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Abstract
Being environmentally responsible is traditionallgwed as a sacrifice of personal happiness in
order to do something good for the world. Howevecgent studies suggest the opposite;
committing to an environmentally responsible beba((ERB), when intrinsically motivated,
leads to an increase in well-being of the individogolved. Environmentalists sometimes
employ financial incentives or coercion to spurwndlals to be eco-friendly. These methods are
not effective because they only lead to transieange. On the other hand, when individuals
change behavior as a result of an internal sensespbnsibility and connectedness, the change
lasts longer than if it were a result of extermakintives. Furthermore, individuals derive a sense
of satisfaction from such a behavior change as. Wekrefore, the message sent by
environmentalists should be that ERB increasesviiebeing of both the individuals and the
planet. Research that investigates the relatiortstiyween environmental sustainability and
happiness is still in its early stages, but theatation between personal happiness and
environmental sustainability has already led to h&astyle and policy alternatives, including
the Voluntary Simplicity movement and Gross Natiddappiness policy in Bhutan. This paper
explores the available literature on this interigliicary field of study, and highlights some
alternatives to the current economic growth paradigesearch has shown that a world in which
both the environment and citizens are well is giesbut the misunderstanding that economic
growth always increases happiness needs to becteniréCurrent societal values will need to
shift in order to enhance our well-being.
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Happiness: A Path towards Sustainable Development?
Introduction

The current economic paradigm calls for infinitewgth and the endless pursuit of wealth
while neglecting the ecological damage that resAlésthe global environmental crisis looms
ever larger, we are in dire need of a paradignt-siohe that moves us towards ecological
sustainability and social equity while maintainegpnomic prosperity. Some leaders and change
agents, including Bill McKibben, Paul Hawken, Jdsé&iglitz and John De Graaf, are starting
to pull together happiness and sustainability—twoventionally distinct fields that were
mutually exclusive in the past, igniting a novekmrdisciplinary field of research that seeks an
alternative path of development that takes int@ant more than just economic growth or
wealth.

Behavior change to reduce one’s environmental imigazurrently viewed as a personal
sacrifice for the greater good. Dr. Michael Berim®-chairman of the Objectivist Ayn Rand
Center for Individual Rights, wrote that “The guidiprinciple of environmentalism is self-
sacrifice: the sacrifice of longer lives, healtHiees, more prosperous lives, more enjoyable
lives, i.e., the sacrifice of human lives.” (AynmRhlnstitute, 2012) Lunch and Rothman’s (1995)
study on American public opinions supported th&ral they concluded that their “careful
review of public opinion data reveals that Ameriane not willing to sacrifice all other values
in order to realize an ambitious environmental @gehBrown and Kasser acknowledged that
“as long as environmentally responsible behavidrased in self-sacrificial terms, individuals
will be faced with tough choices on how to act”¢n & Kasser, 2005).

Recent studies on sustainability and happiness shatintrinsically motivated

individuals who choose to be environmentally resiae are happier than those who neglect the
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environment (Brown & Kasser, 2005). The sustairnighihovement has traditionally tended to
advocate aggressively for environmental concerntewgnoring the social component. The
Brundtland Commission recognized that many pedgleadvocate for sustainability to only be
about environmental issues—a viewpoint the Commmissalled “a grave mistake” (The World
Commission on Environment and Development, 198fiis Trend has to change, for we cannot
build a sustainable society with unhappy peopldath, as Brown and Kasser’s research
indicates, if we can create a society where cigzme intrinsically motivated, citizens can
become happier by being environmentally responsitiies paper explores existing literature on
happiness and sustainability and proposes thatdimplementary nature of happiness and
environmental sustainability should be leveraged path towards sustainable development.
Happiness should be a central focus of a sustarsadiety, and this paper aims to integrate past
studies in the field to provide supporting argursdot this claim and highlight recent initiatives
related to the subject.
The Study of Happiness and Current Findings from Positive Psychology

Positive psychology—a branch of psychology tham&to achieve a scientific
understanding and effective interventions to bthiiving in individuals, families and
communities” (Csikszentmihalyi & Seligman, 2000)—sA@ought into prominence by Martin
Seligman in the late 1900s. Since then the fiekldwtinued to gain popularity, and with it the
development of various indicators to quantify haegs started. The first one is the Gallup-
Healthways Well-Being Index, which provides an gpth and real-time view of Americans’
well-being through the analysis of over a thousatelviews of adults each day for nearly 350
days each year conducted by Gallup and HealthwagBup, Inc., 2008). Currently in its fourth

year of existence, it has grown to become the trgetabase of well-being metrics in the United
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States and is the most comprehensive study ofnts(Kallup-Healthways Well-Being Index,
2011)—one that is utilized by many researcheronatide.

In its relatively young age, positive psycholog laready produced intriguing results
that challenge the basic belief in our Americanetyahat more money always leads to a
happier life. Contrary to popular belief, emotionadll-being does not rise continuously with
income (Kahneman & Deaton, 2010; Stutz, 2006);el@no correlation between emotional
well-being and income beyond an annual income otia#75,000 in the US. Kahneman also
found that on the other side of the spectrum, ggweracerbates adverse circumstances, i.e. the
same negative situation impacts the well-beingeafpgbe in poverty more so than those who are
not (Kahneman & Deaton, 2010).

Apart from the dependence on absolute income—ahee\vof how much money one
makes, happiness is also affected by relative ireedfmow much one makes in comparison to
others. If one has a rise in income, but othersdimes rise by a higher level, one does not feel
happier (Easterlin, 1995). This is true even belo&/$75,000 threshold. As GDP of the United
States continued to rise since the 1980s, the t#ighppiness has remained flat (Deustche Bank
Research, 2006)—an effect dubbed the EasterlirdBaraamed after Professor Richard
Easterlin who discovered that the happiness otuatcp as a whole does not rise as the country’s
income rises (Easterlin, 1974; Easterlin, 2610)

Money is not the only factor that affects happsegerpersonal relationships play a
strong role as well. Layard (2006) found that indiials become happier as they have quality

social interaction and become a part of more saaieles. Positive psychology researcher

! The Easterlin Paradox is not without controvetsiias been hotly debated in the past decade, 4steHin’s latest
study in 2010 confirmed his original conclusion.
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Christopher Peterson puts it simply: “Relationshipster” (personal communication, December
7, 2011).

Such findings raise many red flags regarding thenstream materialistic culture and
capitalist economy in the United States (US); lmthbased on wealth creation and the infinite
growth paradigm, which have failed to make peojlegier. Since the 1950s, the rise in average
income has not led to an increase in self-repdiggmpiness (Myers, 2000).

Based on aforementioned studies, the society’s siogarandi—particularly the use of
GDP as the main indicator of progress—is inadequasepporting its citizens’ pursuit of
happiness. In fact, the United Nations stated ihl2Bat “the gross domestic product indicator
by nature is not designed to and does not adequatiéct the happiness and well-being of
people in a country” (United Nations, 2011). | bek that a paradigm shift from one that is
based on money to one that is based on maximizapgihess of the people will allow us to have
a holistic approach to development that includesentivan economic growth.

It is also noteworthy that there is no single débn of happiness or well-being. Terms
such as emotional well-being and life evaluatianpag many others, have been introduced to
capture its different elements. Daniel KahnemanAmglus Deaton defined emotional well-
being as “the emotional quality of an individuad'seryday experience” and life evaluation (or
life satisfaction) as the “person’s thoughts abdustor her life” (Kahneman & Deaton, 2010).
Both emotional well-being and life evaluation aomsidered by Kahneman and Deaton to be
part of happiness, and | have exercised care ngubese terms appropriately. On the other
hand, while these emotional well-being and lifeleaion are distinct, studies of sustainability
and happiness that do not deal with the differebetween the two concepts often just speak of

happiness as an overarching concept, which isgheach of this paper.



HAPPINESS: A PATH TOWARDS SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT? 7

Sustainability and Happiness

Since positive psychology was introduced, theliadseasing attention—both in
academia and outside it—on well-being of indivicduahd communities also made its way into
the field of environmental stewardship. My explayathad let me to a few researchers who
investigated the relationship between happinessasthinability. Our previous understanding
that sustainable behavior is a sacrifice which cedypersonal happiness may be a misconception
(Brown & Kasser, 2005). If people can be environtaliy responsible and derive happiness
from doing so, this cross-disciplinary study mayédéar-reaching ramifications on how we
advocate for a sustainable society; the messagadtigists promote will completely shift—
from one based on sacrifice to one based on lakapginess.

Solutions to the global climate crisis have ofeen thought about within an economic
framework, not a social framework—how people wal$pond or be impacted by the changes.
Economic incentives, and to a lesser extent coerteichniques, are often used to induce
behavior change. Raymond De Young claimed thatthesthods “have a transient effect... and
[the behavior change] is quickly terminated” (Deuvig, 1993). De Young (1993) argued that
behavior change techniques should be decided lmasadew criteria, including:

* Reliability: How well a technique is able to affect individual’'s behavior.

* Non-particularism: Whether the technique can bégdesl for universal
application or must be designed uniquely for eaclvidual.

* Generality: How well the target behavior spills oteerelated untargeted eco-
friendly behaviors.

» Durability: Whether the behavior change is mairgdimvithout repeated
intervention.

Material incentives lead to a quick change in b&rabut this is a transient effect that is
particular and not durable (De Young, 1993). O#s@dolars have also noted that extrinsic

motivation can result only in minimum complianceafK & Kahn, 1978), and that activities that
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were appealing at first can lose its appeal whashth extrinsic rewards (Lepper & Greene,
1978).

On the other hand, intrinsic motivation is showm&ve a strong relationship with
conservation behavior (De Young, 1985-86), whicpligs that individuals derive personal
satisfaction from environmentally responsible betia{(ERB). De Young concluded that
offering financial incentives is neither the onlayto encourage behavior change nor the best. A
better approach would be to use the money “to esdhpaople’s discovery of the satisfactions
which can be derived from conservation activiti¢®e Young, 1985-86).

These findings are further enhanced by the workimiothy Kasser—a pioneer in
bringing sustainability and happiness together—satnggests that a sustainable and happy
society is possible. Brown and Kasser found thapfgewho have an intrinsic value orientation
report higher levels of happiness and ERB (BrowKa&ser, 2005). On the flipside, people who
believe money is very important are less happy thase who do not believe so (Diener &
Oishi, 2000). These studies suggest that ERB shauldnger be thought of as a sacrifice; ERB
enhances the well-being of both the planet andlpe&pr example, one can offer an individual
a monetary incentive for “sacrificing” the eatinfgnoeeat, or one can appeal to the individual’s
intrinsic sense of responsibility and meaning imddis or her part to help the world. Brown
and Kasser’s research points to a “mutually bersfielation between personal and planetary
well-being.” Hence, ERB—if approached through mgic means—can actually lead to an
increase in life satisfaction (Brown & Kasser, 2005

As Myers and Diener found, the most important sewfdife satisfaction is nonmaterial
in nature (Myers & Diener, 1995). Therefore, | bek that a new interdisciplinary approach that

goes beyond the economic paradigm and incorpobatissustainability and happiness warrants
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consideration. What is most promising about thelmoation of happiness and sustainability is
that it “has the capacity to attract the attentdbmdividuals who might never consider
themselves to be environmentalists or who feel wefbeing prodded toward environmentally
friendly behavior through guilt” (O'Brien, 2010).
The Status Quo

The majority of the aforementioned studies ovetminggly suggest that the current
economic model of pursuing increases in GDP isatettl This pursuit is largely induced by our
economic system based on the capitalist model.dfdss written extensively on the
environmental and social costs of the Americanteipm. Capitalism is driven by self-interest,
financial profit and competition. Capitalism becama system of beliefs... that encourage,
regulate, and direct human motivations and valug&asser, Cohn, Kanner, & Ryan, 2007).
Individuals subjected to this system then “inteizedl the values of capitalism (Kasser, Cohn,
Kanner, & Ryan, 2007), and the effect is astonight®% of US adolescents believe that
financial success is a very important aim in [¥&yérs, 2000), and a similar percentage believes
that Americans are self-interested and do not ahoeit those in need (Wuthnow, 1995). The
values brought about by capitalism are at odds othler aims, such as concern for the world
and close relationships (Kasser, Cohn, Kanner, &R£007). Many acknowledge the
shortcomings of capitalism, but it is still in patbday because sticking to the status quo is the
easiest option (Samuelson & Zeckhauser, 1998).dfdmdieves that “Claims that “things must
be the way they are” and that “there are no begépns than the present system” ... [lead
people] not to ask probing questions about theesystnd not seek out alternative lifestyles that
are less competitive and consumeristic” (KassehnC&anner, & Ryan, 2007). Our capitalist

economy needs to be reformed to a new model thgatsalvith values and needs of a sustainable
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society, including intrinsic motivation, less fooms material goods and financial success as well
as concern for relationships and the world.
Pathsto a Sustainable Future

Many concepts have been proposed as alternatitag fratapitalism. This section highlights
some concepts that | have found in my literatuerce
Sustainable Happiness

Catherine O’Brien, assistant professor of educadtoiape Breton University in Nova
Scotia, Canada, coined the term sustainable haggptoaepresent “happiness that contributes to
individual, community and/or global well-being watlit exploiting other people, the
environment or future generations” (O'Brien, 20X0Brien believes that positive psychology
theories and research should be applied to ureEampig and policymaking (O'Brien, 2005). For
example, she called for the transportation systebetoverhauled. Transportation should not be
just about moving from one place to another buuélkajoying the scenery, adventure and
companion (O'Brien, 2005). She also wrote abouhtfesl for the education sector—
traditionally very conservative—to pay attentiorstestainable happiness. Teacher education
needs to be reoriented to sustainability and monghasis needs to be placed on the fact that
happiness has little to do with wealth and overaamgion (O'Brien, 2010). Combining
sustainability and happiness into one phrase, @iBimtends for this concept to fuel further
integration of both concepts.
Voluntary Simplicity

Voluntary Simplicity (VS)—a movement consistingpsople who desire to lead a
simpler life less attached to money and materialeabee popular after a book with its own
name was published in 1981 by Duane Elgin. The meve advocates for a balanced approach

in life that embraces the sentiment echoed by Ritaegg: “singleness of purpose, sincerity
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and honesty within, as well as the avoidance of. nyrmssessions irrelevant to the chief
purpose of life.” (Elgin, 2010). Many voluntary gotifiers—VSers in short—aprioritize personal
growth, spiritual development and ecological wealldg as their main concerns (Kasser, 2010).
VSers report higher level of happiness and liveratys that reduce their environmental
footprints when compared to the mainstream groupyWB & Kasser, 2005). Brown and Kasser
developed a model that suggested that the resalts partially explained by the difference in
value systems; VSer’s value system is oriented tdsventrinsic goals, while the mainstream
Americans’ is oriented towards extrinsic and mailesiic goals (Brown & Kasser, 2005). The
characteristics of the VS movement—such as frugasemption, practicing mindfulness and
focus on relationships—are consistent with thossustainable livelihood, and this movement

deserves further attention.

Time Affluence

In my opinion, one of the most fascinating concepéd arose out of the dissatisfaction of
the current societal conditions is time affluense.many of us strive for material affluence, we
work longer hours in an attempt to earn extra cakls results in the experience of “time
poverty”. Time poverty, along with overwork, is celated with lower happiness and more
environmental damage (de Graaf, 2003). In facpntsghat life is “too hectic” or “too busy”
predicted lowered life satisfaction (Kasser & Bro\®003). Time poverty prevents individuals
from pursuing enjoyable activities, such as theblies or social gatherings. Furthermore, it
often prohibits slower—and more sustainable—modésansportation (walking, biking or
public transportation) or time to prepare healthtgai (Kasser, 2009). Consequently, countries
whose population worked fewer hours had lower egiod footprints (Hayden & Shandra,

2009).
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The US is one of the few nations in the world geh&ve mandates of minimum paid
vacation or maternity leave (Kasser, 2010). A dédfe message needs to be broadcasted by the

government if its goal really is to serve the peopl

These three concepts are important because tip@fysihe potential shift—in the right
direction—in the way our society operates. Theythree ways we can create a happy and
sustainable society: fostering conversation albdwairélationship between sustainability and
happiness, promoting a less materialistic cultumet lzelping individuals allocate enough time to
do things that make them happy. These three idwasearve as starting points for the
conversation about sustainability and happinesbeysoffer some policy options and ideas on

how environmental sustainability and personal haggs can be achieved.

Grassroots Activism

In 2010, John de Graaf and Laura Musikanski decidedke matters into their own
hands and officially launched a nonprofit calleceHappiness Initiative (HI). Originally based
in Seattle, WA and reaching out nationwide, HI atmbuild “a new quality of life movement
based upon measures of civic success and prosgiaaitgo beyond Gross Domestic Product”
(The Happiness Initiative, 2011). Since its inaagian, many passionate citizens in counties and
college campuses have started their own initiatineéseir communities, and many more are

interested in doing so.

The Happiness Initiative is but one example ofgtessroots activism that is calling for
people to be more mindful of their own well-beinglahat of the planet. As the sustainability
and happiness movement is still in its infancy hsactivism is crucial in spreading the

awareness of the idea that individuals can be enmientally responsible and happy at the same
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time. If more people start to believe in the idbas will also put pressure on governing bodies to
add indicators of happiness. This is especiallg tonsidering that moving towards an
environmentally and socially healthy future mayuieg more than just a behavior change; it

may require a shift in values.

Towards a Culture of Sustainability and Happiness

A daunting challenge facing the sustainability &agpiness movement is that people’s
values differ. To create a sustainable future, gowents, nonprofits and other entities must be
able to move people deeply enough to shift thdiwesand aspirations towards those that are
conducive to sustainability and happiness. In Sctaigacircumplex model of values (Schwartz,
1992), power and achievement—two features of cligta—lie opposite universalism and
benevolence, two values that are associated witbera for the greater good (Kasser, 2011). In
fact, Grouzet et al.’s study of college studentsagdd that desire for financial success is
diametrical to community-feeling aspirations (Greyzt al., 2005). In the meantime, capitalistic
values undermine people’s concern for a senserofamedness with other humans and life
paths that make them feel worthy and autonomousggta Cohn, Kanner, & Ryan, 2007). So,
according to this research, the more an individoakcerns himself or herself with materialistic
goals like power, achievement and financial sucdéssless likely he or she is going to act in a

way that enhances the well-being of future genanat{Kasser, 2011).

Beyond the values of individuals, differencesufture-level values—the aggregate set
of values that defines a group—also play a rolafiecting the future of the society. Schwartz’s
culture-level model of values (Schwartz, 1999) ssgg that cultural values that promote self-

interest are in conflict with values that promot@cern for future generations. Hierarchy and
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mastery values are extrinsically oriented and faousvealth and power creation, while
egalitarianism and harmony promote equality, distion of power and appreciation of the
world. Kasser found that the more a nation valuiesafchy and Mastery and the less it values
Egalitarianism and Harmony, the lower the childsankell-being is in the nation and the more

CO, the nation emits (Kasser, 2011).

Countries have different cultural values on thermdevel and, on the micro scale,
further differences among individuals within eachuetry. The fact that there are differences
both between and within countries is the majorleingle of building a new culture or moving an
existing one in a new direction, but this is a Hraje that needs to be tackled. A shift towards
egalitarianism and harmony values is needed inrdocdereate a future that is environmentally
sustainable and supports citizens’ pursuit of haggs. We are facing a crisis of values, and like
Kasser said, in order to enhance sustainabilityneex to “remove the root causes of self-
enhancing, materialistic values [and] encourager@édttive values that oppose the self-
enhancing, materialistic values and that promotdogical sustainability” (Kasser, 2010). Our
current lifestyle is simply not sustainable, ecadally and socially. We need to find “greater
harmony between our internal and external lands;af@'Brien, 2005) such that our external
experiences lead to internal joy and fulfillmenhl{pwhen we are environmentally responsible

and derive satisfaction from being so can we cldiat our society is truly sustainable.

Policy Options. Measuring What Matters

While the shift towards a culture of sustainabilgyndeed a monumental challenge,

twelve countries have already started this procegish-positive reception from their citizens.
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This section briefly highlights the effort in Bhata-the first country to do so, and discusses the

overall implications for the future.

One of the first countries to start measuring haggs is a tiny nation in the Himalayas
called Bhutan. HM the King Jigme Singye Wangchuacfaimed in 1972—incidentally, he
was sixteen years old at the time—that “Gross Mafiblappiness is more important than Gross
National Product” (Gross National Happiness USA,)in Guided by Buddhist ethics, Gross
National Happiness (GNH) emerged as both a philegand an indicator to promote both
human development and environmental conservatianiq, 2006). However, Bhutan and GNH
still face significant challenges. As Bhutan opapdo the rest of the world, it is walking the fine
line of maintaining its cultural heritage and eowvimental quality while welcoming the
technology and opportunities from globalization igk, 2006). Another important consideration
is the cultural homogeneity in Bhutan. The CitizepsAct, which some claim was implemented
to create a single national identity, resultechim ¢viction of more than 1000,000 ethnic Nepalis
(Hutt, 2003). This raises the concern of whether laow concepts like GNH can be applied to

diverse settings such as the United States ancpEuro

Since its conception in 1972, GNH has sparked wodd debate on the measures of
progress and prompted many organizations and gesmtr seriously consider including well-
being indicators in their own progress report20d1, Christian Kroll published a paper (Kroll,
2011a) that contains a sizeable list of countriesngpting to measure well-being. Apart from
Bhutan, countries including the UK, US, Germanalyit France, Australia, Spain, Netherlands,
China, India, and Canada are pursuing comprehensasurements of well-being through a
myriad of ways including administering new survdyssting roundtables to foster community

engagement, producing well-being reports, devetppisingle index or set of indicators, and
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creating happiness scorecards. Through his resdaral noticed that many countries are now
in agreement that “existing measures of progressdieties, above all GDP, are no longer
adequate.” Although there are different approaghesngle happiness index vs. a dashboard of
indicators being one example), key elements suahvadving the public and utilizing the
indicators to evaluate policies are vital in enhiagt¢he well-being of the country. In fact, using
well-being indicators is a proposal that may chathgehow politics work around the world. The
release of indicators could require politiciand&accountable to their policy ideas, who will
have to defend their policies with evidence rathan opinions (Kroll, 2011b). Furthermore,
pursuing happiness is a universal goal and tenawiie bipartisan cooperation instead of the
guotidian stalemate and political bickering thatasnmon in the present day. These will result in

higher civic participation and policies that areugel towards the betterment of people’s lives.

Exciting challenges lie ahead for this new movemeéhe next few decades will certainly
be interesting as more countries begin to rolltbair well-being initiatives and those currently
with programs in place start to release their figdi To borrow from Richard Layard (2006),
great societies should be judged by the happines®io people rather than how wealthy they

are. This is indeed becoming a reality.

Conclusion
The author is encouraged by the amount of researdhnitiatives on sustainability and
happiness that occurred in recent years. As showms paper, our current mindset and way of
life contain misconstrued notions of happinessarmtess. We cannot continue to operate using
the capitalist model and still expect to be envinentally sustainable. Fortunately, alternatives
already exist; they need close examination. As rafiip like the Happiness Initiative advocate

for sustainable happiness and countries like BhatehCanada attempt to create policies to
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account for the welfare of their people, we wilhtiaue to learn how best to attain sustainability
and happiness concurrently. United Nation’s (20&tgnt resolution that said “the pursuit of
happiness is a fundamental human goal” and inigesembers to “pursue the elaboration of
additional measures that better capture the impoetaf... well-being in development” is a
positive sign that the shift is forthcoming. Upcogpiresearch focusing on further integrating
environmental sustainability and happiness will/Briable in providing additional momentum
for the movement. Along with the advances in redeahere is no better time for individuals to
act. The time to call for happiness to be a prinwnycern of life is now. Sustainable
development—one that neglects neither the envirommer the well-being of the people—can

be achieved through heightened and active consideraf happiness.
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