
suffering of others but also from understanding and realizing 
the meaning of emptiness, the law of Karma and 
interdependence: viewing self and others as devoid of inherent 
meaning. Compassion thus leads to the practice of loving 
kindness, and helps to overcome afflictive emotions such as 
hatred, jealousy, and selfishness, which are considered 
negative under the psychological well-being indicators. It can 
be a powerful means to creating a GNH society. The Centre for 
Bhutan Studies (CBS) (2008) holds “compassion” as sympathy 
for the suffering of others which is necessary to establish a 
compassionate society. Therefore, compassion as an indicator 
is very much coherent with the GNH values. Overall, emotions 
such as compassion, calmness, and generosity have a positive 
impact on physical well-being, on decision-making process, 
and on the potential for leading a happy life.  
 
3.2Spiritual Practices 

Buddhists consider meditation an important method to calm 
the mind and a means to destroy the three root causes of 
suffering (desire, hatred, and ignorance). Meditation is the key 
to finding happiness and peace of mind. Even brief courses of 
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meditation with very short periods of the simplest meditative 
practices are associated with better psychological and physical 
health. CBS does not link meditation to Buddhism, but it is 
implicit that the indicators are inspired by Buddhist teachings. 
Regular meditation alleviates a range of conditions including 
stress, anxiety, depression, poor sleep, and coping with chronic 
pain. It can also reduce inflammation, improve immunity, and 
lower blood pressure. Therefore, “meditation” as an indicator 
of psychological well-being is coherent with and appropriate to 
the concept of GNH.Meditation helps to undertake the journey 
to discover your true nature, and so find the stability and 
confidence you will need to live and die well. The practice of 
meditation will have a positive impact on the well-being of 
people, which directly contributes to the essence of GNH. 
Having meditation as a GNH indicator signifies the importance 
given to it by the government. Overall, the indicator of 
mediation is coherent with GNH values. Further, since 
Buddhism greatly stresses the importance of meditation, the 
indicator seems to have been influenced by Buddhism. 
 
Prayer is a religious practice that seeks to connect a person to 
some greater power and is a component of most religions. The 
word “prayer” in Bhutanese is thuen, which literally means the 
recitation of mantras. Buddhism emphasizes the recitation of 
prayer-like mantras. A mantra is “a word, a syllable, a phrase 
or a short prayer that is spoken once or repeated over and over 
again and that is thought to have a profound spiritual effect on 
the person” (BBC, 2006). Mantra literally means “that which 
protects the mind from negativity”. According to Sogyal 
Rimpoche (Buddhist teacher), mantra is the essence of sound, 
and the embodiment of the truth in the form of sound. Each 
syllable contains spiritual power and vibrates with the blessing 
of the speech of the Buddha. There are mantras that are thought 
to subtly alter one’s mind and make a connection with a 
particular Buddha or enlightened being. Buddhists believe that 
when certain mantras are said many times, they arouse good 
vibrations within the person; they awaken our inherent inner 
capacities of strength, compassion, and wisdom. Prayer 
recitation in Buddhism itself is a form of meditation. The CBS 
does not mention how prayer recitation is consistent with GNH 
values but the benefits of prayer recitation and meditation 
maybe the same, for both practices require mindfulness and 
concentration. In this sense, prayer recitation too is coherent 
with GNH. Prayer in the form of mantra accords with Buddhist 
principles, while prayer to deities is a local Buddhist practice. 
Therefore, the indicator of prayer recitation seems to have been 
influenced by Buddhism with traces of local beliefs which 
emphasized it as one of the indicators of the GNH.  
 
Karma is a very important Buddhist principle that guides the 
Buddhist consciousness. The law of Karma provides the basis 
for ethics Karma as one of the GNH indicators clearly implies 
that Buddhism has influenced the indicator. The literal 

meaning of “taking account of Karma” is being morally 
responsible for our own actions. When a person takes account 
of Karma in daily life, he/she is being aware and morally 
responsible for their actions. When we understand the law of 
Karma, we are discouraged from performing non-virtuous or 
unwholesome actions which cause suffering.  Realizing that 
Karma conditions and determines our happiness, we will 
refrain from unwholesome behaviour, to avoid the negative 
effects of these actions. Similarly, understanding that virtuous 
actions bear the fruit of happiness, one is encouraged to 
practice wholesome actions. The law of causality therefore 
promotes moral and ethical life. For a country pursuing GNH, 
it is important to take account of Karma on a daily basis 
because Karma promotes healthy and ethical living, ideal for a 
GNH state. According to CBS, “for Bhutanese, an 
understanding of the dynamics between causes and effects are 
critical to each individual’s pursuit for happiness as it tends to 
provide a clearer understanding and cultivation of GNH 
values”. Buddhist realizes and understands that the real reason 
for our sufferings is our own Karma (action through body, 
speech, and mind). Karma promotes the sense of helping each 
other and living in harmony with all forms of life. It is 
therefore important that a GNH society take account of Karma 
daily to promote wholesome actions for a happy society. 
Therefore taking account of Karma in our daily action is thus 
the indicator of the Buddhist principles and is consistent with 
GNH values. 
 
3.3 General Mental Health 
The mental stress problems such as depression, anxiety, low 
confidence, and concentration levels are the general mental 
health indicator. The CBS (2008) asserts that mental health is 
an important indicator for the health status of a population. 
Studies have revealed that mental stress can negatively affect 
well-being. Studies also point out that stress may alter the 
immune system and increase susceptibility to disease (CBS, 
2008). From the Buddhist perspective, psychological distress 
such as depression, lack of confidence, and anxiety are the 
result of our own afflictive emotions. The overriding causes of 
mental stresses are giving importance to one’s own physical 
and mental pleasure as more important than of other. People 
who have the tendency to use more self-referential terms (I, 
me, myself) tend to have more health problems and earlier 
deaths (Dalai Lama, 2009). According to Buddhism, it is our 
own ego – a focus on “I” – that causes us to suffer. Since 
causes of mental distress lie in the mind, the cure is also in the 
mind. Thus, mental distress similar to other negative emotions 
is a result of ignorance, desire, and hatred. The mind drives 
every action that occurs through the body, speech, and mind. 
The causal factor therefore lies within us. It is our ability to 
deal with emotions that influences the mental state. Since 
mental stress obstructs the path towards happiness, it opposes 
the goal of GNH. It is therefore important to assess the stress 
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levels of the population to identify the risk group which, in 
ultimate, helps to bring reduction in mental stress. Intervention 
by government and offering remedy (for example, offering 
counseling) and monitoring changes over time can help people 
pursue happiness. 
 

IV. GNH-A BETTER MEASUREMENT THAN GDP 
The new economic paradigm, laid out by Bhutan Prime 
Minister Jigmi Y. Thinley, uses “natural and social capital 
values to assess the true costs and gains of economic activity” 
and may hold the answer for avoiding conflict in the world’s 
fastest developing region. Wellbeing can only be achieved by 
avoiding resource depletion, which in turn improves overall 
regional security. Weak Governance Prevents Policies of Well-
Being.  Maximizing GDP is not the same as maximizing 
wellbeing. The level of GDP, a frequently used indicator of 
economic development, naturally suffers at the expense of 
increased leisure. It is not just wealth that makes people happy. 
But more important for happiness are social factors like the 
strength of social support, the absence of corruption and the 
degree of personal freedom than income in explaining well-
being differences between the top and bottom countries. At the 
individual level, good mental and physical health, someone to 
count on, job security and stable families are crucial. Mental 
health is the biggest single factor affecting happiness in any 
country. Stable family life and enduring marriages are 
important for the happiness of parents and children. Happiness 
is measured by how happy people are with their lives (United 
Nations Conference on Happiness, April 2nd 2012). 
Unemployment causes as much unhappiness as bereavement or 
separation. At work, job security and good relationships do 
more for job satisfaction than high pay and convenient hours. 
Behaving well makes people happier. In Bhutan, a focus 
on Gross National Happiness first, instead of economic growth 
only is putting humans first, instead of the giant mechanism of 
a national economy. First the people at the individual level 
must be happy in the nation in-order to achieve the true 
essence of psychological well being.“GDP has increasingly 
become used as a measure of societal well-being, and changes 
in the structure of the economy and our society have made it an 
increasingly poor one. It is time for our statistics system to put 
more emphasis on measuring the well-being of the population 
than on economic production.” Economic resources are not all 
that matter in people’s lives.  We need better measures of 
people’s expectations and levels of satisfaction, of how they 
spend their time, of their relations with other people in their 
community. 
 

V. CONCLUSION 
 

In Bhutan, Gross National Happiness is the national principle 
guiding us towards making wise decisions for a better future. It 
ensures that no matter what our nation may seek to achieve, the 

individual’s place in the nation is never forgotten. The interest 
of the nation changes, as the goals change, but Bhutan’s 
foremost priority will always remain the happiness and well-
being of the people including the generations to come after 
us.Psychological well-being is one of the important domains of 
GNH which leads to desirable outcomes, even economic ones. 
People who are more conscious in psychological well-being 
later earn high income and perform better at work. It is 
therefore valuable as it assesses the overall well-being. 
Buddhists have an understanding that thinking, happiness and 
sorrow are our own responsibility and completely within our 
control. It is not just economic paradigm that brings wellbeing 
but more importantly happiness must be achieved in the 
primary juncture at individual level and in nation as a whole.  
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