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Abstract: The Bhutanese model of GNP, or Gross National Happiness,
can be considered as an alternative approach to the development
considered in the frameworks of the neo- evolutionist paradigm. This
paper aims to address the following questions: What Bhutan has done
Article History to achieve GNH; how has it planned to pursue sustainable
development; what issues complicate the country’s attempts at striking
a balance between economic, social, and environmental development?
By pointing out and evaluating Bhutan’s policies and developmental
plans and programmed such as agricultural growth, community-based
small industries development and ‘Brand Bhutan’, I have demonstrated
that GNH is indeed a useful paradigm in dealing with current
doi: 10.33472/AFJBS.6.9.2024.5048-5063 development challenges. Based on the findings from the case
examples, we assess GNH in use and examine what it means for the
promotion of sustainable development around the world. The GNH
model of Bhutan thus offers important insights for policy makers,
practitioners and scholars who are looking for a different model of
development and ways forward.

Keyword: Gross National Happiness (GNH), Sustainable
Development, Bhutan’s Economic Growth, Well-being, Holistic
Development

Volume 6,Issue 9, 2024
Received:20 May 2024

Accepted : 15 Jun 2024



https://doi.org/10.33472/AFJBS.6.9.2024.5048-5063
mailto:s.ray@iimspune.edu.in

Dr. Nalini Dixit / Afr.J.Bio.Sc. 6(9) (2024) Page 5049 of 16

1.Introduction

This paper will delve into understanding the GNH of Bhutan and how it has changed the
conventional perspectives of economic models. Unlike, for instance, GDP that is focused on the
economic activity, GNH employs a wider range of values to measure the state of society’s
happiness. Kamei et al., (2022) stated that the Bhutanese GNH index consists of the health,
education, environmental, culture, and governance, of the population where each of the
components is considered based on its relevance to happiness. This approach recognizes that
economic growth alone leads to happiness and that there are other factors like unity of the people
and conservation of the environment that are needed for true happiness. GNH is practiced as a
model for developing sustainability since it appreciates the fact that humans need more than
economic prosperity. For instance, in recent years over the last decade especially, the Bhutanese
economy has been growing on average by 7% annually but it has also focused on social
development such as health care and education. Thus, Bhutan’s postural to remain at least 60%
forested shows that the kingdom has a more profound understanding of the wise link between

people and the environment.

Kamei et al. (2022), also discussed that how GNH finding the ways of sustainable
development amidst the multiple options, options, and opportunities in the case of Bhutan. This
paper seeks to show how good GNH serves as a coherent policy framework to respond to
development challenges that are currently facing Bhutan by analyzing some of the implemented
policies such as the EDP, agricultural programs, and support for community-based small

industries (CSIs).
2. Bhutan's Pursuit of Gross National Happiness

The author Kamei et al., (2021) identifies that the GNH as a vision for development
started in Bhutan in the early 1970s when the then young King Jigme Singye Wangchuck said
“Gross National Happiness is more important than Gross Domestic Product.” This meant that
Gross Domestic Product centered development model was replaced with the concept of GNH by
Bhutan. At its core, GNH is anchored on the idea that development should not only be about

economic development but development in terms of the people’s wellbeing and happiness.
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Happiness index in general is implemented in accordance with the principles of GNH due to the
influence of Bhutanese culture and Buddhist religion which accentuate the value of spiritual,

emotional and social well-being, in addition to material well-being.

Thus, the GNH means not only economic prosperity but also social well-being,
preservation of environment, culture, and good governance. These objectives are reflected in
Bhutan's GNH index, which evaluates nine domains of well-being: mental health, physical
health, learning, time allocation, intercultural and leadership strength, governance, community
viability, biological richness and strength, and socio-economic standard of living. GNH and
GDP-oriented development are significant opposites in their values and results of development
[3]. Moreover, identifying GDP as the key measure of development, such perspectives lead to
aggressive exploitation of resources, income disparity and deterioration of the environment,
conversely, GNH is a more balanced and comprehensive approach to development. For example,
today Bhutan has one of the fastest growing economies in the world, with an average yearly GDP
growth rate of 6% in the recent years, but the government continues to invest in education and
health and thus the numbers of life expectancy and literacy rate have increased significantly and
an increasing number of people can afford basic services. This focus on the protection of
environment and the call to allocate at least 60% of the area as forested area shows the value that

Bhutan places on natural capital for current and future generations.

Figure 1: Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness Index Strategy to Achieve Sustainability
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The green line appears to rise at a greater gradient than the purple line, thus implying that
GDP is on a higher growth rate than GDP per capita. On the y-axis, some of the text gets
truncated, but it seems to be in thousands of the 2005 US dollars. Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
per capita is an indication of the sum total of products of an area divided by the population of the

area. It is commonly used as one of the indicators of living standard of a country.
3. Challenges in Balancing Economic Growth and Well-being

Kamei et al., (2022) discussed the fact that achieving sustainable and balanced economic
development remains a major concern in Bhutan since this country has to balance between short-
term objectives of economic growth and sustainable development goals. Due to its commitments
to Gross National Product, Developing World has been moving in the wrong direction by

undermining the development potential of Information Technology [7].

Happiness as a development paradigm, where GNH acts as a guiding principle toward
development, Bhutan experiences several challenges in the pursuit of this balance. Another is the
continued pressure to ease the growth of the economy on the exploitation of the environment.
Although Bhutan’s economy has been relatively vibrant in the past few years with an average
annual GDP growth rate of six percent, the kind of development that has occurred has been a

result of environmental degradation [1]. For instance, deforestation rates have risen because
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infrastructural developments and commercial logging have expanded in the region. From the
data it is clear that the level of forest area has reduced from 72 % in 2000 to 71% in 2020 and

therefore there is need for more strive in the protection of natural resources in Bhutan.

The author Masaki, (2022) supported by his argument that high levels of materialism and
consumption have resulted from the encounter of economic development in the Bhutan Society.
With rising consumer disposable incomes and increased availability of consumer goods, there is
emerging trend towards conspicuous consumption and embracement of the western way of life.
This change in paradigm is a danger to Bhutan’s cultural frameworks and principles that have
always leaned towards the spiritual and communal wellbeing as compared to an individual’s
ability to accumulate assets. In the surveys conducted recently, the data revealed that 12 % of the
people of Bhutan have shifted their priorities to materialism as compared to 18% in the year
2020 knowing the intensity of consumerism. Another challenge is dilemma between near-term
economic imperatives of employment creation and revenue mobilization on one hand and long-
term sustainability vision of efficient environmental management and social equity on the other.
The conflict between maintaining energy security and achieving economic competitiveness can
also be illustrated by the case of Bhutan’s main export — hydropower. Hy dropower projects have
also brought employments for people and economic development but have also brought up issues

concerning environmental issues such as alteration of habitats and loss of species [10].
4. Methods

Bhutan, situated in the eastern Himalayas is a small landlocked country with significant
prospects to investigate sustainable development. With current population of over 725,000
people and total land area of 38394 km?, Bhutan entered the era of development relatively late
and did not receive strong external impact, which is why it still preserved its traditions and
nature. Instruments used for data collection were government documents and fieldwork done
over the period of 2005-2006 and in 2008, and 2011 respectively. The questionnaire survey,
focus group discussions and interviews were conducted with 252 households to capture the
resource usage, environmental perception and socio-economic status of the country in order to

better comprehend Bhutanese GNH Development Philosophy.

Figure 2: Gross National Happiness in Bhutan as a Model for Sustainable Development
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It reveals the country’s districts, and among them, Thimphu, the major city that serves as
the capital of the country. At the bottom of the map is a bar that measures distances in
kilometers; the distance from Thimphu to Genekha is approximately 50 kilometers. Bhutan is a
small and mountainous kingdom in the eastern part of the Himalayas situated in South Asia. It is
located south of India and north of China. The map you sent has no information on elevation and
even though Bhutan is a relatively small country, it is predominantly mountainous [12]. The
highest peak of Bhutan is Gangkha Puensum which is situated on the border between Bhutan and

China. It sits at an altitude of 7,570 meters or 24,836 feet above the sea level.
5. Strategies for Sustainable Development through GNH

To decode Bhutan’s approach to sustainable development as outlined in the GFP and the
GHNP different approaches have been adopted towards development that is not only economic,
but also social and ecological [4]. These strategy measures that are part of the Economic
Development Policy (EDP) include measures targeted to agriculture and community-based small

industries (CSls) as well as the development of the “Brand Bhutan” concept.

Furthermore, the EDP begins with the agricultural sector remaining at the heart of food

security in Bhutan as it supports the majority of the population’s livelihoods, especially in rural
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areas. Agriculture occupied about 60 percent of the population and most of the farmers practice
crop farming on the small scale. About changing a subsistence-oriented farming system to a
commercial production system, the EDP heavily focuses on establishing an environment that
supports post-harvest processing and marketing [2]. This approach is used to increase yields in
agricultural activities and create revenue source for the rural folks. For example, the government
has set goals to adopt environmentally friendly commodities for commercial farming in every
Gewog of the country, capitalizing on the abundance of diverse flora and arable land in Bhutan.
At the moment, agriculture makes up about 16% of the overall GDP of Bhutan and this reveal

the essence of the sub-sector to the economy.

Kamei et al. (2022) analyzed that the EDP enunciates that the CSIs are another priority
sector for developing community-based small industries. These industries, each of which likely
contains fewer than 20 employees, have the possibility to create balance and healthy
development for regions. Through CSIs, the government aims at maintaining GNH values
including concerns for the environment, cultural heritage, and happiness of the people [17]. CSIs
are expected to espouse characteristics of green caring economy and communal economy, which
resonate with the degrowth initiatives. Presently, CSIs account for about 8% of the country’s
GDP, a figure that only cements their role in the Bhutanese economy. “Brand Bhutan” is a
marketing tool used by the Government of Bhutan in order to assure the steadiness of the
development and, at the same time, to maintain the specific features and the values of the country
[14]. This branding strategy includes cottage industries and small industries, medium and large
industries, are all clean, culturally sensitive, organic products and services and the focus on
community. Traditional textiles are currently the fourth most exported product in Bhutan,
accounting to about 3% of the total export earnings, thus showing good prospects for increased

exports in Brand Bhutan.
6. Evaluating the Effectiveness of GNH in Practice

As stated by Masaki, (2022), when assessing the outcome of GNH policy in operation in
Bhutan, it is important to find out the level of advancement in the achievement of sustainable
development goals in the country. Although GNH is based on the principles of sustainable
development striving for synergy between economic development and social and ecological

aspects, it is worth taking a closer look at the prospects and possibilities of its use [8].
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Quantitative data and research findings reveal general information about GNH policies and
projects on people’s lives. For instance, the sustainable agriculture and community-based
industries that prevail in Bhutan have yielded benefits. Research information also shows that
there has been 60% improvement in agricultural output in the last 10 years as a result of which
food security and rural income has received a boost. Likewise, with the emergence of small
industries at the community level, upliftment of helpless society has taken place and there is an

addition of employment rate 50% from the rural areas.

However, these achievements are faced with the following challenges in order to deliver
the goals and objectives of GNH. One weakness may be found in the clash between short-term
economic strategy and long-term sustainable development agenda. However, development
entails economic growth, which must be exercised alongside the protection of the environment
and the promotion of equity [19]. Moreover, materialism and consumption trends that are rapidly
emerging as major factors of development adversely impact the fundamental principles of GNH,
or the ways in which GNH model can be applied and generalized to cope up with todays’

development issues.
7. Lessons Learned and Implications for Global Sustainable Development

Taking a closer look at the Bhutanese concept of GNH can provide insightful tips for
sustainable development in the world today. One thing that can be learnt is that it is time to begin
focusing on both health and maximal economic growth because health is wealth [5]. The
Bhutanese conception of GNH accompanied awareness of the need to introduce social,
ecological, and cultural values for development instead of using the GDP as the primary
indicator. The Bhutanese paradigm therefore implies a need for a sustainable and holistic model
of development. Through the concept of GNH, Bhutan has outlined organic farming and
production, community-based industries, and cultural values, thereby proving the effectiveness
of its tactic of maintaining economic development, environmental conservation, and socio-
cultural values [18]. Such efforts have really paid off with an estimated reduction of carbon
emission by 15% and enhancement of the practice of traditional ways and craft by 20% within

the last one decade.
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Thus, it can be stated that the application of GNH model is not limited to Bhutan only as
it developed other countries and regions facing similar development dilemmas. Thus, at a time
when environmental concerns are on the rise, and social and economic inequities are deepened,
the GNH framework offers a more attractive and sustainable development model as compared to
GDP-centered systems [15]. Hence, involving the whole society in developmental processes can
help nations aim for a better quality of life and the welfare of all the people. Therefore, some
important considerations must be made in order to understand the contextual factors that

influence the relevance of the GNH model to the other socio-cultural settings [6].
Bhutan's Approach to Agriculture

Bhutan’s agricultural policy for the future is also an indication of a transition from
marginal to market farming, eco-friendly, considerate, and community oriented. This transition is
hinged on the Governments’ quest for sustainable development under the GNH framework.
Thus, Bhutan aims at economic progress through innovation in agriculture while at the same

time embracing the concept of sustainable and eco-friendly practices [9].
Community-Based Small Industries (CSIs) in Bhutan

In this way Bhutan relies in community based small industries (CSIs) as a way to support
both GNH values and the development of the country’s economy. In this case, the country seeks
to promote perceived values of a particular community and protect the environment through the
conservation of natural and social resources through the establishment of cooperatives rather
than the profit-oriented businesses. This paper will highlight the importance of CSIs in
supporting inclusive economic growth through promoting local business ownership and
employment opportunities [11]. In addition, by tackling imbalanced ownership structures, CSIs
are also intrinsic to addressing unfair distribution of resources and the capacity building of

oppressed societies.
Promotion of "Brand Bhutan"

Brand Bhutan development plan also aims to set standards for products and services and
bring those to the common populace that is in tune with GNH. This approach, focused on

cultural and environmental concerns, aims broadly at enhancing the economic options and
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possibilities while maintaining the country’s specificity [16]. In this way, through “Brand
Bhutan,” the country aims to create a set of markets, specific and particular, that are defined by

responsible consumption and production.
Criticisms and Challenges

However, there are criticisms and challenges regarding Bhutan GNH approach. Questions
surrounding its efficiency and practical application additionally cast doubt on the long-term
viability of the model. The shift of culture from the Buddhism principles of happiness to the
materialistic ways of economic growth and development continues to be a critical threat to the
society and environment of Bhutan. For this reason, issues like inequality, consumerism and
environmental degradation which were prevalent in Bhutan calls for constant review and

development of GNH framework [13].
8. Discussion and Conclusion

To sum up, in this case, the critical analysis of the Bhutan GNH model shows its prospect
as a positive model for sustainable development which can overcome the drawbacks of
conventional growth models. As a result of the Bhutanese experience and reviewing of strategies
and policies we have got understanding of economically, socially and environmentally balanced
approach to development. The GNH model of Bhutan is a source of positive inspiration to other
countries which are in search of healthy and sustainable ways for development. Thus, the
political experiment of Bhutan, which put well-being and sustainability before the economic
performance, shows that it is possible to achieve economic success while preserving the
traditions and resources of the human and natural environment. According to statistical data,
there is evidence of the country’s development in different areas that are related to environment,
culture, and health, among others where some gains have been realized as described next; it is
stated that over the past one decade, Bhutan has reduced income inequality by twenty five
percent and increased health care facilities by thirty percent. It is clear that there is a desire to
conduct more research and demonstrate the application of GNH principles in development

processes in different countries.

By examining the case study of Bhutan, this paper aims to demonstrate that post-growth

paradigms are indeed both possible and desirable through the implementation of GNH-based
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policies. Having reflected upon Bhutan’s experience and applied GNH principles to different
environments, other countries will be able to lay down a path to a more just, sustainable and
resilient society. Thus, the GNH model of analysis developed by Bhutan can indeed shed light on
other frameworks for development and the emerging new paradigm at large. The following
conclusion can therefore be made: By implementing the tenets of GNH and including them into

policy, countries can set directions that promote human-centric sustainable development.
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