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Abstract 

 
What’s Happiness Got to Do With It? 

Wellbeing and Sustainable Development Policy 

 in Greater Victoria, British Columbia, Canada 

 
by 

 
Mark Daniel Teschauer, MSCRP; MSSD 

The University of Texas at Austin, August 2013 

 
Supervisor: Michael Oden 

  
 
 Planners often invoke wellbeing, sustainability, and related concepts when 

discussing planning initiatives, all of which are contested within their own separate 

literatures. Some of these planners, however, have begun drawing connections between 

the disciplines, a connection that very few in the planning academic literature are 

recognizing and studying. Using the Greater Victoria Happiness Index Partnership (HIP) 

in British Columbia as its primary case study, this thesis draws upon HIP’s experience in 

creating regional wellbeing indicators to better understand this relationship. It will 

investigate the efficacy of their efforts in affecting regional policy, explore their as well 

as the academic understandings of the wellbeing/sustainable development relationship, 

and draw recommendations that ultimately suggest a new means of applying this 

relationship in planning and other realms of public policy. 
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Introduction 

“We had to build a city not for businesses or automobiles, but for children and thus for 
people. Instead of building highways, we restricted car use. … We invested in high-
quality sidewalks, pedestrian streets, parks, bicycle paths, libraries; we got rid of 
thousands of cluttering commercial signs and planted trees. … All our everyday efforts 
have one objective: Happiness.” – Enrique Peñalosa, former Mayor of Bogotá, Colombia1 
 
 It was through the rhetoric of Enrique Peñalosa that I first developed an interest in 

understanding the relationship between wellbeing and sustainable development. He 

articulated a vision for urban development that prioritized the happiness and wellbeing of 

all residents rather than the needs of the city’s growth-oriented, car-owning economic 

elite. In my mind, he was also articulating an urban planning vision that did not 

emphasize planning “things” for their own sake, but planning for people. In other words, 

Peñalosa simply did not talk about the technical aspects of how he installed bicycle lanes 

and expanded sidewalk networks, but explaining why doing so was important for the 

wellbeing of the city.  

 During initial research on Bogotá, I came across the efforts of a group called the 

Happiness Index Partnership in Greater Victoria, British Columbia, Canada. In 2008, the 

Happiness Index Partnership (or HIP), with funding from its member groups, developed a 

Wellbeing Survey to measure the subjective wellbeing of residents in Victoria. I initially 

set out to describe the experiences of HIP, examine if HIP influenced local policy, and 

then provide recommendations to others looking to develop their own survey as well as 

policy connections with urban planning. 

                                                
1 "Enrique Peñalosa," Project for Public Spaces, http://www.pps.org/reference/epenalosa-2/ (accessed April 
28, 2013). 
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 Karen Scott’s Measuring Wellbeing: Towards Sustainability, however, shifted my 

course of research to more explicitly examine this relationship. After all, the text of HIP’s 

2008 Wellbeing Survey stated that the “need to develop and implement systematic 

measures of wellbeing has become an international priority, largely because of the 

increasing focus on sustainable development.”2 Elsewhere, as one of its few examples of 

urban sustainability, Public Broadcasting Service’s environmental sustainability series e2 

highlighted Peñalosa’s efforts in Bogotá3, and other media outlets have likewise drawn 

connections between Peñalosa’s urban happiness development and sustainability.4 

Interestingly, further review of the academic literature outside of Scott’s book revealed 

few explicit discussions about this relationship, demonstrating a gap in the literature that 

this thesis could fill. 

 As a result, the research question ultimately driving this thesis is as follows: 

Given the experiences of participants in the Greater Victoria Happiness Index 
Partnership, what is the relationship between concepts of happiness and 
wellbeing, and sustainability and sustainable development? 

  
 In order to answer this question, I begin with Chapter 1 by explaining my 

methodology: explaining my assumptions; why I ultimately chose Greater Victoria to be 

the case study; and how I conducted the literature review and how I conducted interviews 

of HIP members. 

 Chapter 2 provides a literature review of the major findings of the happiness 

literature. I explore the development of conceptions of happiness through time, what 

                                                
2 Happiness Index Partnership 2009 
3 PBS 2008 
4 Walljasper 2010 
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empirical research suggests increases levels of happiness, and the philosophical and 

political implications of applying happiness research in politics. I reserve discussions 

about happiness/wellbeing and sustainable development for Chapter 4 and explore 

Veenhoven’s (2000) concept of the four qualities of life as a means of better 

understanding the intersection of these two concepts. 

 Chapter 3 will describe the findings from Victoria, as collected from interviews 

and other official publications by HIP and any media discussion about HIP’s Wellbeing 

Survey. This chapter will highlight Victoria’s experience from inception to survey 

development until present-day experiences and impact on policy there and elsewhere. 

 Chapter 4 will be the heart of the thesis where I dive into exploring the 

relationship between happiness and sustainability. I will, again, utilize Greater Victoria as 

a case study by comparing HIP participant’s views on the relationship between happiness 

and sustainability, along with an examination of the relationship between HIP indicators 

and preexisting sustainability indicators in the region. 

 Lastly, the Conclusion will examine the experiences of Greater Victoria to 

recommend a new means of pursuing policy related to sustainable development and 

happiness/wellbeing, which will ultimately be based upon Veenhoven’s5 concept of the 

four qualities of life. 

                                                
5 Veenhoven 2000 
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Chapter 1 
Methodology 

 
Structure 

 As outlined just prior in the Introduction, my thesis has the following structure: 

! Introduction 
! Chapter 1: Methodology 
! Chapter 2: Literature Review on Happiness 
! Chapter 3: Case Study of Greater Victoria’s HIP 
! Chapter 4: Greater Victoria and the Happiness/Wellbeing and Sustainable 

Development Relationship 
! Conclusion 

 
In reading the thesis, readers will notice that Chapter 4 contains its own literature review 

on the happiness/wellbeing and sustainable development relationship, and may 

subsequently wonder why this is the case. Rather than including it in the Chapter 2 

literature review, I kept the two separate since I did not want to overwhelm the reader 

with too much information up front. Since discussion on the relationship will happen 

closer to the end, I felt it best to save relevant discussion for its appropriate time. 

Additionally, the literature review on the relationship is strongly related to the methods of 

analysis I employ in Chapter 4, so distancing the literature review on the relationship 

from its appropriate discussion would, in my mind, make it more difficult for participants 

to draw connections between the literature and Greater Victoria’s understanding of the 

relationship. 

 
Assumptions 

 While I identify as a social constructivist, my methods ultimately derive from 
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what Demeritt calls phenomenological constructionism.6 Drawing upon a number of 

sources, Demeritt’s phenomenological constructionism is the assertion that “cultural 

groups… construct and redefine their realities… through ongoing social interactions.”7 

Additionally, the role of the sociologist (or social scientist) is “to attempt to account for 

the emergence, organization, and maintenance of claims making activity’ through which 

social and environmental problems are constructed as such.”7 My mission as a researcher 

is not construction-as-refutation, but to simply explain the Happiness Index Partnership. 

While I do provide critiques of HIP, I am not seeking to undermine it as an institution, 

and readers should thus understand these critiques as recommendations on how to better 

implement happiness and/or wellbeing-sustainable development policy in practice. I thus 

place myself in Demeritt’s phenomenological constructionism school of social 

constructivism, and I will relate subsequent description of methodology with 

phenomenological constructionism.  

  
The Use of the Word “Happiness” in this Thesis 

 Happiness is likewise such a construction. All people have had experiences of 

happiness and thus possess experiential knowledge of what it is. According to Aristotle8, 

however, happiness (or eudaimonia) is something all people wish to have since it an end 

to itself. People do not acquire money to simply have it, but because they feel it will 

provide them with greater means to realize happiness, or that people do not seek honor 

and recognition for its own sake, but because people feel that it will bring them 

                                                
6 Demeritt 2002 
7 ibid., 771 
8 Aristotle 2001 
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happiness. In short, all people desire happiness, but its qualities and the means of 

acquiring it are ultimately constructions. As the history of happiness overview in Chapter 

3 will demonstrate, people throughout history in Western Civilization have constantly 

been articulating different ideas about what happiness is and how to realize it (if it is even 

possible). Thin9 challenges this notion, however, suggesting that it is itself a construction 

and that people may actually see happiness as a means rather than an end. For instance, 

people tend to be more creative when happy, so if someone wishes to be more creative, 

s/he should identify ways of being happier in life. While happiness presented in this way 

is a means to an end, happiness is an end since no other state of being can provide as 

many desirable benefits as happiness. When someone who wishes to be more creative 

does so by becoming happier, this person may realize the other benefits that happiness 

provides, and that happiness is a more desirable state of being than other states of being 

and thus an end to itself.  

 Since happiness is experiential, it holds different meanings to different people. As 

a result, I will not attempt to explicitly define happiness here. With its many nuances, any 

definition would prove unsubstantial, as any attempt at defining ‘love’ would result in 

numerous shortcomings. This can be best described with an oft-quoted Buddhist saying, 

as stated in this case by actor and martial artist Bruce Lee in the opening lines to the 1973 

film Enter the Dragon: 

 Don’t think. FEEL. It’s like a finger pointing at the moon. Do not concentrate on 
the finger or you will miss all of the heavenly glory!10 

                                                
9 Thin 2012 
10 “Quotes: Enter the Dragon (1973),” International Movie Database, 
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0070034/quotes?ref_=tt_ql_3 (accessed April 28, 2013). 
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Lee is attempting to teach his pupil one of the most important elements of fighting, which 

is to fight from a certain phenomenological state of mind that defies rationalization. This 

is not to say that we should abandon reason, but that it is faulty to think we can 

understand something simply because we can rationally define it. Happiness is exactly 

this: it is something that must first be understood experientially in order to even attempt 

to describe it rationally.  

 Nonetheless, I must recognize as a constructivist that I write this thesis from my 

own constructions of happiness. Even as I may try to claim some level of objectivity by 

presenting empirical research on happiness11, I still present a certain concept of happiness 

in this thesis. I have already articulated a bit of this concept in the previous section 

regarding happiness being an end to itself. Nonetheless, it is still important to provide the 

reader with a somewhat more substantial understanding of my position so that readers do 

not assume I mean simple hedonism when I talk about happiness. I utilize Ruut 

Veenhoven’s matrix (see Table 2.1) on the Four Different Types of Satisfaction12 as a 

broad overview of what I mean when I use the word ‘happiness.’ 

Table 1: Veenhoven's Understanding of the Different Types of Satisfaction (source: Veenhoven 2006) 

 

                                                
11 Torras 2008 
12 Veenhoven 2006 
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 In Veenhoven’s mind, satisfaction can have two different levels of depth and 

duration. In depth, deriving satisfaction in the ‘Part of life’ (part) row means that one’s 

satisfaction with life is partial while the ‘Life-as-a-whole’ (whole) is as the term suggests. 

In duration, deriving satisfaction in the ‘Passing’ column means that it is short-lived and 

fleeting while the ‘Enduring’ means that it is longer lived and has greater permanence. As 

a result, a passing-part satisfaction (Pleasure) is something short-lived that only applies to 

one’s life partially, like enjoying a cold beverage after hard work on a hot summer day, 

and is thus more hedonistic in nature; enduring-part satisfaction (Part-satisfaction), in 

turn, is longer lived than passing-part, and encompasses things such as satisfaction with 

one’s job or with the goings-on in one’s country; a passing-whole satisfaction (Top-

experience), however, is a moment of experiencing profound sublimity or awe, such as 

moments when one becomes lost in rapture when listening to music; finally, the 

enduring-whole satisfaction (Life-satisfaction) closely approximates what I mean by 

happiness, in that one’s satisfaction is not only longer lived but also encompasses the 

whole of one’s life. It does not mean that this satisfaction must be as profound as a Top-

experience, but that one’s life satisfaction tends to come internally rather than externally. 

Having a fulfilling marriage, for instance, contributes to Life-statisfaction. 

 This is not to say that the other types of satisfaction are unimportant or even vain, 

but that when I use the term ‘happiness,’ I intend to describe a long-lasting satisfaction 

with one’s overall life. There are other elements to understanding happiness, such as its 

relationship with concepts of wellbeing, quality of life, and welfare, but I will save that 

for the literature review in Chapter 2 and in Chapter 4. 
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Selecting the Case Study 

 As an Anglo-American region, Greater Victoria shares more cultural similarities 

to regions in the United States and other parts of Canada than Thimphu, Bhutan (the 

capital of the country where Gross Domestic Happiness came to be) or other cities across 

the world that may have developed a municipal or regional-level happiness survey and 

implemented policy based thereupon. 

 The Greater Victoria region is, to my knowledge, the first place in Anglo-America 

to develop a happiness survey supported by funding from various regional government 

agencies, doing so in 2008. While Seattle, Washington and Somerville, Massachusetts 

both developed indicator surveys in 2011, two years is not a substantial time frame to 

observe changes in policy. The assumption here is that five years provides enough time 

for observational changes in policy. While Gallup has a Wellbeing Index that measures 

the wellbeing of the United States as a whole, individual states, congressional districts, 

and Metropolitan Statistical Areas, the findings are derived by Gallup (a third party) and 

not the municipality or region itself, the latter two of which would lend more weight in 

policy implementation. This would be the case since it would be unlikely for a 

government to spend its valuable staff resources and public tax dollars on an initiative 

that it would not use for future policymaking. Additionally, governments can easily 

ignore reports from third-party groups (such as Gallup) if the government is skeptical 

about the reputation of these groups, if there is little political pressure to incorporate their 

findings in policymaking, or if policymakers do not see the relevance of these reports to 

their work. 
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Literature Review 

 As happiness is an interdisciplinary (and arguably transdisciplinary) field of 

research, its literature is broad and diverse, spanning the humanities, social sciences, and 

disciplines related to the study of government and public policy. While there may be 

other areas of research I am neglecting to include, I only mention these since I have 

chosen to divide my literature review on happiness into these three categories and also 

because these three realms cover almost all academic discourse on the subject. In the first 

category, the humanities, I investigated the concept of happiness through history as 

described by McMahon.13 I utilized McMahon’s book as the basis for understanding the 

history of happiness because he approached the subject chronologically and limited his 

focus on Western Civilization, which is more relevant for understanding current 

discourse on happiness in Anglo-America. Although Eastern philosophies have found 

support and greater incorporation in contemporary philosophical discourse, such 

incorporation has been too recent, with the earliest notable example being 

Schopenhauer’s study of Buddhism during the mid-1800s. I will assume that Western 

philosophy has not radically shifted with the introduction of Buddhist, Confucian, Hindu, 

and other Eastern philosophical texts, and that Western civilization still operates 

primarily under Western philosophical thought.  

 I decided to limit discussion of the literature on happiness’s history to just 

McMahon. While White14 and Sissela Bok15 have both published their own “histories” of 

                                                
13 McMahon 2005 
14 White 2006 
15 S. Bok 2010 
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happiness, I found them to be more of meditations on various topics in happiness, as 

stated by various philosophers throughout time without any reference to chronology. 

White intentionally does not follow chronology, asserting that “no one learns anything 

about philosophy from the vulgar historicism which says that the understanding of a 

concept is generated simply by understanding its history or its contexts.”16 While 

Professor of Philosophy White may feel this way about his subject matter, I do not have 

his or Sissela Bok’s privileged understanding of philosophy to think the same. The 

authors’ heavily academic orientation limits their books’ accessibility, and the books’ 

non-linear “history” of happiness makes it especially difficult to use them as the basis for 

a chronological history of happiness. McMahon’s book, on the other hand, embraced the 

“vulgar historicism” that White so disapproved of, yet it ended up better serving the 

purposes of this thesis since it provided a clear narrative that was easy to understand.  

 In both the second and third categories, I utilized Greve’s Happiness17 as a 

starting point for providing major overviews in research from both the social sciences and 

government/policy disciplines. The primary reasons for utilizing Greve’s book was due to 

its comprehensive yet concise description of findings from the disciplines, and its recent 

publication date, suggesting that its findings are timely and relevant to current research. 

In finding other literature, I utilized Greve’s citations to more specifically examine 

certain concepts, such as the economics of happiness, the psychology of happiness, and 

                                                
16 White 2006, viii 
17 Greve 2012 



 

 

12 

the political aspects of happiness policy. These citations, in turn, snowballed into other 

citations that I used, including Derek Bok’s The Politics of Happiness.18  

 In regards to investigating the relationship between happiness/wellbeing and 

sustainable development, Scott’s Measuring Wellbeing1 and its citations provided the 

starting point for finding other relevant writings on the subject.  

 
Data Collection for Greater Victoria 

 While there is extensive literature in the realm of happiness research, there is very 

limited literature related to the creation of HIP’s Well-Being Survey. Such literature or 

other documentation came mainly from the organizations involved with HIP or 

journalism outlets reporting on HIP’s work. It was necessary, as a result, to interview as 

many HIP participants as I could in order to understand the internal workings of HIP. 

Using intuition and preexisting information about HIP, I developed a series of questions 

that would form the basis for semi-structured, tape-recorded interviews that were 

intended to run for 30 minutes (see Appendix 1 for list of questions). Even though all 

interviews ran over this intended thirty minute limit, there was not enough time to ask 

participants every single question from the list of questions. I allowed participants to 

discuss their experiences and understandings at length, and merged questions since, even 

though participants were very kind with their time and allowed the interview to run over 

the limit, I wanted to respect their time as much as possible. I did not, as a result, collect 

as much data in ideal circumstances, but what I gathered provided an excellent basis 

nonetheless for answering the major questions I had to ask.   

                                                
18 D. Bok 2010 
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 The first set of questions aimed to understand the process of how and why 

participants joined HIP, what their role and participation was in HIP, determining what 

and why they chose to measure certain indicators on the final Well-Being Survey, how 

survey information was disseminated and perceived by the public, and what policy 

effects it has had regionally. With the exception of questions examining what and why to 

measure certain indicators, these questions did not have a phenomenological 

constructionist basis, but instead served to derive a basic understanding of the HIP 

process. The second set of questions asked about the HIP members’ understanding of the 

relationship between concepts of happiness and wellbeing with sustainability and 

sustainable development. This set of questions was phenomenologically constructionist in 

nature since they aimed to understand how participants related these difficult-to-define 

concepts. It is important to note that, for this question, I did not provide participants with 

definitions of any of these terms so that they could answer the question from their own 

frames of understanding. 

 All interviews were transcribed and then coded, especially parts relating to 

discussion on the happiness/wellbeing and sustainable development relationship, in order 

to ascertain key themes from participants. Coding the historical evolution of the HIP 

process followed the sections of questions I used in interviews with participants (see 

Appendix 1). Coding the happiness/wellbeing and sustainable development relationship, 

however, required basing my methods in phenomenological constructionism. I sought to 

identify the key understandings of this relationship that participants held as they related 

to the literature. The aim was to understand whether or not there were connections 



 

 

14 

between theory and praxis. As a result, I coded participants’ responses according to the 

core approaches presented in the literature. After coding in this manner, I noticed that 

there were still other responses that did not align with what was present in the literature, 

yet they all conveyed what I interpreted to be a single coherent idea about the 

relationship. As a result, I coded the remaining responses with my own code to 

demonstrate that participants held a construction of the relationship that was not present 

in the literature. 

 I selected interview participants based on their direct engagement as HIP 

participants. Since there was very limited information available online about whom in 

particular were HIP members and how to contact them, I contacted the Victoria 

Foundation, a community foundation who is also a HIP partner. They provided me with a 

list of contacts and their emails, and I emailed everybody on that list. To generate a group 

of critical interviewees, I employed a snowball technique and asked those participants 

who responded to my email to provide me with other contacts, if they knew of any. I 

ultimately interviewed six HIP participants representing four of the eight HIP member 

groups. 

 However, I also interviewed others not affiliated with HIP due their expertise in 

working in the field of researching happiness or applying it in public policy elsewhere. In 

this case, interviews were unstructured with the intent of lasting for 30 minutes at the 

most. I did not create a questionnaire due to the individualistic nature of each of their 

respective professions and work, and after prompting them with a question relevant to 

their expertise, asked other questions that related to what they previously said in order to 
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expound on certain ideas or themes. I ultimately sought to interview three people in this 

group, but could only interview two. 

 In any case, when quoting anything the interview participants shared during our 

interviews, I will not explicitly refer to their identities in order to protect confidentiality 

and adhere to the stipulations set forth in the IRB contract. While it may seem excessive 

given the apparent lack of controversy surrounding details such as how and why HIP was 

formed, I wanted participants to speak candidly about their experiences without worry of 

potential unforeseen controversy. In any circumstance when people in Victoria openly 

discuss the Well-Being Survey in the media, I will directly quote them since their 

statements are in the public domain. In some of these cases, specific reporting on HIP in 

the media was so well developed that maintaining the confidentiality of HIP participants I 

interviewed would be too cumbersome of an effort. As a result, I will explicitly identify 

one participant, Michael Pennock, and attribute certain information to him, but will 

maintain confidentiality with direct quotations from his interview statements.  

 
Summary 

 I identify myself as a phenomenological constructionist, and the idea of happiness 

being an end to itself is a construction. Greater Victoria was chosen as the case study due 

to its cultural similarities to the rest of Anglo-America along with its distinction of being 

the first to develop a Wellbeing Survey at the municipal level. The literature review 

consists of key readings from the various disciplines in happiness research, including the 

humanities, social sciences, and the disciplines related to the study of government and 

public policy; and the key readings from the small literature on happiness/wellbeing and 
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sustainable development. After receiving contact information of HIP participants from 

one of the HIP organizations, I contacted potential interviewees and conducted tape-

recorded interviews with questions that elucidate certain aspects of HIP, and the 

snowballing technique provided me with two other interviewees who contributed to this 

research. I coded interviews to first identify the overall HIP process, and second identify 

how participant constructions of the happiness/wellbeing and sustainable development 

relationship related to theory on the subject. 
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Chapter 2 
Literature Review on Happiness 

 
Introduction 
 
 This chapter will cover findings from the three primary disciplines that contribute 

to happiness research. The first is a historical overview of various philosophical 

perspectives of happiness throughout the history of Western Civilization, with the intent 

of demonstrating the constructivist nature of the concept; the second is a summary of 

empirical findings from the social sciences about factors that seem to be strongly related 

to subjective wellbeing (SWB), the preferred means of measuring an individual’s 

happiness; and lastly the political implications of applying happiness research in public 

policy. 

 
History of Happiness 

 As stated in Chapter 1, happiness is a universal concept to humanity, so it should 

come as no surprise that philosophical discourse on happiness has likely existed since 

recorded history, at least starting with the pre-Socratic Ancient Greeks.12 The pre-

Socratic Greeks saw life as (what Thomas Hobbes would call19) nasty, brutish, and short, 

full of toils and troubles that could bring a crippling demise to one’s life at any moment. 

If anyone started to experience a good life that brought happiness, one had to be careful 

in not taking it for granted, for one’s life could turn for the worst. A loved one could 

suddenly fall ill to a disease that had no cure, or your fortunes lost to robbers overnight. 

The idea of destiny played a major role in pre-Socratic happiness since people thought 
                                                
19 “Thomas Hobbes,” The Window: Philosophy on the Internet, 
http://www.trincoll.edu/depts/phil/philo/phils/hobbes.html (accessed April 29, 2013).   
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they had very limited agency, and any attempt at controlling one’s happiness would be 

futile since tragedy could always strike. As a result, one could not be deemed happy until 

the end of his life. If one had fortunate circumstances but unfortunately perished in an 

accident that likewise destroyed anything personal of value, then his life could not be 

called happy. The concept of luck (or fate) thus played an important role in early 

happiness. McMahon utilizes etymology to highlight how the hap- prefix in happiness is 

actually an affix present in other words such as ‘perhaps,’ ‘happen,’ and ‘happenstance’ 

that meant “luck” in Old Norse.20 When describing someone without a care in the world, 

English speakers could call this person ‘happy-go-lucky.’ The contemporary German 

word Glück means both “happiness” and “luck,” and as Glücklich it means both “happy” 

and “lucky.” Similarly, the suffix of the French word for happiness, bon-heur (hyphen 

added), derives from a word meaning “fortune,” which combined with the prefix (bon) 

literally translates as “good fortune.” 

 Socrates, and the lineage of philosophers he inspired, began challenging this idea 

by asserting that it was possible for a person to be happy through individual initiative by 

focusing on realizing the “better elements of the mind” and, through contemplation, 

become happier.21 No more were the days that happiness could only be glimpsed at 

through hedonistic Bacchanalia that only provided temporary relief from the pains of the 

world, but by contemplating concepts like beauty and love, one could realize a higher 

happiness that Aristotle would call eudaimonia.8 While Socrates and Plato simply stated 

                                                
20 "hap, n.1," OED Online, March 2013, Oxford University Press, 
http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/view/Entry/84033?rskey=x1cb42&result=1&isAdvanced=false 
(accessed March 20, 2013). 
21 McMahon 2005, 36 
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that it is possible for people to become happy through contemplation, Aristotle took it 

one step further and asserted that the highest good (eudaimonia) of something is realized 

through the utilization of that thing’s distinguishing “function,” or characteristic, to the 

greatest extent possible, which for humans is the proper exercise of reason. The greatest 

exercise of reason, then, is understanding what constitutes virtuous action. When one 

exercises reason, one works to realize the Golden Mean of the virtues, or the sweet spot 

where one’s actions in varying circumstances are neither deficient nor excessive for the 

task at hand22, and thus realize eudaimonia. While eudaimonia is commonly translated 

into English as “happiness,” this translation is usually insufficient in describing the non-

hedonistic elements of life satisfaction, the elements that transcend pleasurable 

experience and begin describing what Socrates and Plato imply provide deeper levels of 

satisfaction. Aristotle concedes, however, that not every person can realize eudaimonia, 

and that one can only assess a person’s eudaimonia at death. The idea that humans could 

realize happiness through their own volition, however, was a radical departure from pre-

Socratic thought that saw people as having no agency in realizing their happiness. 

 The introduction and rise of Christianity, occurring after Plato’s and Aristotle’s 

dictums about human agency in realizing some happiness, began exerting significant 

influence in Western Civilization, especially after Roman Emperor Constantine’s 

legalization of the religion in 313 CE. In this era, Christians thought that they needed to 

                                                
22 Generosity is a virtue, for example. Deficiency of generosity is being stingy and cheap, where one keeps 
his money or possessions and does not share them with any other person, or even greedy and takes more 
than his share. At the opposite end is the excess, where one shares all of his money and possessions until he 
has none and cannot provide for himself and thus cannot continue being generous to others. The Golden 
Mean, then, is the action in between, where one gives the right amount. 
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“bear the cross” in life, like Jesus did, and see life’s pain and suffering as the path to 

promised happiness in Heaven. Pointing to the famous Beatitudes in both Matthew and 

Luke of the Bible, McMahon demonstrates how the original Ancient Greek for “blessed” 

(makarios) can also translate to “happy.” Thus, according to Matthew, the poor in spirit 

are happy because the kingdom of heaven is theirs, those who mourn are happy because 

they will be comforted in heaven, and you are happy when others persecute you and utter 

every evil against you. 

 With its emphasis on enduring suffering in order to realize eternal happiness in 

heaven, Christianity comes into apparent conflict with Aristotle’s assertion of realizing 

eudaimonia here and now. St. Augustine, a neo-Platonist, articulated a refutation of 

Aristotle in The City of God in the early 400s, observing from his life experiences that 

pursuing happiness in the here and now leaves one wanting ever more happiness that 

cannot be satisfied in the physical world.23 Adam and Eve rebuked God by choosing to 

eat from the Tree of Knowledge and live in their own light rather than from God’s, thus 

separating themselves from Him. Any effort, thus, to pursue happiness outside of God 

will only leave one quenching for more. Contemplating the beauty and love of God, then, 

is the means of finding true happiness, which is in Heaven. However, Pelagius, a 

contemporary Aristotelian of St. Augustine, saw Adam and Eve’s Original Sin as being 

undone by Jesus, permitting people to heed Jesus’s call to “be perfect, even as your father 

                                                
23 It is interesting to note the parallel between St. Augustine’s assertion about satisfaction and the Hedonic 
Treadmill, which I will discuss later in the Chapter 3. 
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in Heaven is perfect.”24 Nonetheless, Pelagius’s position, along with Aristotelian thought 

in general, became heretical and was suppressed. 

 While McMahon provides further history of happiness after St. Augustine, I will 

skip over this history since it is relatively irrelevant for the purposes of this thesis. Where 

I will resume is with the rediscovery of Aristotle in twelfth-century Europe via texts 

migrating from Middle East, complimented with Muslim and Jewish commentaries from 

Averroës and Maimonides, respectively. Members of the now Roman Catholic Church 

began reading Aristotle and grappled with what to do with his propositions on issues like 

happiness. With Aristotle’s assertion that happiness can be realized in the here and now 

without God, controversy once again arose as to whether or not to prohibit Aristotle. St. 

Thomas Aquinas, however, found a means of incorporating Aristotelian thinking into 

Catholic theology. In the thirteenth century, Aquinas asserted that it was indeed possible 

for a person to realize some amount of earthly happiness through virtuous action, but that 

true happiness could only be found in Heaven, and any amount of Earthly happiness 

paled in comparison to what God had to offer in Heaven. 

 While Aquinas was not the only major force popularizing Aristotle, his writings 

certainly increased Aristotle’s acceptance in the Catholic Church. The promise that some 

earthly happiness could be attained inspired the Renaissance humanists, who sought to 

celebrate human achievement through intellectual excellence. Martin Luther, in sparking 

the Reformation, challenged the Catholic Church’s insistence on salvation through good 

deeds and (most notoriously) indulgences, insisting instead that people did not have to 

                                                
24 Matthew 5:48, quoted in McMahon 2005, 103 
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earn something that was rightly theirs, and that faith in God alone was enough to receive 

salvation. Luther asserted that God actually wanted His people to be merry and happy on 

Earth, and being so kept the devil at bay; being miserable and sad, on the other hand, 

were evidence of sin, and by being happy, one could be closer to God here on Earth. 

Happiness in the here and now was a demonstration of God’s grace and a taste of what 

further grace lay in Heaven. By being happy, one experienced God’s grace and would so 

desire to find God’s grace in everyday life. 

 This notion eventually expanded and reached its developmental climax in the 

Enlightenment, which finally broke away from all Christian doctrine to assert that people 

should not only be happy, but that they should because it is their right to pursue earthly 

happiness. The Enlightenment put great faith in human reason and capabilities, 

articulating ideas of liberalism that asserted the role of government was to never interfere 

with the capabilities of individuals in society, but instead promote these capabilities 

through guaranteeing certain freedoms and rights, including the right to pursue happiness. 

In Thomas Jefferson’s famous quotation from the Declaration of Independence, he stated 

that all people “are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among 

these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” The French Declaration of the 

Rights of Man likewise stated that political institutions “shall tend to the maintenance of 

the constitution and redound to the happiness of all” and create the conditions that would 

promote aggregate happiness across society. Likewise, the Preface to the French 

Constitution of 1793 stated that governments may never oppress its citizens so that the 

people “may always have before their eyes the bases of their liberty and their happiness.” 
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The ethical framework of utilitarianism, first articulated by Francis Hutcheson25 and later 

championed by Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, also developed around this time. 

As a consequentialist ethical position, utilitarianism stated that an action is ethical when it 

maximizes ‘utility,’ or maximizes happiness, minimizes pain, and does so for the greatest 

number. Commonly, utilitarianism is summarized as “the greatest good for the greatest 

number.”23 Bentham notably dreamed of the ‘felicific calculus,’ an algorithm for 

measuring the happiness that results from realizing a certain action, and was the first and 

most notable philosopher to argue for such a calculus in public policy.  

 While there other developments in the philosophy of happiness between the 

Enlightenment and contemporary times, I will not go into that detail since it not as 

relevant to this thesis. During this period, though, there were challenges to Enlightenment 

thinking, with the Romantic Era posing the greatest challenge and Arthur Schopenhauer, 

the pessimist he was, challenging the idea that it is even possible to be truly happy in life.  

 Contemporary discussion on happiness, however, is now testing happiness 

empirically and examining psychologically, economically, and sociologically what 

contributes to a person’s happiness. It seems that if our goal is to understand what 

contributes to a person’s happiness, then we are figuring out how people can best apply 

agency in increasing their happiness individually and across society. The assumption here 

is that people would not invest the time and capital in researching happiness unless they 

want to apply it in everyday practice. The definition of positive psychology 

(“the scientific study of the strengths and virtues that enable individuals and communities 

                                                
25 Thin 2012, 3 
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to thrive”)26 alone suggests that happiness researchers believe that humans have agency 

to promote their happiness, and with this knowledge we can improve individuals and 

society as a whole. In the 1970s, the tiny Kingdom of Bhutan next to Nepal proclaimed 

that it would not seek the maximize Gross Domestic Product as a measure of progress, 

but rather seek to maximize Gross National Happiness27, and has since inspired numerous 

happiness indices around the world, including the Happiness Index Project in Greater 

Victoria. 

 
Findings from Happiness Research 

 With thousands of year of philosophical discourse in Western Civilization about 

the meaning of happiness and what contributes to it, we can suspect that such discourse 

has had profound effect on a variety of other disciplines. The Utilitarian concept of 

utility, for instance, has strongly influenced much of 20th century economic thought.1,28 

Since people’s sources of satisfaction and the subjective outcomes of their choices could 

not be directly measured, economists thought that interpersonal comparison of utility 

could only be measured via money and people’s work and consumption habits. These 

economists assumed that people were autonomous actors who would utilize their incomes 

to purchase the goods and services necessary to maximize individual utility. Economists 

assumed that by increasing incomes for individuals, individuals would see an increase in 

their utility since they could have greater capacity to select the goods and services 

necessary to maximize utility. Likewise, it was assumed that when a nation’s economy 
                                                
26 “Home,” Positive Psychology Center, University of Pennsylvania, accessed March 23, 2013, 
http://www.ppc.sas.upenn.edu/.  
27 Centre for Bhutan Studies 2012b 
28 Jordan 2008 
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increased its total productivity, incomes for everyone would rise, and that by increasing 

an economy’s total productivity, one would see increases in utility. This led to the 

popularization of both the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and the Gross National 

Product (GNP)29 as indicators of utility and welfare. 

 There were, however, numerous criticisms of utilizing GDP/GNP as the prime 

measure of welfare. Simon Kuznets, the author of the GDP indicator, warned in 1934 that 

“the welfare of a nation can… scarcely be inferred from a measurement of national 

income.”30 At the University of Kansas in 1968, Robert Kennedy famously remarked 

that: 

 Gross National Product counts air pollution and cigarette advertising, and 
ambulances to clear our highways of carnage. It counts special locks for our doors 
and the jails for the people who break them. It counts the destruction of the 
redwood and the loss of our natural wonder in chaotic sprawl. It counts napalm 
and counts nuclear warheads and armored cars for the police to fight the riots in 
our cities. It counts Whitman's rifle and Speck's knife, and the television 
programs, which glorify violence in order to sell toys to our children. Yet the 
gross national product does not allow for the health of our children, the quality of 
their education or the joy of their play. It does not include the beauty of our poetry 
or the strength of our marriages, the intelligence of our public debate or the 
integrity of our public officials. 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. And it can tell us everything about America except why we are proud 
that we are Americans.31 

 

                                                
29 It is important to distinguish between the two measures as they can be easily confused. GDP is the 
measure of the economic output produced within the boundaries of a jurisdiction (or nation). GNP, on the 
other hand, is the measure of the economic output produced by the members or citizens of a jurisdiction (or 
nation). For example, if the economic output of an Apple Inc. factory in China was $100,000,000, it would 
be included in China’s GDP but not in the United States’s, because Apple’s goods are being produced in 
China. The $100,000,000 would be included in the United States’s GNP, but not China’s, because Apple is 
an American company, not a Chinese. 
30 U.S. Senate Committee on Finance 1934, 7 
31 Robert F. Kennedy, as transcribed by the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum 
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 It was not until 1974, however, that Richard Easterlin authored Does Economic 

Growth Improve the Human Lot?32, which suggested that despite rising incomes amongst 

Americans during post-World War II prosperity, reported levels of subjective wellbeing 

(SWB) (an individual’s self-assessment of his/her own happiness) remained stagnant, 

even up until 1991.33 Additionally, he found that countries with widely varying GNPs 

generally reported having similar levels of subjective wellbeing. Easterlin asserted that 

once countries met their basic needs through economic growth, they should focus their 

efforts on increasing people’s life satisfaction since further growth would have no effect 

on people’s subjective wellbeing. Happiness researchers often call this the Easterlin 

Paradox, or the idea that there are diminishing marginal returns for average happiness 

with every increase in GDP/GNP and income. 

 Since Easterlin, empirical research on happiness in the social sciences has 

proliferated, with a majority of research occurring in the fields of economics, psychology, 

and sociology. The findings from the combined literature, then, can be divided into five 

categories of research: personality traits, socio-demographic factors, economic factors, 

contextual and situational factors, and institutional factors. As is the nature of 

categorization, there is arbitrariness with grouping findings since some findings do not fit 

comfortably in any one category. These categories, however, best describe the major 

divisions in the field. It is also important to note that (except for the following discussion 

on happiness and genetics) researchers often point to a chicken-or-egg dilemma in 

happiness research, namely in understanding whether or not certain correlates are causes 

                                                
32 Easterlin 1974 
33 Frey and Stutzer 2002 
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or effects of happiness. As an example, researchers find that married individuals are 

happy, but are they happy because marriage makes them so, or because happier people 

are more attractive and thus more likely to marry? It is important to keep this dilemma in 

mind while understanding the findings since the experts are not even sure what the true 

relationships are. 

 There are numerous ways of measuring a person’s happiness, all of which can be 

broken down into two basic categories: objective wellbeing and subjective wellbeing.18 In 

objective wellbeing, researchers assess people’s happiness using measures that are 

believed to promote happiness. In this realm, there are two means of assessing people’s 

happiness. The first mean is through utilizing indicators that are thought to promote 

welfare in society, and thus take the assumption that improvements in welfare indicators 

will increase happiness in society. However, as demonstrated with the discussion on 

GDP/GNP, such measures are not always guaranteed to be associated with happiness 

since these ideals are based on philosophical notions of welfare and happiness rather than 

what practice suggests. The second mean is through observation of a person’s behavior, 

and comparing this behavior with what the observer believes to be representative of a 

happy person. One possible method is to ask the friends and family closest to an 

individual to report on how happy they think the individual is. Another is to measure the 

number of times a person smiles in a day or over a period of time. However, the problem 

with this method is that it assumes that all happy people fit a certain norm and ignores 

that people have widely varying personalities and thus express themselves differently. It 

thus demonstrates that what is considered to be an “objective” approach is actually a 
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“subjective” approach, one that is based on social constructions. It thus produces 

unreliable data that cannot adequately assess a person’s happiness. 

 Thus, the preferred method amongst researchers is the subjective wellbeing 

approach. In the subjective wellbeing approach, researchers ask individuals themselves to 

rate their own happiness. The issue with measuring happiness in that way is to ensure that 

one properly words the question to properly assess what, as Veenhoven11 articulates, is 

life satisfaction rather than one’s superficial happiness. Researchers regard the subjective 

wellbeing question used in the World Values Survey to be the “classic” question to assess 

subjective wellbeing and reads as follows: 

Taken all together, how happy would you say you are: very happy, quite happy, 
not very happy, not at all happy?34 

 
The benefit of this question is that it inquires about a person’s happiness as a whole, 

indicating both depth of one’s happiness as well as longevity of the happiness in 

question. With the responses to this question, researchers compare subjective wellbeing 

with various other measures to examine whether or not relationships exists.  

 
Personality Traits 

 The first category where researchers have observed relationships falls into the 

category of personality traits. In this realm, there is a concept that people have a natural 

predisposition to a certain level of happiness outside of their control.35 Set-point theory, 

as it is called, asserts that people can have a combination of genetic predisposition to, 

have personality traits that dictate, live within cultural or national norms that dictate, or 

                                                
34 Helliwell, Layard, and Sachs 2012, 14 
35 Lykken and Tellegen 1996, cited in Veenhoven 2006 and D. Bok 2010 
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unconsciously maintain a certain level of happiness via homeostasis.11 Related to this 

notion is the aforementioned Easterlin Paradox that implies the existence of the hedonic 

treadmill. Easterlin points to this idea when discussing economic growth, stating that 

growth “does not raise a society to some ultimate state of plenty. Rather, the growth 

process itself engenders ever-growing wants that lead it ever onward.”36 On the hedonic 

treadmill, “immediate affective response to significant life events inevitably fades.”37 For 

instance, Derek Bok38 echoes the story of the person who expects to find happiness after 

winning the lottery, but only for a couple of weeks to find life’s problems return shortly 

thereafter. Criticism of this perspective argues that if people are predisposed to a certain 

level of happiness, why should people bother to try and improve their happiness if they 

have little agency to do so?11 Since Lykken’s and Tellegen’s 1996 study, other scholars 

have sought to explore this issue further and find that while genetics do account for a 

certain percentage of a person’s temperament, the influence of human agency and 

external conditions still has greater influence on a person’s subjective wellbeing39. 

 Other researchers33,40 point to four other personality traits that are related to 

happiness. Firstly, happier people tend to have high self-esteems, mainly because people 

with high self-esteems will have positive opinions about themselves and see themselves 

in a good light. Secondly, happier people have feelings of perceived control since they 

feel empowered rather than helpless. Myers and Diener40 point to how prisoners, nursing 

home patients, people living under totalitarian regimes, and those in severe poverty have 
                                                
36 Easterlin 1974, 121 
37 Myers and Diener 1995, 16 
38 D. Bok 2010, 21 
39 ibid., 53 
40 Myers and Diener 1995 
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lower morale and likewise poorer health. Thirdly, happier people are optimistic, in that 

they can believe they can succeed at whatever endeavors they do. Lastly, extroverts tend 

to be happier than introverts, even when they are alone.  

 
Socio-demographics  

 Socio-demographically, relationships exist between happiness and age.17,31 The 

primarily accepted finding is that the happiness-age curve is U-shaped, in that happiness 

is greatest towards the beginning and end of the average lifespan with a depression in the 

middle. The reasoning supporting this argument is that people younger than 18 worry less 

about the uncertainties of life that people in their 20s, 30s, and 40s face, but once people 

pass this phase and have experienced many of these uncertainties, they can retire and 

enjoy their leisure time. However, this finding has not gone unchallenged, as the choices 

used in retaining or omitting statistical variables can affect the final curvature of the 

happiness-age relationship.41 Marriage and having religious beliefs, though, are widely 

accepted as having a strong relationship with happiness.17,18,23,26,31 In marriage, the 

benefit of having a close intimate relationship benefits one’s self-esteem, provides relief 

from stress, and staves off loneliness.31 With religiosity, people derive a sense of purpose 

and meaning in life from believing in a higher power, find social support from attending 

services with other attendees, can better cope and accept the bad circumstances in life by 

attributing it to God’s will, and maintain better health since they drink and smoke less 

and are less promiscuous.31 People who have environmental values are similarly happier 

because they are more likely to hold a sense of purpose and meaning in life that is greater 

                                                
41 Frijters and Beatton 2012 
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than themselves, namely protecting the planet.42 Race, at least in the United States, plays 

a role in subjective wellbeing.18 Black Americans tend to report lower levels than White 

Americans, suggesting that social justice issues like discrimination and racism play a 

significant role in subjective wellbeing. Education correlates only to the extent that it 

provides opportunities to find fulfilling employment where one feels challenged and has 

autonomy in his/her line of work, versus someone whose labor is menial and dictated to 

by bosses and higher-ups.18 Otherwise, education alone does not make people happier. 

  
Economics 

 As aforementioned with the discussion on Easterlin30, increases in GDP/GNP lead 

to increases in subjective wellbeing, but with every increase in GDP/GNP, there are 

diminishing marginal returns on happiness. This is similarly true with relative income, or 

the relation of one’s income to other people in a society, rather than absolute income, 

which is simply how much one earns in general.31 If one’s income increases in proportion 

to inflation and one’s economic standing in society, happiness due to income alone will 

not increase. Like with set-point theory, Easterlin and arguments against material growth 

has not gone unchallenged. Critiques of Easterlin and happiness research in general fall 

on the basis that these researchers cherry-pick data and methodologies to support left-

oriented political beliefs while failing to measure other important factors related to 

happiness.43,44 Johns and Ormerod40 demonstrate that as life satisfaction remained 

stagnant and GDP/GNP increased in the United Kingdom from 1973-2002, public 

                                                
42 Marks et al. 2006 
43 Johns and Ormerod 2007 
44 Wilkinson 2007 
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expenditures also increased during that same time period. Wilkinson41 asserts that 

habituation to circumstances, or the hedonic treadmill, is inadequate since quality of life 

improvements do make a difference, such as the technological advancements and 

shortcuts to time-consuming endeavors that have occurred since the 1950s. While Johns 

and Ormerod do make a fair point about the falsehood of objectivity in the sciences, 

Wilkinson is a technological determinist in assuming that technological progress will 

improve people’s lives. In response, Derek Bok asserts that:  

 “[Wilkinson’s] point does not dispose of the surveys showing that Americans are 
no more content with their lives than they were in 1950. As Americans adapt and 
yesterday’s luxuries turn into today’s necessities, people are naturally unwilling to 
give them up, but that does not mean that they are any happier than they were 
before the process began. Neither does it suggest that the products they yearn for 
in the future will bring them any greater pleasure.”45 

 
Indirectly, Bok makes an important distinction between external and internal measures of 

wellbeing46, and that having good levels of the former does not necessarily the latter. 

Lastly, having too much economic inflation at once decreases people’s subjective 

wellbeing significantly, and having high employment and low unemployment rates are 

beneficial for people’s subjective wellbeing. 

 
Contextual and Situational Factors  

 Situationally and contextually, having a good work-life balance is traditionally 

considered to benefit subjective wellbeing. The reasoning behind this is that having 

leisure time outside of provides opportunities to socialize with family or friends, which 

builds social capital, and focus on other rewards and stimulating pursuits. Conversely, 

                                                
45 D. Bok 2010, 67 
46 See Veenhoven 2000 for a discussion on this 
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having too much leisure time could be an indicator that one is not feeling challenged in 

day to day life and is thus less able to derive a sense of purpose in life. Greve17, however, 

demonstrates using European Social Survey data that people’s subjective wellbeing is 

completely unrelated to the number of hours worked in a week. He points to a set of 

possible reasons as to why this may be the case: in order to earn enough to have a decent 

living standard, one has to work longer hours, and may actually wish to work these hours; 

European nations have different standards for working conditions and thus different 

norms; and family structures between nations may differ, with some nations favoring a 

single-breadwinner model versus nations that have a dual-breadwinner model. As a likely 

means of addressing these measurement criticisms, the Greater Victoria HIP Well-Being 

Survey included a measure for work-life balance not by measuring the number of hours 

worked, but by measuring whether or not people found their lives to be out of balance.2  

 While marriage, friendships, and relationships with family are all important for 

happiness, it is the quality of these relationships that correlate most strongly with 

happiness.17,18,31 Some people may be in a bad marriage, have weak friendships, or sour 

relationships with other family members, so the simple presence of relationships, 

regardless of their quality, does not necessarily correlate with happiness. Nonetheless, 

people in such good relationships, especially marriage, report higher levels of subjective-

well being that those who lack these. Another indicator of happiness is perceived good 

health, rather than objective good health.17 People who generally report having better 

health likewise report being happier. This may be due to personality issues like self-

esteem and perceived control since people with high self-esteems will naturally think of 
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their life situation more positively and people which high perceived control will feel that 

they are doing a better job than others at maintaining their health. Lastly, access to the 

biotic environment promotes happiness. Marks et al.39 highlight studies that point to the 

general psychological benefits that arise from healthy ecosystems and access to green 

spaces.  

  
Political and Institutional 

 Finally, there are political factors in people’s subjective wellbeing. Living in a 

country with democratic governance, having the ability to participate in democratic 

processes, and trusting officials in government are all important for individual subjective 

wellbeing.17,31 Likewise, having the autonomy to make free choices promotes subjective 

wellbeing. Frey and Stutzer31 point to three different freedoms: political freedom (ability 

to engage and participate in politics), economic freedom (ability to engage in economic 

transactions without excessive taxation or regulation), and personal freedom (ability to 

make individual choices about religious practice, whom to marry, when or where to 

travel, and more). Actually participating in government, along with engaging in 

volunteerism, further promotes people’s subjective wellbeing.  

 While, on the individual level, having less income relative to one’s peers appears 

to have a negative relationship with subjective wellbeing, there is disagreement in the 

literature about this relationship on a societal level, as measured by income 

inequality.17,18 Greve17 takes the position that there is a clear relationship, citing OECD 

data that demonstrates a negative correlation amongst OECD nations. While they do not 
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deal explicitly with subjective wellbeing, Wilkinson and Pickett47 present data showing 

that OECD nations with greater levels of income equality tend to perform better on 

certain wellbeing measures than OECD nations with lower levels of income equality. The 

lower one’s income, the lower are the levels of choice and autonomy one has in society, 

and having greater levels of income inequality may thus decrease subjective wellbeing 

across society as a whole.  

 There are some, however, who are not convinced. Berg and Veenhoven48 present 

data from 119 nations on income inequality and happiness and assert that there is no 

correlation whatsoever. Derek Bok18 suggests that this may be the case because 

differences in wellbeing amongst low-income earners derive more from differences in 

social status, autonomy, and authority that would not simply disappear by redistributing 

income. Additionally, Bok asserts that intellectuals overstate the feelings of resentment, 

envy, and bitterness that low-income earners feel when income inequality increases. 

Instead of addressing income inequality from a happiness perspective, Bok further 

asserts, we should realize that happiness is indeed important but not supremely important. 

As a result, it would better serve us to articulate a position against income inequality 

using philosophical concepts of justice.  

 Both sides of the aisle make strong cases for their positions, but given the 

conflicting findings, we cannot say for sure if or why income inequality results in 

reduced subjective wellbeing. It seems that more research needs to occur in order to 

account for disagreements in the data.  

                                                
47 Wilkinson and Pickett 2009 
48 Berg and Veenhoven 2010 
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Happiness and Politics 
 
 By stating that good laws are necessary in a community to make its citizens more 

virtuous and thus more eudemonic, Aristotle8 was perhaps the first philosopher to discuss 

the relationship between happiness and politics. Enlightenment philosophers and political 

figures articulated that one of the roles of good government was to protect and foster 

people’s right to a happy life.12 Out of the ferment of the Enlightenment came 

utilitarianism, which explicitly articulated a guiding vision for government to realize the 

greatest happiness for the greatest number. With the advent of contemporary empirical 

research on happiness, academics and policymakers are exploring avenues for applying 

these findings in public policy. It would seem reasonable to apply these findings given 

that happier people are likelier to be better citizens, namely because happier people are 

likelier to engage in government, volunteer, and be better at creating positive social 

capital, and less likely to pursue hedonistic and momentary pleasures18 in excess and 

contribute to political instability. Like anything in politics, however, there are diverging 

opinions about the use of applying happiness research in policy. De Prycker49 

summarizes some of the key points made by each side, for and against (Table 2.2, next 

page). 

 Those arguing in favor of a politics of happiness state that because there exists an 

abundance of properly researched happiness studies that confidently demonstrate what 

the conditions of happiness are, we should consider policy interventions that might then 

increase happiness. Likewise, scholars have been measuring and studying happiness for  

                                                
49 De Prycker 2010 
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Table 2: De Prycker's Summary of the Pros and Cons of a Politics of Happiness (source: De Prycker 2010) 

 

twenty years at the very least, and that methods and techniques have since improved to 

better and more accurately measure happiness. Happiness has both final and instrumental 

value, and while others may counter that freedom or God has final value, happiness is 

still as significant. Lastly, proponents state that nations have already made conscious 

efforts to increase happiness, with the United States being a perfect example in declaring 

independence from King George III of England in order to found a democracy based 

upon protecting people’s rights, including the “pursuit of happiness.” Although not 

explicitly stated, De Prycker hints at Aristotle’s8 assertion that the role of government is 

to promote the happiness of its citizens through good laws. Proponents thus assert that if 

governments already do this, they should just be more explicit and use the data in policy.  

 Opponents, however, raise objections to these points. They assert that findings 

from the happiness literature can be manipulated and distorted by politicians for ends 

other than happiness, such as defending a certain political ideology or position.10 

American liberals could point to studies highlighting negative relationships between 
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income inequality and happiness or the positive relationship between environmental 

values and happiness, and argue that we need policies to address these issues accordingly. 

Conservatives, on the other hand, could point to the role of economic freedom and argue 

for laissez faire policies towards government regulation and taxation, and also point to 

the importance of social values like marriage, religion, and family life and the need to 

protect such institutions for society’s benefit. Opponents also assert that there is no 

consensus on what happiness even is, so pursuing it in policy would be futile since such 

pursuit would be like trying to shoot a moving target in total darkness.47  

 Likewise, they assert that governments cannot be certain if policies intended to 

increase happiness will actually do so. There is the potential that no matter how many 

resources governments dedicate to increasing people’s happiness, there will be a point 

where happiness increases no further and hits a ceiling. Happiness could also have 

unintended consequences in policy. Capability approach theorists like Amartya Sen50 

assert that focusing too much on subjective wellbeing is that, via conditioning, people 

who live in poverty may eventually accept their life of hardship, yet express high levels 

of subjective wellbeing despite their blatant lack of capabilities and freedoms that most 

would consider necessary for a life worth living. These opponents thus assert that 

happiness is important, but it is not the only thing of importance, and that happiness may 

not even be an end to itself: freedom and God may be more important ends to strive for. 

Opponents likewise argue an extreme version of the precautionary principle, stating that 

                                                
50 Sen 1987, quoted in D. Bok 2010, 55 
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if we focus too much on happiness, we may neglect ideas of justice and freedom47,51 and 

even the need for environmental protection.39 These risks are best avoided by not 

pursuing happiness policy altogether, and they should preclude us from ever pursuing 

such policy. Lastly, a politics of happiness might imply paternalism in government, 

namely that experts ultimately know what is best for people and engineer society. In so 

doing, they limit our freedoms and make us unhappy, and represent an increase in the 

size of government that could end up promoting aspects of happiness that lead to 

hedonism, not true fulfillment.52  

 In the end, politics is politics, and asserting that political figures will use whatever 

data they can find to support their positions is a commonplace notion. While it is 

important to acknowledge that happiness research will not be immune from political 

exploitation, we should not dismiss its use in politics simply because of its susceptibility 

to politicization. Opponents who assert that we should not utilize happiness research 

because we cannot agree on what it means neglect the idea that politics ultimately boils 

down to working out differences of opinion. For thousands of years, politicians and 

philosophers have been quarreling over the proper role of government in society, yet we 

are nowhere near agreeing upon what this should be. Concepts like love are likewise hard 

to define, yet governments around the world regulate the institution of marriage. 

Happiness is no different, and just because we cannot agree on what it means does not 

exempt it from politics.  

                                                
51 Sen 1999 
52 Aldous Huxley, quoted in Derek Bok 2010, 51 



 

 

40 

 In this case, one can refute the extreme precautionary principle argument by 

applying Kantian ethics: not pursuing happiness policy because of fear of potential risks 

does not make sense since doing so across all policy arenas would result in total inaction. 

As new problems and challenges arise, human innovation likewise devises means of 

addressing these problems, and because problems are complex, the solutions are never 

perfect. While we should express caution about the potential implications of happiness 

policy and plan to address its weaknesses accordingly, we cannot refute it without testing 

it first to see if such risk is real, and it thus places an unfair burden of proof on happiness 

policy advocates.  

 Claims of paternalism raise appropriate concerns about the extent to which 

governments should intervene in our lives to promote happiness, but it also assumes that 

happiness policy can only be realized through the control of one’s psychological state of 

mind, rather than relatively unobtrusive means such as incorporating happiness and 

wellbeing into the curricula of public school students. Additionally, such criticism 

highlights the beholder’s own construction of happiness, namely one that is hedonistic 

and not necessarily reflective of what happiness researchers truly advocate for.9 

Nonetheless, as philosophers like Sen53 suggest, happiness is important, but it not the 

only thing of importance. It is true that focusing too much on happiness and subjective 

wellbeing could detract from other important elements, but focusing entirely on 

environmental protection or freedom likewise ignores happiness.  

                                                
53 Sen 1987, quoted in D. Bok 2010 
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 Arguments by Sen and other capability theorists, however, amount to a petitio 

principii fallacy (begging the question) since they falsely recognize that justified 

satisfaction with life, or the idea that the “mere enjoyment of life does not constitute 

(true) happiness if it occurs in abjective situations,”54 is a condition that happiness 

advocates disagree with or would ignore in order to realize greater societal subjective 

wellbeing. While raising such issues is important philosophically, doing so at the 

dismissal of the field ignores the ways in which happiness research can inform the 

capability approach, and vice versa. Findings in the subjective wellbeing literature 

indicate that greater amounts of the freedoms advocated by figures like Sen are related to 

greater reported levels of subjective wellbeing, indicating that happiness advocates 

actually wish, or should wish, there to be greater equality of and access to opportunities. 

One of the additional benefits of a concept like happiness is its ambiguity55 and social 

constructability, permitting flexibility to define it in a manner that incorporates concepts 

of freedom, environmental protection, and other elements that people value in a good life. 

 
Summary  

 Historically, the overall trajectory of the philosophy on happiness has been a shift 

from believing people had little agency in influencing their happiness to one where 

people have agency. In happiness research, various personality traits, socio-demographic 

factors, economic factors, contextual and situational factors, and institutional factors are 

all linked to subjective wellbeing. With personality traits, people have some genetic 

                                                
54 Tatarkiewicz 1975, cited in Veenhoven 2000, 17 
55 Sen 2013 
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predisposition to a certain happiness level, but they still have much agency in improving 

or worsening their happiness. Generally, people with high self-esteems, who are 

extroverted, are optimistic, and have perceived control report being happier. Socio-

demographically, people are generally happier before the age of 18, and become 

progressively less happy until levels start to rise prior to and during retirement. Good 

marriage and close relationships, race (in the United States, at least), religiosity, and 

education insofar as it creates opportunities for stimulating and interesting employment 

all promote happiness. Economically, GDP/GNP increases happiness to a point, when 

marginal returns on happiness decrease greatly. Relative rather than absolute income is a 

better predictor of happiness since people base their happiness relative to others, but 

findings on the relationship between income inequality and happiness are mixed. Having 

too much sudden inflation is bad for people’s happiness, while high employment and low 

unemployment is improves happiness. Situationally and contextually, having a good 

work-life balance is thought to improve people’s happiness, but evidence to support this 

suggests there is no relationship. Having perceived good health helps, and biophilia and 

having access to the biotic environment helps greatly. Finally, trusting politicians and the 

political process, living under a democracy and having the ability to participate in 

democratic governance, and having autonomy and freedom help promote happiness. 

Applying these findings in politics is not widely accepted on a number of issues, but the 

concerns of opponents are either misplaced or are helpful but not serious enough to assert 

a complete divorce of happiness research from politics. The case study of Greater 
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Victoria’s Happiness Index Partnership will explore many of these factors in practice. 
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Chapter 3 
Greater Victoria and the Happiness Index Partnership 

 
Introduction 

 This chapter will explore Greater Victoria’s experiences in developing a Well-

Being Survey. To provide context about Victoria, there will first be a brief, encyclopedic 

overview of Greater Victoria, describing information about its population size, history, 

and economy. The chapter will then explore the Happiness Index Partnership by outlining 

the origins of the partnership, its creation and distribution of the survey, and what effects 

it had on policy in the region and other realms of life in Canada and abroad. 

 
Overview of Victoria, British Columbia 

 With a 2011 Canadian Census Population of 80,017, Victoria, British Columbia is 

located in the Pacific Northwest of North America, proximate to Seattle, Washington and 

Vancouver, British Columbia. At the southeastern tip of Vancouver Island and separate 

from mainland Canada, Victoria is the capital of British Columbia, and is the center of 

activity in the Greater Victoria region, which had a 2011 population of 344,615.  

 Before colonization by the British, Victoria was the site of a Lekwungen First 

Nations settlement. In 1843, James Douglas, a major figure at the Hudson’s Bay 

Company in what is now Vancouver, Washington, selected the site of present-day 

Victoria for the establishment of a new settlement.56 Anticipating an agreement that 

would define the British North America and the United States border at the 49th Parallel 

(which occurred in 1846), Douglas wanted to ensure that his company maintained 

                                                
56 Dunae et al., n.d. 



 

 

45 

headquarters in British territory and moved operations to the southeastern tip of 

Vancouver Island. Selected because of its natural port and open land for agriculture, the 

new settlement became Fort Victoria, named after the Queen of England. With the advent 

of the Fraser River Gold Rush in 1858, Victoria became a major supply center and 

jumping-off point, and served as a trading post with the arrival of another gold rush in 

1862. It was this year that Victoria became an incorporated city and maintained a role of 

being the capitals of Vancouver Island, then the colony of British Columbia, and finally 

the Province of British Columbia. With the arrival of the Canadian Pacific Railway in 

Vancouver, Victoria lost its economic prominence, but gradually transitioned into its role 

as a government, naval, tourism, and retirement center. 

 Other than being home to government agencies for both British Columbia and 

Vancouver Island, Victoria’s economy is largely dependent on tourism, thanks to the 

region having scenic beauty and some of the mildest weather in Canada. The Greater 

Victoria region, as a result, is also a popular place for Canada’s well to-do to retire. With 

its prominent location near the Pacific Ocean, Victoria is home to a major navy base, the 

CFB Esquimalt. Technology research and development also play an important role in the 

Greater Victoria economy, with more than 13,000 employees who work for companies 

affiliated with the Victoria Advanced Technology Council. With its Dockside Green, a 

LEED-ND Platinum Certified development57, and participation in the STAR 

                                                
57 “USGBC Project Profile: Dockside Green,” USGBC, accessed March 26, 2013, 
http://www.usgbc.org/ShowFile.aspx?DocumentID=10125. 
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Communities Pilot Program58, Victoria has received recognition abroad for its 

sustainability efforts. 

 
Overview of the Greater Victoria Happiness Index Partnership 

 In 2006, Michael Pennock, a Canadian epidemiologist with the Vancouver Island 

Health Authority59, was invited by a colleague to participate in developing a survey 

instrument to measure happiness in the small Himalayan nation of Bhutan.60 Pennock and 

his wife traveled there for three months, where they developed a long multi-hour oral 

interview survey to capture the numerous dimensions of happiness the Bhutanese 

government wished to measure. Given low levels of literacy in the country, an oral 

survey was necessary to gather the greatest amount of data from as many citizens as 

possible. Additionally, given Bhutan’s explicit policy goal of pursuing the growth of 

Gross National Happiness (GNH) rather than GDP/GNP, the need for indicators to 

measure GNH was of highest importance, so resources allocated to gather the necessary 

data for informing policy is proportionate. 

 In addition to his position at the Vancouver Island Health Authority, Pennock was 

a member of the Community Indicators Network (CIN), a Greater Victoria regional 

consortium of government agencies and non-profits that convened to share indicator data. 

CIN’s intent is to share important regional data in order to better inform and conduct 

policy analysis in the region and prevent the duplication of efforts across agencies. 

Pennock remained involved with GNH-related work up through 2008, when he began 
                                                
58 “STAR Communities Pilot,” STAR Communities, accessed March 25, 2013, 
https://www.starcommunities.org/communities/star-community-pilots. 
59 KCTS9 2011 
60 Chatterjee 2011 
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sharing his experiences in Bhutan and his knowledge about happiness indicators with 

members of CIN. It soon generated enough enthusiasm where seven CIN organizations 

agreed to help fund and manage the development of a happiness indicator survey. This 

subset of organizations then began calling itself the Happiness Index Partnership (HIP), 

and consisted of the following groups: 

• City of Victoria – The main city of Greater Victoria and capital of British 
Columbia 

• Capital Regional District – The regional government of Greater Victoria 
• Vancouver Island Health Authority (VIHA) – Major provider of healthcare in 

Greater Victoria and on Vancouver Island in general 
• Victoria Foundation – The main community foundation in Victoria, notable for 

being the second oldest in Canada61 
• University of Victoria – Major university in the region, located in Saanich 

(northeast of Victoria), most recently ranked as the ninth best university in 
Canada62 

• United Way of Greater Victoria – American-based and well-recognized non-profit 
devoted to a number of causes  

• Social Community Planning Council – Local non-profit oriented towards 
realizing sustainable and inclusive communities 

• British Columbia Ministry of Healthy and Sport – Provincial agency promoting 
healthy lifestyles 

 
Six of the eight organizations contributed $3,00063 each towards funding various 

elements of survey creation, dissemination, and analysis, amounting to a total budget of 

$18,000. VIHA absorbed the final costs necessary to publish what ended up being an 

underfunded survey. One participant stated that the funding came out of the “side of 

managers’ budgets,” indicating that it was very much a side project of many of the HIP 

participants. These participants largely did the work required to make HIP happen in their 

                                                
61 “About Us,” Victoria Foundation, accessed 27 March 2013, http://victoriafoundation.bc.ca/about-us. 
62 “University ranking,” University of Victoria, accessed 27 March 2013, http://www.uvic.ca/future-
faculty-staff/faculty/facts-reports/ranking/index.php. 
63 All dollar units mentioned in this thesis are Canadian Dollars, unless otherwise noted. 
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spare time, outside of their normal workload requirements, further suggesting they had a 

genuine interest in developing a survey. Pennock had an obvious interest, and one 

participant even stated that he kept HIP a secret from his boss since HIP was not directly 

applicable to his everyday work. This participant found that it provided an opportunity 

for creativity in local government, which in his eyes was very difficult to come across. 

Other participants joined HIP because they saw value in the types of data the survey 

would collect, whether it was directly applicable for the types of work their organization 

did or it filled hole in the overall web of data that needed filling. One participant joined 

partway through because HIP needed additional help in managing survey distribution, 

and he along with another participant became the dual, permanent representatives of one 

of the eight organizations.  

 Although all participants engaged in developing the survey, Pennock was largely 

responsible for developing it. Participants entrusted the survey with Pennock since he had 

previous experience working in Bhutan and was an active participant in the happiness 

movement as a whole. Their primary roles, then, became operating the “nuts and bolts” 

of the survey process. Pennock had a plan to adapt the Bhutanese GNH framework for 

Victoria’s own use, and after explaining the framework to HIP, they approved of its use 

for Victoria (see Table 3.1, next page).   

 There were, however, a number of constraints with simply “airlifting” the 

Bhutanese survey , as one participant put it, into Victoria. Firstly, HIP had to distribute 

the survey via postal mail for individuals to complete at home, resulting in a change from 

an oral format to a pen-and-paper format. Secondly, the survey could not take as much 
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time as it did in Bhutan, which assumingly was the case since HIP members could not 

dedicate so much of their time towards analysis when this was a secondary activity, 

participants would lose 

interest quickly were the 

survey much longer than it 

was, and the need for such in-

depth data was not as high as 

it would have been for Bhutan, 

a nation that prioritizes GNH. 

Thirdly, Bhutanese culture is 

very different from Canadian, 

and some of the questions on 

the Bhutanese survey would 

be completely inapplicable for 

 Victoria. As a 

conservative Buddhist culture, 

Bhutan sought to limit the 

influence of outside influences 

that could compromise local 

culture and traditions through 

initiatives like strict 

architectural design guidelines 

Table 3.1: Bhutan's GNH Framework in Comparison to HIP's Survey 
Framework (source: Centre for Bhutan Studies 2012a; HIP 2009) 



 

 

50 

and dress codes that reflect traditional Bhutanese culture. Such measures on cultural 

preservation would not be relevant for Canadians as they, like Americans, would likely 

see such initiatives as being very paternalistic, and demonstrates that the concerns of 

some happiness politics scholars about compromising freedom for happiness is a real, 

valid concern. 

 As a result, Pennock created a much shorter survey that was pen-and-paper based, 

intended to take between twenty and twenty-five minutes of one’s time, and better 

adapted to Canadian culture. He utilized the main framework for Bhutan and adapted it to 

the constraints of Victoria and the needs of HIP. The eight dimensions of happiness that 

are present in the Victoria survey are likewise present in the Bhutan survey, with the only 

exception being the removal of the Education dimension from the Victoria survey. My 

interview with Pennock did not reveal why this was so, but review of the survey tool 

suggested that education was incorporated in the Cultural Vitality dimension as access to 

educational opportunities, as an aspect of the Access and Participation subdimension. In 

any case, many of the subdimensions present in all of the Bhutanese dimensions are 

greatly summarized into each of their respective dimensions in the Victoria survey for 

brevity’s sake. For instance, one indicator on Governance in Victoria addresses what 

political participation, political freedom, and service delivery addressed in the Bhutanese 

survey. Additionally, questions regarding language, artisan skills, DriglamNamzha (“the 

Way of Harmony,” or certain formal behavior codes practiced during formal occasions) 

in Bhutan’s Culture dimension reflect the nation’s interest in cultural preservation, which 

is not as pressing of an issue in Victoria. As a result, Victoria measured inclusion 



 

 

51 

(freedom from discrimination) and access and participation (satisfaction with ability to 

participate in cultural events). Otherwise, Pennock utilized some specific questions from 

other surveys because of their reliability and use in other surveys to measure certain 

indicators, and also to allow for comparison with preexisting measures for Canada or 

other countries around the world.  

 Participants received Pennock’s survey very well, but most participants, however, 

mentioned two aspects of the survey that proved controversial. Firstly, in the Governance 

dimension, the original dimension asked about people’s perception of corruption in 

government. HIP received pushback from the British Columbia Ministry of Health, 

which oversees the Vancouver Island Health Authority (Pennock’s employer), over this 

question, and Pennock had to change it to instead inquire about people’s “satisfaction 

with electoral process [sic], government, courts, access to information, rights and 

freedoms.”2 The second aspect that proved controversial was with titling the survey. Even 

though HIP utilizes the term Happiness in its name, participants expressed concern about 

using it to describe the survey. One participant said that the danger of using the term 

happiness is its lack of credibility, that people see it as “flippant, not serious, fluffy.” 

Pennock even stated in an interview that, “if you use that phrase over here [happiness as a 

government policy issue], they’d probably wonder what you’d been smoking.”57 Another 

participant further suggested that this stigma was related with the overall stigma towards 

mental health issues in North America, and that discussing one’s feelings is 

uncomfortable for most Americans and Canadians. Another participant, however, 

provided an in-depth exploration of the stigma’s nature: 
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“One of the interesting challenges of using happiness… is there’s a general 
discomfort with talking about happiness as a policy or a policy issue... It’s almost 
seen as kind of a frivolous thing, so we tend to talk about wellbeing and people 
can relate to that: if I went to the [head of government], ‘You know, we really 
need to develop some happiness policy for BC,’ he or she would look at me like I 
lost my mind, but if I say, ‘We need some wellbeing policies/policies to promote 
wellbeing,’ then there’s an automatic connection to that, ‘Of course we do!’ One 
of the real obstacles here you find is this initial discomfort with the idea of 
happiness being a public policy issue... I sort of put it down to our Puritanical 
heritage of North America, that happiness is too close to pleasure. There’s a 
saying, I think it was by H.L. Mencken,... that he defined Puritanism as the belief 
that somebody somewhere is happy and we need to put a stop to it.64 
We still have that heritage in our culture that happiness has to do with pleasure 
and is loosely attached with sin and all other kinds of things, and so there’s a lot 
we’re just not very comfortable with.” 
 

As a result, HIP decided to call its survey the Well-Being Survey.   

 With the design of the survey completed, HIP proceeded to distribute the survey 

across the region in September 2008. With assistance from BC Statistics (the provincial 

statistics arm of British Columbia), HIP mailed 6,000 surveys to randomly selected 

residents in Greater Victoria based upon population distribution across all the 

municipalities in the region. These surveys utilized teleform to easily scan results into a 

computer to generate raw data, which Pennock took and ran through various analyses to 

create the findings. Three months later in December 2008, HIP received approximately 

2,400 completed surveys, yielding an impressive response rate of approximately 40%. 

Most participants, however, were older than what would have otherwise been truly 

representative of the age cohort distribution in the region. One participant also noted that 

since surveys were only mailed to households with addresses, homeless or transient 

                                                
64 Actual quote: “Puritanism: The haunting fear that someone, somewhere, may be happy.” “H.L. Mencken 
Quotable Quote,” goodreads, accessed March 25, 2013, http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/34745-
puritanism-the-haunting-fear-that-someone-somewhere-may-be-happy. 
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residents in Greater Victoria could not participate, so the resulting data does not as 

accurately reflect the conditions of the homeless. Then again, one could state the same 

about other happiness surveys in the developed world, assuming that their methodologies 

do not actively seek to include data from that particular segment of the population. 

 An interesting thing to note is that the questions Pennock sourced from other 

surveys were not necessarily correlated with wellbeing before, so while the happiness 

literature in many of these dimensions demonstrated a correlation, such a correlation was 

not guaranteed with the HIP survey. After running an initial analysis, Pennock found that 

all the responses to the questions demonstrated relationships, as the literature predicted. 

However, if for whatever reason Pennock needed to trim the number of questions in the 

survey on a specific dimension, he would trim the questions that yielded the weakest 

relationships and kept those that demonstrated 

the strongest.  

 In the end, the results found that Greater 

Victoria had a subjective wellbeing score of 76 

out of 100 (Table 3.2, left), which was very 

close to Canadian subjective wellbeing score of 

77. It is important to note that Victoria’s 

subjective wellbeing score is not an average of 

all the dimensions, but rather it is based upon a 

specific question HIP asked about people’s 

subjective wellbeing. It found that the items 

Table 3.2: HIP Well-Being Survey Results 
(source: HIP 2009) 
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most likely contributing to their levels of happiness were in social and community 

vitality, material wellbeing, cultural vitality, and health status. Subdimensionally, Greater 

Victoria scored best in freedom from deprivation with a 92, while dimensionally Greater 

Victoria scored best in social and community vitality with a 77. However, issues like 

governance, quality of environment, and especially time balance scored low, suggesting 

that these elements were not contributing or even detracting from people’s happiness. 

Subdimensionally, financial satisfaction scored the lowest at 53, suggesting that despite 

Victorians having a high freedom from deprivation, people in Greater Victoria may feel 

that the money they have is inadequate to lead the lives they wish to leave. 

 After the publication of the findings, HIP organized a World Café in April 2009 

to encourage people from Greater Victoria to discuss the findings. It was a major enough 

event to warrant Victoria’s Mayor, Dean Fortin, to attend and welcome all the Café 

participants. HIP even brought in John Helliwell, a leading happiness scholar who taught 

at the University of British Columbia in nearby Vancouver and co-authored the 2012 

United Nations World Happiness Report,65 to give an opening presentation on happiness. 

HIP also hired a graphic recorder to illustrate the meeting. 

 HIP designed the entire meeting around ideas of happiness, in that HIP set up 

tables with paper table cloth to encourage drawing with colored, scented markers that 

were kept in yellow beach buckets with smiley faces on them. Next to these buckets sat 

bowls of M&M candies. When working with one of the caterers for the event, one 

participant asked the Chef to prepare “happy” food. To gain inspiration, the Chef spoke 

                                                
65 Helliwell et al. 2012 
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with kids and ultimately crafted a menu of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches cut into 

various shapes, yogurt, and warm, fresh cookies. The same participant stated that the 

meetings ended up being very fun since participants got to color and eat childhood foods, 

causing some directors heading to other meetings to apparently step in momentarily to 

see what kind of meeting they were having, become jealous, and subsequently tell HIP 

members that they would rather be at the happy meeting than at their other business 

meeting. 

 During the meeting, participants discussed some of the findings via prompts from 

the following questions, and likewise provided the following answers: 

• As a community, how could we make a difference in our happiness levels? 
o Take ownership of the solutions 
o Use bartering and exchange 
o Bring elders and youth together 
o Celebrate successes 
o Develop community schools: provide health and education services 
o Put housing 1st: create a sense of ‘home’ 
o Start a community campaign on caring 
o Strengthen small communities 
o Show respect 
o Find a common thread theme: break down silos 
o Create more spaces to come together 
o Learn more about happiness 
o Volunteers and get to know people 

• What can we do to improve the levels of happiness in our organizations? 
o Building a community where you work 
o Individuals can: 

! Eat together 
! Talk to people you don’t know 
! Have social activities to bring people together 
! Be open and friendly 
! Create better balance 
! Speak positively 
! Share good news 
! Listen more 
! Play more 
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! Try new leisure activities 
o Managers can: 

! Provide longer-term core funding (non-profits) 
! Close hierarchical gaps – Level the playing field 
! Improve inclusion of new members – Lower qualifications 
! Allow autonomy 
! Support creativity – Let people do what they want to 
! Increase involvement in designing work spaces 
! Use lifestyle office to assist employees with special needs 
! Flexible arrangements – Flex time and Benefits for part time 
! Do things for other people and organizations 
! Use asset board development 

o Everyone can: 
! Give appreciation/feedback 
! Recognize the meaning of our work 
! Respect diversity – Treat each other as equals 
! See challenges as things to make us better 
! Have common goals 
! Open communication – Teambuilding 
! Celebrate successes 

• What can you do as an individual to be happier and increase happiness around 
you? 

o Do real things: Cooking, lawn mowing, laundry 
o Remember, nothing is as critical as it seems 
o Spend more time with friends – Give more to your personal life 
o Practice gratitude 
o Be a lifelong learner – Keep at it, Stay fresh 
o Do something for someone else 
o Give and help others 
o Embrace silence and meditation 
o Make time for yourself 
o Check your expectations 
o Remember… family is important 
o Smile! Laugh! (and cry) – Fake it till you make it 
o Talk more about happiness and its importance 

 
HIP participants suggested that people attending the World Café did not see happiness in 

a kind of “hokey” way, but began understanding that it had policy implications. 

Participants not only began making recommendations about what they could do in their 

own lives, but also what communities as a whole could do.  
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 In 2010, HIP reconvened to create an update to the 2008 survey, which 

participants referred to as the 2010 survey. However, the results were not published until 

2012, and data collection occurred between 2010 and 2011. Despite previous experience 

in creating the 2008 survey, HIP experienced what I termed a “Murphy’s Law of 

Surveying” with their 2010 version. Thinking that HIP needed an institutional location in 

order for it to survive, HIP decided to move operations under the aegis of the University 

of Victoria, a partner in HIP. It likewise decided to give participants the option of 

completing the survey online, but doing so, however, required participants to sign a 

consensus form and send the University their email addresses, both of which ended up 

scaring away too many potential participants. Out of what one participant believed were 

5,000 surveys mailed throughout the region, HIP received a response of only 100 

surveys. The dismally low response rate prompted HIP to mail about 2,000 surveys on 

their own, but only a month later in 2011, Canada Post, the Canadian postal service, went 

on strike, interrupting the receipt of mail from people in the region. However, by that 

point, HIP received between 500 and 600 completed surveys, enough to conduct an 

analysis. Despite there being limited data available online for the 2010 survey, one source 

citing data from the Victoria Foundation indicates that the indicators have remained 

steady with not drastic shifts.66 

 
Outcome and Influence 

 Even with publication of the data in 2012, it seemed that HIP was not regularly 

meeting as it used to when I came in February 2013 to study HIP. One group of 

                                                
66 Victoria Foundation 2012 
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participants, after a group interview, started chatting with one another about the 

possibility of getting HIP back together. 

 Another group needed to meet prior to my interview in order to refresh 

themselves on all the work they did. One participant even declined an interview initially 

since he initially said he was no longer active in HIP and could no longer speak about 

certain issues. However, this participant later revealed that he only said this since HIP 

was not as engaged any longer in attempting to influence policy in the region. One 

participant also stated that Pennock’s departure to work for the British Columbia 

government in Vancouver helped HIP lose much of its initial steam, leading to all other 

HIP members not interacting as frequently as they had been.  

 Despite all the praise that participants gave to HIP and the success of the World 

Café, they admitted that it had limited effect on government policy. One participant even 

noted that it had been a “struggle” to apply HIP findings in policy. However, some 

participants could point to some amount of influence. One noted that the Wellbeing 

Survey was mentioned in the Community Wellbeing section of Victoria’s Official 

Community Plan (OCP), the Canadian equivalent of the American 

Comprehensive/Master Plan. However, its presence was only to indicate that Victorians 

enjoy a “relatively high level of well-being,” rather than to specifically direct policy 

initiatives.67 A report to the Planning and Transportation Committee of the Capital 

Regional District charged the committee to see if survey findings could be applied “for 

subsequent monitoring reports related to revised growth management/sustainability 

                                                
67 City of Victoria 2012, 107 
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strategy.”68 There was no follow-up report available on the Internet to explicitly suggest 

that survey findings influenced growth management/sustainability strategy in the region. 

However, information on the Capital Regional District’s website suggested that the 

region is currently undergoing a review of its 2008 Regional Growth Strategy and will 

transition the strategy into a Regional Sustainability Strategy.69 As part of the transition, 

the Capital Regional District published a document on social wellbeing and social 

sustainability that highlighted the importance of these factors in realizing sustainability.70  

 The City of Colwood, northwest of Victoria, seemed to do the most out of any 

government organization in the region in exploring applications to policy. Colwood 

specifically requested happiness data from HIP, which was possible given the large 

enough sample HIP initially collected from Colwood in 2008, and created a forum 

entitled The Economics of Happiness in November 2009 where Colwood leaders and 

residents discussed the potential for generating “genuine wealth” in the community.71 

However, the ideas generated appeared to be more suggestive rather than specific policy 

proposals. An attempt to interview a forum participant to better understand policy 

implications did not pan out, so nothing further can be said on the subject. One 

participant suggested that the District of Saanich, north of Victoria, included 

measurements of residents’ perceived quality of life in its 2011 Annual Plan72 and its 

2013-2017 Strategic Plan73 as a result of HIP. Further investigation, however, 

                                                
68 Capital Regional District 2009 
69 Capital Regional District 2013 
70 Capital Regional District 2010 
71 West 2009 
72 District of Saanich 2001 
73 District of Saanich 2013 
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demonstrated that Saanich had been measuring quality of life since 200574, four years 

prior to HIP’s publication of the survey results.  

 One area of progress occurred outside of government with the Victoria 

Foundation, who began including results from the Well-Being Survey in their annual 

Vital Signs report, an indicators report that discusses how Greater Victoria is doing in 

major policy areas.63 Their report informs the projects they choose to fund, so including 

this data suggests that the Victoria Foundation will and has been directing funding 

towards projects and programs that will improve the measures in the Well-Being Survey. 

Participants in the interviews mentioned specific projects that they helped fund as a result 

of what they claimed were the findings from the survey, but most of these projects 

seemed to have an indirect relationship at best and did not explicitly seem to have actual 

potential in affecting the indicators. It is possible, however, that these participants worked 

from their specific constructions of happiness when providing these examples, which 

could explain the apparent lack of connection. 

 Participants suggested that the lack of movement on the policy front was due to 

slow-moving nature of government, stating that the “the wheels of government move 

slowly.” One participant suggested that, given the lack of creativity in local government 

and, in his eyes, it being a “cog factory,” there was limited opportunity to incorporate 

findings into current initiatives. Participants did note, however, that data on happiness 

had an easier time finding acceptance in the health arenas since these indicators informed 

some pre-existing initiatives related to physical and mental health. Nonetheless, most 

                                                
74 District of Saanich 2005 
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participants expressed optimism about the future for their work, with one in particular 

stating that language of happiness “is starting to slowly creep into the language and 

culture a little bit,” noting the Victoria Official Community Plan, the Colwood forum on 

happiness, and the Capital Regional District’s policy paper on social wellbeing. Another 

participant in the health arena stated the following: 

“There’s an old saying that what you count ends up counting, in terms of policy 
and so forth. So if you start measuring these things, then the wheels will start 
turning and addressing them… I believe one of the ways you drive policy is what 
you measure ends up driving policy. It’s going to take time, it’s going to take a lot 
of time. It’s a major paradigm shift, it really is, to start thinking about this. I think 
from a government/public policy point of view, it’s a really important paradigm 
shift because one of the problems government has is that it works in silos, 
whereas to me, happiness and wellbeing is the unifying principle… it’s hard to get 
other ministries to collaborate with us because we tend to see ourselves as top of 
the pyramid, health is the most important thing, so we go to education and say, 
‘What can you do to help us increase the health of the population?’ Whereas the 
GNH framework says, ‘No, health isn’t the most important thing. Wellbeing is,’ 
and it’s just one of a number of contributors, because if people do have poor 
health status (physically disabled, etc. etc.), they can still maintain a good level of 
wellbeing by using these other contributors, by relying on these other 
contributors: good social support, etc. etc. So it’s saying health isn’t the king of 
the castle, it’s an important contributor to wellbeing, but it’s not the only one, it’s 
one of eight. To me, it’s a framework that really promotes the whole of 
government approach to solving problems, but it’s a paradigm shift and it’s one of 
the most {unintelligible}, and it takes a long time in public policy.” 
 

 Participants did not reveal anything further about why exactly HIP dissolved in 

the manner that it did. I did not prepare my questionnaire for exploring in detail why this 

was the case, but one can make conjecture that the other participants did not necessarily 

have the same level of commitment to the project as Pennock. They joined the process 

primarily because they either found it interesting, needed to participate as a helping hand, 

and/or saw a need for the data in the region, not because they strongly believed in the 

cause. Pennock, however, spent a significant period of time in Bhutan developing their 
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survey and devoted much of his time otherwise towards the cause, and served as the 

leader of the group.  

 While participants indicated that the survey had little influence within the region, 

they indicated that it had the greatest influence outside of Greater Victoria. One 

participant described how other community foundations across Canada, who after 

initially expressing some disdain for Greater Victoria’s pursuit of the project, later 

became interested in developing or funding wellbeing surveys of their own. Many of 

these community foundations were in contact with the Victoria Foundation in 

understanding what their role was in realizing the Well-Being Survey. Whether or not 

these foundations have begun developing surveys of their own is not known. However, as 

a result of Victoria’s initiative, the City of Seattle consulted HIP participants, including 

Michael Pennock, in 2011 to develop a city-led survey of their own.56 The survey used a 

very similar survey instrument as HIP’s, except it maintained the dimension of Education 

that HIP removed from the GNH framework for their purposes.75 The resulting document 

became the 2011 Happiness Report Card for Seattle72, and The Happiness Initiative 

presented the findings to City Council in November 2011.76 The Happiness Initiative, 

now a national non-profit organization oriented towards promoting happiness initiatives 

like HIP and Seattle’s report, developed out of the Seattle-based non-profit Sustainable 

Seattle and provides materials on its website to encourage other locales to develop their 

own happiness surveys.77 Since 2011, The Happiness Initiative has spread to three other 

                                                
75 The Happiness Initiative 2011 
76 Conlin 2011 
77 The Happiness Initiative 2013 
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places in the United States: Eau Claire, Wisconsin; Nevada City, California; and the 

Hudson Valley in New York. The Happiness Initiative likewise provides a model 

Happiness Proclamation for municipalities to use as resolutions, with Pittsburg, Kansas; 

Eau Claire’s Library Board; and, most notably, the State of Vermont being government 

bodies that have adopted such resolutions.  

 It is interesting to note that, despite all of this attention and publicity of the project 

outside of Greater Victoria, little initiative happened within the region. While HIP 

participants may be right about their reasons for slow adoption locally, the Well-Being 

Survey was an initiative that provided a lot of great public relations for the region, and 

especially for Victoria itself. As is my experience in working with indicator initiatives, 

demonstrating success in certain measures provides government officials material to pat 

themselves on the back and tell the public how well they are running government and 

serving constituents’ needs. Mayor Dean Fortin was surprisingly involved in interviews 

that discussed HIP’s Well-Being Survey56,57, yet his only involvement in the actual HIP 

process was his single appearance at the World Café, taking credit for the project when 

none was due.  

 Additionally, it can be used as a marketing tool outside of the region to highlight 

the quality of life in the community and thus attract economic investment, whether in the 

form of business recruitment or tourism. By stating that your community is a happy one, 

it suggests to outside businesses that it is a place where they would want to invest or 

relocate operations, or to tourists to come and visit their community to see what their 

community is all about. The irony of this perspective, though, is that the happiness 
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survey, a tool aiming to reorient economic development away from maximizing GDP and 

local tax dollars, is being used to the end of business attraction. This is not to say that 

Greater Victoria or its municipalities are actually pursuing such ends, but that it has the 

potential to be used for such. Dean Fortin’s appearances in interviews may have 

materialized because it was an opportunity for a high-ranking official to talk positively 

about Greater Victoria’s high quality of life.  

 In any case, it may be likewise possible that I simply did not interview the right 

people. There may have been a government agency member or citizen in Greater 

Victoria, not involved in HIP, who drew inspiration from the survey to pursue a certain 

policy initiative without referencing the source of inspiration. However, the purpose of 

this analysis was to find explicit connections to the Well-Being Survey, for which I found 

only the resources mentioned earlier. Additionally, people do not live in vacuums, and to 

expect inspiration for policy initiatives to spring from only the Well-Being Survey may 

be too unrealistic an expectation. Alternatively, since people do not live in vacuums, it is 

possible that HIP participants understood wellbeing and happiness as related to pursuing 

goals of sustainable development, which I will explore next in Chapter 4. 

 
Summary 

 In 2006, Victorians Michael Pennock and his wife traveled to Bhutan to 

participate in developing a survey to measure the happiness of the Bhutanese. After 

sharing his experiences with members of a regional community indicators network in 

2008, some members expressed interest in developing a happiness survey for the Greater 

Victoria region, and ultimately did so, forming a group called the Happiness Index 
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Partnership (HIP). Pennock modified the Bhutanese survey to fit the culture of Victoria 

and needs of HIP, mailed 6,000 surveys, and received an impressive 40% response rate. 

After analyzing the data and publishing the results, HIP held a World Café to share the 

findings to much success. HIP also prepared another survey and published it in 2012. 

However, the survey did not result in many tangible policy changes in the region, with 

only a few mentions in some official government documents and a forum in the City of 

Colwood to provide recommendations, rather than solid policy proposals, about where to 

proceed. The Victoria Foundation, however, utilized its findings in its annual Vital Signs 

report, which it uses to inform what programs and projects it funds. The greatest effects 

appeared to occur outside of Greater Victoria, with other community foundations in 

Canada expressing interest in how to realize surveys of their own. The City of Seattle 

created its own survey under the aegis of The Happiness Initiative, which spun off from 

the local non-profit Sustainable Seattle, and provides educational tools on its website to 

help other municipalities and citizens develop their own happiness initiatives. Multiple 

places in the United States now have various happiness initiatives, all of which are 

ultimately a result of HIP’s Wellbeing Survey. 



 

 

66 

Chapter 4 
The Relationship Between Wellbeing and Sustainable Development 

 
Introduction 

 One notable aspect of Greater Victoria’s Well-Being Survey, in its 2008 

Summary Report, is that it noted how “the need to develop and implement systematic 

measures of wellbeing has become an international priority, largely because of the 

increasing focus on sustainable development.”2 It references the Istanbul Declaration of 

2007, which states that “although initiatives [to measure societal progress through 

statistical indicators] are based on different methodologies, cultural and intellectual 

paradigms, and degrees of involvement of key stakeholders, they reveal an emerging 

consensus on the need to undertake the measurement of societal progress in every 

country, going beyond conventional economic measures such as GDP per capita,” further 

citing how “the availability of statistical indicators of economic, social, and 

environmental outcomes and their dissemination to citizens can contribute to promoting 

good governance and the improvement of democratic processes.”78 This suggests that one 

of the motivators in promoting happiness may be related to realizing more sustainable 

development. Further investigation into this relationship suggests that the experiences of 

Greater Victoria are not the only ones that demonstrate an assumed relationship between 

sustainable development and concepts of happiness and wellbeing.  

 Enrique Peñalosa, former Mayor of Bogotá, Colombia, is championed in the 

media for his efforts to transform Bogotá into a model city built to promote its citizen’s 

happiness.4 Interestingly, in its e2 documentary series on environmental sustainability, 
                                                
78 OECD et al. 2007 
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Public Broadcasting Service highlighted Peñalosa’s work in Bogotá as a model for 

sustainable urbanism.3 Some urban planners, likewise, claim that there is a relationship 

between compact, transit-oriented urbanism, oft considered to be a more energy efficient 

form of urbanism, and happiness because of shifts away from materialistic values and its 

ability to generate social capital.79,80   

 The New Urbanists and Smart Growth advocates, as these planners are generally 

called, are not the only ones to see such a relationship. Members in the international 

development community likewise see a relationship between sustainable development 

and wellbeing. Couthard, Johnson, and McGregor81 suggest that the problem of 

overfishing, which traditionally falls under realizing goals of sustainable development, 

could be framed and addressed in a manner to likewise promote the wellbeing and 

livelihoods of the millions dependent on fisheries. The United Kingdom has been forging 

this connection for at least eight years, developing joint national sustainable development 

and wellbeing indicators, and has encouraged local governments to do the same.1 On 

invitation from France’s former Prime Minister Nicholas Sarkozy in 2008, economists 

Joseph Stiglitz, Amartya Sen, and Jean Paul-Fitoussi chaired the French Commission on 

the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress, examining how France 

could integrate indices other than GDP/GNP to better measure progress. The Commission 

penned an eponymously named report (otherwise referred to as the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi 

Report), which not only highlighted the importance of measuring other economic and 

                                                
79 Hester 1995 
80 Borys 2012 
81 Couthard, Johnson, and McGregor 2011 



 

 

68 

social indicators, but also the importance of incorporating a sustainable development 

framework into its findings.82 

 It is safe to say that both theorists and practitioners see a connection between 

sustainable development and happiness/wellbeing connection. However, while the 

literature exploring this relationship is somewhat vast, coming primarily from the UK and 

Germany83, there are likely few, to my knowledge, that articulate this relationship 

through a social movement perspective.  

 I will first expand on various theories of wellbeing as articulated primarily by 

Veenhoven5 and Scott.1 With this understanding, I will discuss its relationship with 

sustainable development, again utilizing Scott1 and the aforementioned theorists as a 

guide. I will then incorporate Moore’s84 understanding of narratives and social movement 

theory to argue that the different ideologies in sustainable development and wellbeing are 

developing into a new concept of sustainable development that deserves formal 

recognition by sustainability practitioners. To assert this point, I will utilize interview 

responses from HIP participants and others in the Greater Victoria region to demonstrate 

how their constructions of the relationship relate to discussions in the literature, and 

examine whether or not HIP practitioners hold constructions not represented in the 

literature. I will furthermore draw connections between indicators in the Well-Being 

                                                
82 Stiglitz, Sen, Fitoussi 2009 
83 Capital Regional District 2010; Christen 2010; Cohen and Vandenburgh 2008; DEFRA 2005; Marks et 
al. 2006; Omann, Raushmeyer, Frühmann 2011; Scott 2012; Sen 2013; Stiglitz, Sen, Fitoussi 2009; Voget-
Kleischin 2013; Zidan!ek 2007. This is not the sum of the literature, as research on the topic revealed more 
literature that was feasible to read given the time restrictions for thesis writing.  
84 Moore 2007 
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Survey and the Greater Victoria’s Capital Regional District’s Regional Sustainability 

Strategy to see how these concepts relate in practice. 

 
Theories of Wellbeing 

 As mentioned in Chapter 1, there are different aspects of what constitutes 

wellbeing. Quality of life, welfare, wellbeing, and happiness, and even health are at times 

used to suggest the same thing.5 Researchers of happiness and wellbeing ultimately 

recognize that defining these concepts is as futile as nailing Jell-o to a wall. The 

assumption of there being solid, constant differences between the terms is ultimately an 

assumption that stands on shaky grounds. Veenhoven5 instead suggests that rather than 

forcing definitions onto words, it would be better to try and clarify their meanings. 

Utilizing quality of life as a starting point, he utilizes a matrix to understand different 

conceptions of the term (see Table 4.1 on next page). In the rows of the matrix, 

Veenhoven identifies two aspects of a person’s life: life chances and life results. In life 

chances, the opportunities of and the contextual elements present in one’s life influence 

quality of life; in life results, the outcomes of living one’s life a certain way influence 

quality of life. With the columns of the matrix, he identifies two qualities of a person’s 

life: outer qualities and inner qualities. In outer qualities, one’s surrounding environment 

or one’s perception by others affect one’s quality of life; in inner qualities, one’s internal 

environment and capabilities influence one’s quality of life.  

 Livability of Environment denotes the meaning of good living conditions. It is 

traditionally this understanding of quality of life that urban planners, architects, and 
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environmentalists refer to when asserting its value. If one lives in a compromised 

environment or in a society with limited political freedoms, one will have reduced  

Table 4.1: Veenhoven’s Four Qualities of Life (source: Veenhoven 2000) 
  

opportunities to live a quality life. Life-ability of the Person denotes inner-life chances, or 

how well people can cope with the problems of life. Capability Approach theorists like 

Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum fall into this category of quality of life, along with 

people in the health and medical professions. If one has a debilitating disease that 

compromises his ability to get a good education, then his quality of life will be low. 

Objective Utility of Life denotes that a good life must be good for something more than 

itself.  Religious institutions stress the importance of living according to an ethical ideal, 

as exemplified by Thomistic ethics in the Roman Catholic tradition, the Jewish 

observance of 613 mitzvot, Buddhist following of the Eightfold Path, and even 

Aristotelian ethics.8 If one volunteers and devotes oneself to a cause, helps create 

something of value to society, or strives to attain a moral ideal, then one’s quality of life 

will be high, and vice versa. Finally, Subjective Appreciation of Life denotes the inner 

outcomes of one’s life. Research on happiness and subjective wellbeing exemplify this 

category. If one reports a low subjective wellbeing score, then one’s quality of life will 

likewise be low regardless of external circumstances.  
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 When stating that “one’s quality of life will be low,” I do not mean to suggest 

determinism and indicate that it is always such, but rather am presenting an 

understanding of the perspective from someone who would operate in it. However, no 

one perspective alone is adequate to account for what constitutes a person’s quality of 

life. The failure of GDP/GNP growth to improve happiness demonstrates this point. 

Additionally, one may be the most humanitarian person on the planet and realize high 

Objective Utility of Life, but if one reports low subjective wellbeing while doing so, is it 

worth it? Kantian ethics would suggest not: if everyone were to be completely selfless at 

the expense of one’s subjective wellbeing, it would be worthless since no one could 

actually enjoy the benefits. What Veenhoven5 thus stresses is the importance of 

understanding wellbeing from a holistic perspective. 

 As previously mentioned, research on happiness and subjective wellbeing is one 

area of quality of life in Veenhoven’s matrix. As discussed in Chapter 2, its primary 

motivation is to understand what aspects of an individual’s life influences his subjective 

wellbeing, or self-reported happiness. Since discussion of happiness and subjective 

wellbeing already occurred in Chapter 2, there will be no discussion here. In deriving an 

understanding of Life-ability, Scott1 points to John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice85 as 

providing the impetus for the contemporary Capability Approach. Rawls states that a 

theory of justice should be based on the idea that all humans possess certain inviolable 

rights and freedoms that utilitarianism, with its emphasis on happiness maximization, 

prioritizes over primary needs like the right to free speech. He felt that because happiness 

                                                
85 Rawls 1971 
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is not directly measurable, it should not be used as the basis of justice, and that by 

seeking his model of justice in society we, in turn, increase happiness. 

 Theorists Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum developed Rawls’s position into a 

theory of justice and development that they call the Capability Approach (CA). 

Capability approach theorists assert that seeking to maximize measures like GDP/GNP 

will not truly improve wellbeing since doing so focuses on physical objects rather than 

people’s capabilities and freedoms and thus fail to promote societal wellbeing. They 

assert that by promoting a model of development that seeks to do more than just increase 

individual income, but also improve people’s educational opportunities, political 

freedoms, and other aspects that are important in a life worth living. As a result, Sen and 

Nussbaum differentiate functionings from capabilities, in that a functioning is simply 

what people do, while a capability is what people are able to do, thus suggesting the 

positive freedom of being able to realize one’s potential. By protecting people’s 

capabilities, societies will flourish. The difficulty with applying the CA in practice is in 

the difficulty of measuring potential since it is an intangible idea. In the same vein as 

Rawls, CA theorists do not see primary value in using subjective wellbeing to guide 

policy decisions since they see happiness as equivalent to utility and thus GDP/GNP, 

which does not improve people’s capabilities. They also focus on how happiness can 

neglect the fact that an individual living in poverty may report high subjective wellbeing 

via conditioning and adapting to the circumstance, but lead a life not considered by many 

to be worth living. In sum, one can say that CA theorists place more value in one’s ability 

to “do” rather than to “have.”  
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 Scott1 identifies the next category of wellbeing theory: the needs approach. She 

identifies Abraham Maslow as the most prominent figure of the needs approach, who 

asserted a hierarchical approach to wellbeing that states all people have basic needs that 

need fulfillment in order to realize “self-actualization.” These needs spanned from the 

most basic “Physiological” needs of food, water, air to breathe, up through “Safety” 

needs of personal protection, having “Love and Belonging,” “Esteem,” and finally “Self-

Actualization,” where one realizes his true potential. This approach is closely related to 

the capability approach since it recognizes the less tangible aspects of development that 

tradition GDP/GNP measures do not measure. Although there have been other theorists 

who have since better articulated an application of Maslow’s Hierarchy in policy 

practice, it appears to have less acceptance in practice than the CA.  

 As stated in the Veenhoven5 discussion earlier, there are still two quality of life 

categories: Livability and Objective Utility of Life. Given the broad, encompassing 

nature of these categories, along with their relative lack of exploration in the realm of 

wellbeing studies, I will not attempt to summarize these literatures. Urban planning in the 

United States, however, derives its professional basis partly from the famous Euclid v. 

Ambler US Supreme Court decision, which stated that zoning should occur “so that the 

public health, safety and general welfare may be secure” (emphasis added)86, indicating 

an understanding of a relationship between wellbeing and the need for the services of 

professionals who manage the built and biotic environments. New Urbanists, likewise, 

see their ideology as being best able to realize Livability goals (in Veenhoven’s sense)77, 

                                                
86 Euclid v. Ambler 1926 
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although the movement has it critics who think otherwise.87 For those interested in better 

understanding Objective Utility of Life, Aristotle’s Ethics11 is a fundamental reading in 

the literature whose influence is evident in Catholic Thomism.88   

 
The Relationship Between Wellbeing and Sustainable Development 
 
 As stated in the introduction to this chapter, there is practical evidence suggesting 

that a relationship exists between concepts of happiness and wellbeing and sustainable 

development. While it is possible to simply sum up this relationship as improving 

people’s wellbeing across generations within the environment’s limitations, doing so is 

easier said than done. Scott1 suggests that doing so is hard because of the diverging 

philosophical orientations of sustainable development and wellbeing. While sustainable 

development orients itself towards addressing what is good for society, wellbeing tends 

to focus more on what is good for the individual. Scott makes a case that the dialogue on 

wellbeing and quality of life emerged from neoliberal discourses in the 1970s, asserting 

that the shift from society to the individual led policymakers to consider indicators that 

measured individual wellbeing, like measures of personal satisfaction and subjective 

wellbeing, rather than societal wellbeing. Citizens are no longer seen as part of a larger 

society, but rather as enterprising individuals who can make solid contributions to their 

communities and their countries. Market mechanisms reinforces this idea, asserting that it 

tells people that because they are individuals deserving of rights, freedoms, justice, 
                                                
87 Harvey 1997 
88 My insertion of Thomism comes from interactions with a Catholic friend. Catholics understand 
Aristotelian ethics through St. Thomas Aquinas who, as aforementioned, blended Aristotelianism with 
Catholicism. Catholic thus hold an understanding that virtuous behavior leads to greater happiness. For 
those interested in Thomism, the Summa Theologica is Aquinas’s best known and most revered work, and 
is likewise a major work in the history of philosophy. 
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equity, and democracy, they are “worth it” or “deserve it.” She further highlights a study 

of how Scandinavian countries rejected subjective indicators, citing how these countries 

chose to measure societal quality of life by measuring employment rates, education, and 

life expectancy, rather than personal satisfaction.   

 This understanding of the impetus for wellbeing, however, does not acknowledge 

the role that the 1960s social movements had in wellbeing’s development. Utilizing 

Eyerman’s and Jamison’s understanding that social movements “are the result of an 

interactional process which centers around the articulation of a collective identity and 

which occurs within the boundaries of a particular society,”89 one can understand both 

dialogues about happiness/wellbeing and sustainable development as social movements. 

Furthermore, Moore’s (2007) concept of narratives ties into Eyerman’s and Jamison’s 

understanding since both describe the art of storytelling and narrative in motivating a 

community of people towards common action. While Scott sees the development of 

wellbeing research deriving from neo-liberal discourse on the individual, Eyerman and 

Jamison suggest that the rise of the social movements during the 1960s arose out of a new 

generation of students who grew up during widespread post-World War II prosperity and 

sought to become activists in arenas that reflected an interest in postmaterial values, 

namely those related to self-fulfillment and more altruistic goals connected to quality of 

life.90 This form of the postmaterial social movement stood in opposition to many of the 

dominant social movements that came before, namely the labor unions that represented 

the interests of the proletariat. These students articulated common identities about 

                                                
89 Eyerman and Jamison 1991, 4 
90 Maslow 1962 and 1964, cited in Eyerman and Jamison 1991, 20 
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themselves to address issues like civil rights, the environment, feminism, and 

Modernity’s faith in rationalism and progress through technological innovation. Their 

shared narrative of prosperity helped galvanize widespread interest and their success 

reflects their ability to adapt these narratives to society. 

 With this emphasis on postmaterialism, it should perhaps come as no surprise that 

Easterlin’s findings30 caught like wildfire. Asserting that GDP/GNP growth bore no 

relationship with people’s happiness likely resonated with the young students’ frame of 

understanding. In 1971, John Rawls similarly articulated that societies must promote 

justice and freedom rather than utilitarian indices of welfare since utilitarianism fails to 

recognize the status of justice and freedom as inviolable rights. Additionally, the same 

time period saw the rise of environmental movements like Deep Ecology, which 

articulated the right for nature to exist given its inherent value outside of human needs.  

 With events like Three Mile Island and Love Canal in the United States and the 

observation of people in developing counties compromising their environments in order 

to meet basic needs, environmentalists began to better understand the inseparability of 

environmental processes from societal processes, and vice versa. The foundational United 

Nations report on sustainable development, Our Common Future, helped merge the 

narratives of these two postmaterial fields by emphasizing the importance of providing 

for the needs of the world’s poor while ensuring the environment’s ability to meet both 

present and future needs.91 

                                                
91 WCED 1987 
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 Given the post-material origins of both sustainable development and 

happiness/wellbeing research and theory, one can argue that there is enough overlap 

between the disciples to observe an emerging intersection in their narratives and ways to 

frame the problems at hand. While happiness and wellbeing critique the notion that 

economic growth and increasing consumption are not an adequate measures of progress, 

environmentalism and social justice provide further critiques of the failure of growth to 

ensure a good quality of life for all. With the merging of environmentalism and social 

justice, sustainable development maintained its connection to post-material values, but 

highlighted economic growth in the context of these two elements. Happiness and 

wellbeing, then, only add to the critique that sustainable development leverages at 

business-as-usual practices. 

 
Approaches to the Relationship 

 Capability Approach (CA) theorists interested in establishing the connection92 

have most actively sought to demonstrate this connection in the literature, especially in 

German-speaking countries. Christen and Schmidt93 point the Our Common Future’s 

assertion that people in developing countries “have legitimate aspirations for an improved 

quality of life.”88 Sen55 asserts that rather than focusing on needs, sustainable 

development practitioners should focus on promoting freedoms since having freedom is 

necessary to articulate what one’s needs are and lead a life of value. He argues that a 

response to sustainability issues (like some tragedy of the commons dilemmas) is to 

                                                
92 Christen 2010; Christen and Schmidt 2010; Omann, Raushmeyer, and Frühmann 2011; Sen 2013; Voget-
Kleischin 2013 
93 Christen and Schmidt 2010 
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promote property rights and land ownership since people who own land will value it and 

care for it accordingly. As a result, sustainable development becomes “development that 

prompts the capabilities of present people without compromising capabilities of future 

generations.”94  

 In another vein, Christen95 asserts that theories of sustainability should orient 

themselves towards adequately articulating a theory of the good. He points to the role the 

CA can play in realizing this articulation, but notes that the CA fails to adequately 

recognize external conditions such as natural and social constraints. Christen addresses 

this problem by asserting that nonhuman beings deserve protection because they enable a 

good human life or because, due to their intrinsic value, “they are beings whose 

wellbeing morally matters.”96 Voget-Kleischin97 differentiates between dimensions of 

justice and dimensions of the circumstances of sustainability as buildings blocks of 

sustainability. She finds that Sen’s understanding of CA is very insufficient for meeting 

all of these dimensions while Nussbaum’s is better, but still incomplete. Additionally, she 

points to how a combined CA-Sustainable Development concept would aid in helping 

conceive of how environmental and social conditions help people convert resources into 

functionings.  

 Marks et al.39 explore the relationship between findings from empirical 

happiness/wellbeing research and the tenets of sustainable development to understand 

where points of resonance and points of tension between the two disciplines exist. The 

                                                
94 Sen 2013, 11 
95 Christen 2010 
96 ibid., 9 
97 Voget-Kleischin 2013 
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authors roughly follow a needs-based approach in understanding the relationship between 

wellbeing and sustainable development, namely environmental sustainability.98 They 

assert that one of the major benefits of articulating a concept of sustainable development 

from a wellbeing perspective is its ability to demonstrate how being sustainable is 

beneficial to human wellbeing. With such a demonstration, sustainable development 

advocates could better articulate their message and help convince short-term thinkers 

about the benefits sustainable development could conduce. Zidan!ek99 asserts that given 

strong relationships between environmental sustainability and happiness, we should 

pursue an environmental ethic on the basis of happiness. Critics, however, assert that 

religions like Buddhism and Christianity have long advocated for less materialistic 

lifestyles, yet both have failed over two millennia to fully realize a curtailment of such 

lifestyles across their societies of influence.100 Nonetheless, doing something about a 

problem is better than not doing something about a problem, and while the critics are 

right in asserting that we should not expect such work to radically alter society, 

practitioners should still do what they can to appeal to the greatest audience possible 

without compromising their core values.  

 One of the major dilemmas all researchers highlight is the tension between 

protecting the environment and promoting wellbeing, namely in realizing that some 

advancements in one’s quality of life requires a level of environmental degradation, and 

                                                
98 While Marks et al. focus primarily on environmental concerns, they do explore the equity implications of 
certain behaviors, such as how those in the UK with greater incomes consume more greenhouse gases than 
those with lower incomes, yet will have to deal with fewer of the consequences than low-income earners. 
99 Zidan!ek 2007 
100 Dresner 2002, quoted in Scott 2012 
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vice versa, which echoes Campbell’s101 development conflict. Scott1 also highlights this 

tension, asserting that wellbeing thought derives from liberalism (and thus neo-

liberalism) while sustainable development from egalitarianism, suggesting that the two 

are ideologically incompatible. While Marks et al.39 highlight the positives of this 

relationship (see Table 4.1 below for complete list), they likewise offer a number of 

Table 4.2: Scott's Summary of Marks et al.'s and Dolan et al.'s Findings (source: Marks et al. 2006 and Dolan et 
al. 2006b, quoted in Scott 2012, 57) 

                                                
101 Campbell 1996 
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negatives and tradeoffs involved in this relationship. For instance, it would be very 

difficult to deny people in poverty the economic opportunities to improve their standard 

of living on the basis of environmental protection.  

 This criticism, however, is one that sustainable development already addresses, 

namely with understanding how to address issues of poverty in a manner that does not 

degrade the environment, or simply with reducing our environmental impact while 

maintaining current levels of wellbeing in the developed world. Feenberg102 likewise 

rejects the argument, suggesting that we only perceive there to be tradeoffs because we 

do not see living within environmental constraints as being inherently good. Were we to 

construct our idea of good living in this manner, our perspective on the subject would be 

different. Marks et al.39 would likely be sympathetic to this argument, but they assert that 

simply telling people to give up lifestyle choices they value would be impractical since it 

does not alter how people frame their concepts of good living. 

 To address these concerns and the overall relationship in general, Marks et al. 

provide three suggestions for research: 

1. Measuring what matters – “Explicitly address the argument that the current, 
environmentally unsustainable economic model is related to individual wellbeing 
in a host of complex ways.”103  

2. Exploring a long-term vision of a sustainable, wellbeing focused economy – “At 
present there is little evidence that de-materialising economic growth can be 
achieved on any significant scale, or that it can deliver the kinds of material, 
energy and carbon reductions that are required to meet environmental targets. 
There continues to be a need for discussion, supported by robust research and 
analysis, about what a sustainable, wellbeing focused economy would really look 
like, how it could be achieved, the role of material consumption within it, how to 
maintain employment, how to protect public spending, the balance between public 

                                                
102 Feenberg 2010 
103 Marks et al. 2006, 62 
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and private spending and so on. Whilst eventual outcomes are difficult to forecast, 
we believe that wellbeing should be a central theme underpinning any longer-term 
vision.” 104 

3. Protecting social and psychological spaces – Since “wellbeing depends critically 
on certain kinds of psychological and social ‘spaces’: the family, community, 
frameworks for meaning and purpose (e.g. value systems, political and religious 
beliefs), civic trust and so on,” policy makers should realize how forces associated 
with commoditization and rising individualism erode social and psychological 
spaces. Potential areas of application are in family policy, community policy, and 
the promotion of green and public spaces.103 

 
 
Greater Victoria’s Happiness Index Partnership and Sustainable Development 
 
 Given HIP’s statement that their Well-Being Survey aimed to promote sustainable 

development2, it made sense to investigate how the participants and others affiliated with 

HIP participants saw this relationship (collectively referred to as ‘participants’ or 

‘participant’ in the singular). I asked each of the participants the question, “What do you 

think is the relationship between sustainability and happiness/wellbeing?” Such wording 

permitted participants to define the terms for themselves, based upon their own 

constructions, and explain how they interpreted the relationship. Additionally, I chose to 

utilize the term “sustainability” rather than “sustainable development” as the former 

could provide participants with an easier means of accessing the concept. I felt this was 

appropriate since Scott1 highlighted how problematic it was to use the term “sustainable 

development” not only with members of the public, but with members of government as 

well. More people are familiar with the term “sustainability” than they are with 

“sustainable development,” even if their understanding of the term is solely attributed to 

only environmental component of the oft-cited triple bottom line.99 In order to avoid any 

                                                
104 ibid. 63 
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confusion, I only thus used the term “sustainability.”  

 I coded participants’ responses, as short as some of them were, according to the 

major theories of the wellbeing/sustainable development relationship in the literature. 

When any responses were left over and could not be grouped, I reexamined them and 

found they could be grouped into a new category. In the end, the participants’ 

constructions were the following:  

- Holding post-material values promotes both happiness and sustainable 
development (SWB) 

- Happiness and sustainable development both suggest ‘thriving’ rather than 
‘surviving’ (Capability Approach) 

- The two concepts are one in the same (not represented in literature) 
 
In the first category, participants cited how participants who held environmental 

attitudes and held intrinsic rather than extrinsic values were happier. I see this category of 

responses as oriented towards subjective wellbeing understandings of happiness, in that 

post-materialism promotes both one’s and also society’s subjective wellbeing and 

sustainable development. They suggested that because both environmentalism and 

valuing friends, family, and things greater than oneself rather than material possessions 

would minimize one’s environmental impact by consuming less and striving to improve 

the quality of one’s life rather than the quantity of it. Some also saw the intersection of 

social justice issues, such as inequalities of health outcomes and incomes, as a symptom 

of material values and as being poorly conducive towards happiness and sustainable 

development. One participant, in particular, described experiences earlier in his life as an 

influential figure in the Caribbean and Central American tourism industry, where he saw 

profit maximization as a good thing and development of tourism in the places he worked 
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as progress. After seeing the fruits of his labor some years later, however, he experienced 

great cognitive dissonance in seeing how explosive further development in these places 

became, and how living conditions of local workers in these industries proved 

substandard at best. After much introspection, he realized his single bottom-line, 

extrinsically-oriented thinking led to outcomes that neither promoted the happiness of 

residents nor promoted sustainable development in the places where they lived and 

worked. 

 In a similar vein, participants also asserted that both happiness/wellbeing and 

sustainable development promoted ‘thriving’ rather than ‘surviving,’ as one participant 

put it. Such language reflects the Capability Approach’s emphasis on ‘doing’ rather than 

‘having’ since thriving suggests an active state of being (‘doing’ something) while 

surviving suggests a bare minimum state of being, one that is very passive, in a way (one 

must not be active in order to ‘have’ a thing). In the case of the reformed tourism industry 

participant, his experiences in witnessing substandard living conditions led to an 

understanding that these people lacked the ability to realize their potential. As a result, I 

place this response with the Capability Approach and needs theory approaches to 

sustainable development, that sustainable development should either promote people’s 

capabilities to realize a life they have reason to value or to provide people with the basic 

needs to realize their potential. One participant pointed out how the homeless in Victoria 

orient their needs towards finding food and shelter, rather than realizing higher needs. 

“You wouldn’t look at them and say they’re thriving because all of their life force is 

being spent surviving on the street,” said this participant, indicating that even if such a 
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person reported high subjective wellbeing, most people would not consider such a life 

that one had reason to value. This participant also stated that the City of Victoria oriented 

its concept of sustainability into three “pillars”: Reduce, Transform, Thrive. The 

participant described the pillars in the following manner: 

 “…in the reduce it’s reduce carbon emissions, it’s reducing waste, it’s all of what 
you’d think of typically as the environmental pillar, maybe. And the second pillar, 
transformation, is all about leadership. It’s all about transforming how we do 
things, it’s transforming how we are as a community, as a municipality, and so we 
talk about things like the green economy in that pillar, we’re looking at behavior 
change programs…, and with behavior change it’s just really changing our habits, 
you know, we’re so used to printing single-sided, right? Now we’re changing that 
habit to print double-sided and use less paper. So it coincides with both pillars. 
And the third pillar, thrive, is very socially oriented. It is about community 
development, it’s about housing, it’s all of those core tenets of when you look at 
social development/community development, what’s important, right? Some 
green space to play in, to meet your neighbors, just somebody – you know, do we 
have recreation opportunities? Are people housed, right, do we have enough 
housing, and is it adequate and safe housing? You know, so it’s those elements, 
social sustainability.”  

 
 Lastly, some participants saw happiness and sustainable development as one in 

the same, a perspective that was not represented in the literature. The former tourism 

industry participant saw that leading a life of material value led to both unsustainability 

and unhappiness for all involved, so making distinctions between the two is difficult. One 

participant indicated that concepts of environmental, social, and economic issues were all 

wrapped up in the Bhutanese GNH framework. Material wellbeing, one of the assumed 

end goals of sustainable development, is already a component in GNH, along with 

concerns of education, health, and even unemployment when one looks further into the 

happiness literature. This participant admitted to the anthropocentrism of such a response, 

but indicated that people who hold environmental values tend to be happier, as reflected 
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in the literature.39 Nonetheless, he admitted to the difficulty in balancing both 

perspectives despite seeing them as one in the same.  

 As suggested in Chapter 3, Michael Pennock did not appear to relate the Well-

Being Survey indicators to any preexisting regional sustainability indicators to 

intentionally strengthen and make this relationship explicit. It is possible that Pennock 

took the perspective of wellbeing and sustainable development being one in the same, 

and that by developing a Well-Being Survey, he and HIP would likewise be developing a 

sustainable development policy. HIP, however, did not present the Well-Being Survey in 

such a framework, but instead presented it simply as its title suggests: a wellbeing survey. 

 Greater Victoria, however, has its own set of sustainability indicators as part of its 

Regional Sustainability Strategy that it will apply in regional planning during the 

upcoming five years.105 Spanning three dimensions and nine subdimensions, the 

indicators measure data that is most relevant to regional planning. As a result, the 

indicators may not necessarily be a “true” sustainability indicator tool in the sense that it 

does not give full consideration to all relevant sustainable development concerns. Access 

to education opportunities, for instance, are not indicators in the survey, but they are 

otherwise important concerns in social equity. Despite the limited scope of the Regional 

Sustainability Strategy, there are still connections between the indicators it measures and 

their relation to the dimensions in the Well-Being Survey (Table 4.2, next page). The 

primary connections were to Quality of Environment and Material Well-Being, mostly  

                                                
105 Capital Regional District, “Status Reports” 
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Table 4.3: Connections Between the Regional Sustainability Strategy Indicators and HIP Indicators 

Regional Sustainability Strategy 
Indicators Connection to HIP Survey Dimension

Natural Systems Quality of Environment
Resource Management |
   Waste Management |
   Water and Watershed |
   Air Quality |
Climate Change |
   Mitigation Strategies |
Ecological Health |
   Greenspace Protection |
   Urban Forest |
   Parkland Acquisition |
Social Resilience Material Well-Being
Social Wellbeing |
   Homelessness |
   Income & Emplpoyment |
   Safety and Security |
Economic Sustainability |
   Employment Growth |
   Industrial Land |
   Resource Land |
Food Security |
   Food |
   Farmland |
Built Environment
Sustainable Development Quality of Environment
   Urban Containment |
   Efficient Land Use |
   Centre Development |
   Transit-Oriented Development |
Affordable Housing Freedom from Deprivation
   Housing Supply |
   Affordability |
   Capital Regional Housing Trust Fund |
   Capital Region Housing Corporation |
Transportation Quality of Environment, Health Status
   Transit |
   Travel Behaviour |
   Cycling Initiatives |
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external measures in which regional planning has the greatest influence. However, 

indicators on Transportation emphasized non-motorized transportation options, 

suggesting possible Health Status benefits that could arise from driving less and being 

active more frequently, and was the only set of indicators that had an impact on an 

internal measure of wellbeing. 

 
Summary 

 Although there is discussion in the media about the implicit relationship between 

sustainable development and concepts of happiness and wellbeing, there appears to be 

little formal recognition of this in both academia and professional practice. Theories of 

wellbeing span from Veenhoven’s5 conception of the four qualities of life, down through 

the literature on subjective wellbeing, the capability approach, and needs theory. These 

theories all recognize that a tension exists between promoting wellbeing, a liberalist and 

individualistic ideal, and sustainable development, a more egalitarian ideal, with Scott1 

going as far as to assert that wellbeing and quality of life literature derives from 

neoliberalism. An examination of social movement history, however, demonstrates that 

both wellbeing and sustainable development discourses derived from the 1960s post- 

materialistic social movements. Nonetheless, practitioners must grapple with this conflict. 

Literature on subjective wellbeing indicates that environmental and post-material 

attitudes promote happiness, while capability approach literature states that sustainable 

development should focus less on needs and more on promoting capabilities. 

Nonetheless, capability approach theorists express concerns about the limitations of 

capability approach in adequately addressing the same concerns as sustainable 
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development. Needs based theorists similarly highlight the areas of connection and the 

points of tensions between environmental sustainability and happiness. An examination 

of HIP participants in Victoria reveal approaches to the relationship that align with the 

subjective wellbeing approach, the capability approach, and a novel approach which 

equates happiness with sustainable development. The conclusion will not only summarize 

the major points of this thesis, but also provide recommendations about how to best apply 

these findings in policy practice. 
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Conclusion 

Overview 
 
 As we have learned, happiness is a social construct whose definition has evolved 

over time from pre-Socratic Greek notions of limited human agency in determining one’s 

happiness to contemporary subjective wellbeing scholarship that articulates the opposite. 

Subjective wellbeing derives from different aspects related to personality, socio-

demographics, economics, contextual and situational factors, and institutional factors. 

The Greater Victoria region in British Columbia, Canada developed a set of indicators to 

measure the happiness and wellbeing of the area’s residents, drawing upon the Bhutanese 

Gross National Happiness framework as their basis. Despite a warm reception from the 

public and news outlets, the Well-Being Survey caused limited change in local policy, 

but participants stated that expecting immediate change is unrealistic since change takes 

time, and that its inclusion in official documents is a step in the right direction. It had the 

greatest influence outside of Greater Victoria, with community foundations in Canada 

expressing interest in developing wellbeing surveys of their own, and in the United 

States, where the City of Seattle first developed a happiness report of its own based upon 

that of Greater Victoria’s. Participants in this project, The Happiness Initiative, have 

since formed a separate non-profit devoted to disseminating documents to interested 

citizens and municipalities looking to develop their own happiness surveys, with cities 

like Eau Claire, Wisconsin developing and measuring their residents’ happiness.  

 Despite the informal recognition of a happiness/wellbeing and sustainable 

development relationship in popular media, there has been little formal recognition of 
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such a new discourse, especially given how Greater Victoria’s indicators are part of a 

worldwide movement to develop wellbeing indicators with the end of realizing 

sustainable development. The academic discourse on this relationship is rather limited, 

with the subjective wellbeing, capability approach, and need theory fields all recognizing 

the limitations of their approaches in addressing all issues of sustainable development. 

The views of the Happiness Index Partnership participants, likewise, reflect these views, 

along with a concern that there exists a tension between the two perspectives.  

 
Addressing the Tension 

 Capability Approach theorists may have a concern that subjective wellbeing will 

not guarantee justice and freedom, but subjective wellbeing theorists should likewise 

have a concern that all the justice and freedom in the world still does not guarantee a 

person high subjective wellbeing. Aristotelian eudemonists assert that virtue is necessary 

for happiness, but being virtuous is not worth it if one cannot derive some kind of deep 

happiness from the act. Similarly, living in a crime-ridden city with poor air quality is not 

conducive towards realizing one’s capabilities or being happy in general. These various 

approaches are all self-cognizant of their limitations, and if the individual approaches 

cannot adequately address sustainable development concerns on their own, it may be 

necessary to expand the concept of what constitutes wellbeing. 

 Out of the wellbeing-sustainable development concepts that HIP participants 

stated in interviews, the one that did not match any preexisting concepts in the literature 

was seeing both wellbeing and sustainable development as one interrelated notion. Since 

it is not present in the literature, it offers the potential to address the shortcomings of the 
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other approaches, and since there is no literature on this perspective, there is likewise no 

preexisting model that can adequately describe it. 

 
Sustainable Development and the Four Qualities of Life 

 It is for this reason that I propose utilizing Veenhoven’s5 Four Qualities of Life 

(Table 5 below), with its holistic understanding of wellbeing, as this model. What is 

remarkable about Veenhoven’s four qualities is its explicit recognition of the triple  

Table 5: Veenhoven's Four Qualities of Life, with detail (source: Veenhoven 2000) 
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bottom line, as seen in the Livability of environment quadrant. Whether or not this was 

intentional, this approach implicitly understands sustainable development’s relevance in 

promoting wellbeing. Under the basic framework of sustainable development, one must 

address poverty issues and societal development within the constraints of the 

environment in a manner that does not compromise the needs of future and current 

generations. The goal of sustainable development, then, could be to continuously improve 

the four qualities of life, especially for those in poverty, in a manner that fits within 

environmental constraints across generations. While Veenhoven’s framework does not 

give consideration to intergenerational equity, there is no reason why the framework 

could not be adapted to give such consideration. 

 
Application in Policy 

 In order for this approach to work most effectively in policy, policymakers need 

to recognize the connections between the four qualities. Since subjective wellbeing 

research suggests that access to green spaces promotes Satisfaction, and government 

officials manage these green spaces to promote Livability of environment, there is at least 

connection between Livability of environment and Satisfaction. In order to be most 

effective, policymakers need to draw as many of these connections as possible. Doing so, 

however, requires that actors in each of the four quality areas engage with one another in 

dialogue. Not doing would lead to inferior solutions that fail to adequately address the 

issues at hand. 

 I ultimately see the greatest application of such an approach by sustainable 

development practitioners or comprehensive planners, who are used to transdisciplinarity 
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in their everyday work and can build an understanding of the four qualities of life into the 

work they already do. It is entirely possible for other professionals and citizens to 

likewise use the framework, including the health professions or in housing, although I see 

the greatest application of this approach in addressing sustainable development issues in 

disciplines which already aim for holistic thinking. Critics may charge me with solipsism, 

but some experts have self-proclaimed expertise for a reason. All practitioners are 

specialists, but some specialists aim to see the whole picture, and I see sustainable 

development practitioners and comprehensive planners as two practitioner groups that 

exemplify this approach. Nonetheless, the need for dialogue between experts in the 

different realms of life quality amplifies why even whole-picture practitioners need 

others to see the detail necessary in realizing the bigger picture. 

 While Greater Victoria serves as a model for realizing such a plan, indicators need 

to be tied to policy in order to be most effective and likewise reflect a more holistic 

notion of quality of life. This is not to dismiss their efforts, for they have effected change 

outside of their own boundaries and started a conversation that was previously lacking. 

Their choice of indicators, as good as they were in starting conversation, falls short of 

being able to fully embrace sustainable development. A model for pursuing such action is 

in examining initiatives in the United Kingdom, where municipalities have been 

developing Quality of Life Indicators since 2005, as means of addressing the goals set 

forth in UK’s 2005 Securing the Future sustainable development plan.1 While I do not 

anticipate there being such a national sustainable development policy for the United 

States, it is certainly possible to realize ones at the local level, just like they have in the 
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UK. Additionally, the Greater Victoria Capital Regional District’s decision to alter its 

growth strategy into a sustainability strategy indicates that it is possible to adapt policy to 

wellbeing concerns as they arise. Its inclusion of social sustainability in its planned 

sustainability plan update47 indicates greater earnestness in promoting quality of life, but 

whether or not it will fully attempt to address the four qualities of life is another matter.  

 In an ideal situation, the practitioner could develop a set of indicators based on 

these four qualities of life that examines the four qualities of life as assessed by the 

residents of a place. In an even more perfect world, one could utilize the Comprehensive 

Planning process and expand upon what it seeks to measure and set as policy. By 

expanding the scope of the Comprehensive Plan, a place orients its policy explicitly 

towards promoting the four qualities of life rather than promoting something as vague as 

the general welfare.83 Through public engagement and the act of plan making, a suitable 

concept of wellbeing will ideally emerge that reflects input received from public 

participation and outreach efforts about what they think the four qualities of life are for 

their hometowns. 

 In support of Moore’s understanding of narratives81, however, practitioners 

should find an avenue where the application of the four qualities of life will likely receive 

the greatest acceptance given the similarity of narratives. We cannot expect the best of 

outcomes, but we must do what is necessary to ensure that such outcomes come to 

fruition. As this new discourse on sustainable development is a social movement, it must 

act as such and garner support on the bases of its merits, as it relates to the collective 

identities of potential adherents. Even if practitioners cannot fully embrace the four 
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qualities of life model in their everyday practice, practitioners should find means of 

starting the conversation about wellbeing in their communities, regardless of whether it is 

subjective wellbeing or capabilities. As demonstrated in Greater Victoria, starting the 

conversation is more important that getting it right. By starting the conversation, one can 

allow local narratives to define wellbeing for themselves, with the intent of also 

becoming a shaper of this narrative. Ideally, the role of the practitioner would be to help 

frame this narrative explicitly around the wellbeing/sustainable development relationship, 

as well as framing this relationship with participants using the four qualities of life 

model.  

 However, as the case study in Greater Victoria suggests, starting the discourse 

may not be enough. The creators of these indicators must take ownership of them and 

champion them in local government. They cannot expect the indicators to gain immediate 

acceptance and political support, but must aim to convince relevant figures in 

policymaking of the four qualities of life’s importance. Additionally, they must recognize 

that other actors will use these indicators for political gain or for means other than 

promoting happiness. As long as these creators are pushing for improvements in the four 

qualities of life, they should limit their concern for economic developers who market the 

municipality or region to attract business (as long as business attraction does not 

negatively impact the measures). At the least, starting the conversation is most important, 

and having it last over time is the ultimate good. 
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Appendix 1 
Interview Questions 

 
1. Broader philosophical concerns 

a. What do you think is the relationship between sustainability and 
happiness/well being? 

b. Is your participation in HIP related to realizing sustainability in Victoria? 
2. Description of the Process 

a. Could you provide a general overview of HIP from its inception to the 
publication of its first report, including how you became engaged with the 
project? 

b. Inception 
i. Was there any initial pushback against the project? 

ii. Did it require City Council approval? 
iii. What did HIP get funding? If your agency chose to fund it, why 

did it? 
c. Involvement 

i. How and why did you become involved in HIP? 
1. Why were you asked and ultimately choose to be involved? 

Expertise? Ability to represent your agency? 
2. Were major political figures like the Mayor and Council 

Members involved? 
ii. Why was there a lot of international cooperation in developing the 

survey? 
d. Determining what indicators to measure 

i. Eight indicators were ultimately determined to measure 
happiness/well being. How were these eight selected? 

1. Did you utilize public participation? If so, how? 
2. What definition of happiness, if any, emerged? 
3. Did philosophical concepts like capabilities inform the 

indicators? 
4. Were other indicators considered? Why were those 

removed? 
a. Was there conflict in determining which indicators 

to measure? 
e. Survey 

i. How long did it take to create the survey and determine what to 
measure? 

ii. What was the response rate, and was it representative of the group 
you were seeking to sample? 

f. Analysis and Publication 
i. How was the survey data analyzed? Who helped analyze it? How 

long did it take? 
ii. Were there any surprising findings? 
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iii. How did you encourage publicity for the report? 
3. Reaction 

a. How did people in Victoria respond? Was there media coverage as HIP 
evolved?  

b. Who was most/least enthusiastic enthusiastic? Did anyone or any group 
support/disagree with the project? 

c. How did members of government take to the findings? Did some take the 
initiative themselves to use these findings in policy? 

4. Policy 
a. Are you aware of specific policy initiatives that have started as a result of 

these findings? What did your agency do in response to these findings? 
b. Have these findings informed any discussion of city budget and 

performance-based measures? 
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