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ABSTRACT

The idea of cultural and environmental preservation is perhaps best
exemplified in the Himalayan Kingdom of Bhutan, where the universal happiness of
its citizens is considered of paramount importance, and sustainable socio-economic
growth is embraced both in its domestic and foreign policies. While the tiny kingdom
may not be usually be associated with innovation, its unconventional development
strategy through a human-centered and spiritual approach provides an innovative
concept to measuring socio-economic progress. This unigue developmental
philosophy termed ‘Gross National Happiness’ distinctly focuses on the collective
wellbeing of the Bhutanese people, subsequently demoting the significance of Gross
Domestic Product. In simple terms, the philosophy of GNH acknowledges that
although economic and material progresses are undeniably pivotal towards the overall
progressiveness of a nation, it rejects the notion that this is the only path towards
achieving national development. Gross National Happiness presents a radical and
innovative paradigm shift in development economics and social theory, which can be
regarded as the Buddhist equivalent to the more conventional approach to
development known as Gross National Product (Tideman, 2011).

This relatively new concept provides an interesting and intriguing
opportunity to analyses the unique situation of a country prioritizing the wellbeing of
its people over materialistic-based wealth and progress.

Following the abdication of the throne by the 4th King and the establishment
of an elected constitutional democratic government in 2008, the Kingdom of Bhutan
has only recently opened its borders to international trade and foreign investment. As
a result, the industrial sector and economy of the country have witnessed steady

economic progress in the following years. It is rather interesting to analyses exactly



how the holistic philosophy of Gross National Happiness is adopted within businesses
in Bhutan, particularly as the country begins to reel in the impact of globalization and
ensues towards the process of economic growth.

This research study aims to analyses how the concept of Gross National
happiness is applied and executed within local Bhutanese-based businesses, and to
what extent the philosophy has an impact on the owners and how they run their
respective businesses. It attempts to understand the potential changes that the
principles of the philosophy will have to adopt in order to adapt to the changing
economic landscape of Bhutan and seeks to understand if and how the concept is
deemed to have a positive impact on the profitability of a business, and on employee
satisfaction.

An explorative research method was used for this study by following an
inductive approach to look into a topic that is in its preliminary stage of maturity.
Subsequently, as this research paper is qualitative in its nature, it is frequently
descriptive in its attempt to address the research topic and questions.

Ultimately, the results of the study found that the concept of GNH is yet to be fully
incorporated into the day-to-day running of a business organization in Bhutan. While
the ethos of the philosophy is engrained in the people through Bhutanese culture,
there is no direct GNH enforcing or measuring department currently in existence.
The study is divided into five chapters:

Chapter 1 provides an introduction into the research background, along with
the research objectives, the research questions, scope of the study, and its limitations.
Chapter 1 also provides a diagram describing the structure of the study.

Chapter 2 gives an overview of the pertinent academic discussion of the
relevant concepts in the form of a concise literature review. A research framework is
also provided at the end of this chapter.

Chapter 3 outlines the research methodology that the author used for this
study, along with the research design, a methodology structure and the data collection
process.

Chapter 4 details out the empirical findings and results of the interviews that

were based on an interview guideline derived from the literature review.



Chapter 5 concludes the research through a discussion on the findings, and

provides recommendations based on these findings.

Keywords: Gross National Happiness, Happiness Index Bhutan, GNH of Business,
Corporate Social Responsibility, Sustainable Development, Triple Bottom

Line.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

1.1 Research Background

With a population of approximately 750,000 people, the Kingdom of Bhutan
is a small sovereign nation nestled in the eastern ridges of the Himalayas, sandwiched
between the continental giants of India and China respectively. The Kingdom of
Bhutan is perhaps most well-known for being the country where the innovative idea
of measuring developmental progress based on the idea of ‘happiness’ was first
initiated and set in motion. This concept officially termed as ‘Gross National
Happiness’ or GNH, was first coined and introduced in the 1970s by the fourth King
of Bhutan, His Majesty Jigme Singye Wangchuck. Revered and deeply respected by
the Bhutanese, King Jigme Singye Wangchuck is collectively viewed by his people as
a visionary, pious and noble monarch. His philosophy of GNH was envisioned based
on the cohesion between the compassionate grounds of Tibetan Buddhism and
monetary development, to emphasise the crucial importance of happiness among the
population while equally maintaining the need for economic development. The idea of
Gross National Happiness in Bhutan fundamentally and innovatively targets
sustainable and equitable socioeconomic development as a guiding principle in its
Governmental policies, making it a concept which is unparalleled in the world in
terms of its relevance for day-to-day policymaking (Stiftung, 2013). The concept of
GNH distinctly draws inspiration from the Buddhist middle path of sustaining a
balanced development towards interdependent living, whilst overriding the
significance of development purely through monetary gains (Ura, 2012). It essentially
supports the belief that the ultimate realization of true happiness comes from the
ability to maintain a balance between the collective spiritual and mental happiness of
society along with adhering to the modern-day needs of financial gains and
infrastructural development. The core principles of Vajrayana (Tibetan) Buddhism are
deeply rooted in the belief that consumption of material wealth and greed are the main
causes for unhappiness and suffering among sentient beings, and that all living beings
share the same level of importance and value in life. Hence, GNH is developed from

this Buddhist way of thinking, suggesting that the true path towards happiness is in



detachment from a desire for material possessions and for the ability to live in mutual
harmony with the natural entities of the world. Fueled by the necessity to modernise
the country yet preserve its cultural heritage, GNH serves as a unique and innovative
moral concept which acts as the guiding principles for Bhutan and its people. Its
holistic concept, conceptual framework and index of measurement offer an innovative
path for conceptualizing the boundaries of development beyond what exists in the
mainstream (Verma, 2017).

As a result of Bhutan’s Royal order to implement the principles of GNH
throughout governing bodies of the country, the responsibility of the government is to
ensure that both the private and public sectors within the country strike a balance
between ensuring the physical and mental well-being of the people, adopt sustainable
means of development, preserve the cultural heritage and environment of Bhutan, and
ultimately strive for profitability. Zangmo, Wangdi & Phuntsho (2017) state that over
the past few years, the Royal Government of Bhutan has placed GNH at the core of
country’s long-term development vision, making it a unifying force and common
rhetoric determining public policy.

Furthermore, to measure and accomplish the desired outcome of GNH, the
government of Bhutan developed an impact screening tool known as the ‘happiness
index’, assessing the implication and success of domains, which include
psychological well-being, environmental preservation, work, and environmental
conditions, diversity, living standards, healthcare, volunteerism, etc. Also commonly
referred to as Gross Domestic Happiness, GNH centers around the happiness index
which is effectively used to calculate the measure of both economic and moral
development of a society based on the overall happiness and well-being of its people.
This concept can also be seen in many ways, as an alternative to measuring
development primarily through the Gross Domestic Product of a nation (GDP). The
concept is fundamentally a change to existing traditional developmental theories,
particularly since it calls for a shift of attention away from development in purely
material terms (Ura & Galay, 2004). The idea of GNH values both tangible and
intangible aspects of wellbeing and is not opposed to material and economic progress,
and the concept represents a notion of good development that fosters societal

happiness as the ultimate value (Zangmo, et al. 2017). The GNH index can measure



tangible factors including worker salaries, work environments, and work-based
benefits, whilst also measuring intangible factors such as mental health, equality,
respect, and growth opportunities.

While the philosophy of GNH was ceremoniously and officially introduced
by King Jigme Singye Wangchuck in the early 1970s, the idea of placing emphasis on
community happiness is evident in Bhutan's early recorded history. In particular, the
legal code of 1629 stated that “if the government cannot create happiness for its
people, then there is no purpose for the government to exist” (GNH Centre Bhutan,
2020). This ultimately insinuates that the thinking behind the philosophy of GNH is
deeply ingrained within the very fabric of Bhutanese society, stemming from ancient
Buddhist knowledge, long before it was officially coined as the concept of GNH we
know and understand today.

Subsequently, in the wake of the abdication of his throne in 2006 and the
declaration for the establishment of a constitutional monarchy with an elected
democratic government, the 4th King of Bhutan initiated the opening of the country’s
borders to international business. Accordingly, the King ushered the country towards
a new era of modernization, but one done under the orchestration of GNH. In the
years since, Bhutan is steadily reeling in the impact of globalization and a rapidly
developing modern industry through a growing private sector supported by foreign
investments. As a result, despite the perturbation and concerns over the inevitable
changes brought on by modernizing its society and state, Bhutan must learn to
develop and adapt through the process of globalization under the guidance go GNH

principles (Freeman & Jackson, 2012).

1.2 Research Objectives

Bhutan was mainly chosen as the centerpiece of this study as the concept of
GNH is unique to it, and since the country emphasizes the happiness of its population
over its GDP, which is a notably uncommon policy in today’s world. Much of the
existing research is centred on the application of GNH in a policy context, but there is
a need for further research for the actual implementation of GNH principles in a
business context. While the idea/concept of GNH has officially existed for over 6

decades, its application in the business world is at its earliest phase of execution.



This research study will ultimately aim to explore to what extent the concept of Gross
National Happiness is implemented within local businesses based in Bhutan. In
addition, the study will seek to analyse the importance of GNH in Bhutanese society,
along with the relationship between GNH and related concepts such as Corporate
Social Responsibility and Sustainable Development. Additionally, this study will seek
to analyse the connection between business profitability and worker satisfaction as a
result of GNH being implemented by Bhutanese business owners. The research will
employ a qualitative research approach following a review of the pre-existing plethora

of academic literature on this subject matter.

1.3 Research Questions
This intended research study encompasses one main comprehensive research
question.
To what extent is the philosophy of GNH implemented in a local business
context within the Kingdom of Bhutan?
Subsequently, this was followed and supported by 2 adjutant questions:
1) What are the implications of companies having to use GNH in terms of
employee satisfaction and happiness?
2) To what extend does GNH impact and influence the profitability of a

business in Bhutan?

1.4 Scope of the Study and its Benefits

This study will seek to provide an overview of the operationalization and
implementation of the concept of Gross National Happiness in a business context,
specifically to business organizations based within Bhutan. The knowledge gained
from this study should provide beneficial reading for individuals and organizations
looking to further their understanding of the innovative concept of Gross National
Happiness, and how this philosophy could potentially be embraced and adopted by
international businesses and foreign organizations outside the Kingdom of Bhutan.
Moreover, this study will add to the existing literature of Gross National Happiness

and seek to provide research-based knowledge on how the concept of GNH has



influenced business conduct, models, and corporate social responsibility in the

Kingdom of Bhutan.

1.5 Limitations

One of the main limitations of this research study was the small sample of
respondents that were available for the interviews. A total of nine Bhutanese business
owners and managers were interviewed from various industries. Nine respondents in
total will not be able to represent the entire business community of the country,
subsequently limiting the quality and depth of the findings. The lack of more
respondents is directly related to the spread of Covid19. Thus, the most challenging
aspect of conducting this research study was dealing with the current situation with
the global pandemic. The onset of the virus evidently made it extremely for this
research, and it was particularly difficult to be able to successfully arrange and
conduct the intended interviews. As a result, all interviews had to be conducted online
which may be viewed as limiting the quality of the final research findings (when
compared to face-to-face interviews), despite conducting open-ended qualitative
interviews. Time constraints and interviewee availability also produced challenges to
be able to conduct all the interviews at one given time. The authenticity and success

of the study are mainly down to the answers obtained from the interview questions.



Figure 1.1: Structure of Intended Research

Implementing the concept of GNH
in Business

sag.'ﬁﬁiif.';hand Research
Benefits background

v |

Literature Review
Economic overview, GNH screening tool and index, GNH in business,
GNH and CSR, GNH certification, GNH and SD

;

Methodology

v

Results and Data analysis

¥

Conclusion




CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Overview

Extracting the core aspects of its inspiration and ideology from the traditional
Vajrayana (Tibetan) Buddhist culture of the country, GNH epitomizes the holistic
needs of the human individual - both in terms of their physical and mental wellbeing.
In a speech by the former prime minister of the country, His Excellency Jigme Y.
Thinley (2005) commented on the subject of GNH based development that ‘while
monetary-based development is necessary for society, the collective mental well-
being and state of mind of the general public is perhaps more significant for
development in the long run’ (Thinley, 2005).

In order to produce an extensive analysis on the innovative concept of Gross
National Happiness and how it is implemented within a development or business
context, a literature review was conducted from existing the online academic material,
in order to obtain the relevant secondary data for the proposed topic. A literature
review should concisely summaries the findings that have emerged from research
efforts on the subject and help conclude how accurate and complete that knowledge is
(Knopf, 2006). After the identification of the key research words and terms for the
topic, the following literature review was conducted to produce a general overview of
the existing body of research and examine how the GNH philosophy has impacted
business operations and structures in Bhutan.

Subsequently, this literature review will seek to produce a general
understanding of the implementation of GNH on businesses, and consequently help to
draw alternative conclusions that could potentially be generated. Upon initial
assessment of the written literature on the proposed topic, there is a vast plethora of
existing material both describing the philosophy of GNH in extensive detail, as well
as existing material on the implementation of the idea in the business world. The
literature review is divided into the following subsections:

1) Overview
2) Macroeconomics indicators of GNH
3) GNH in Business



4) GNH & other related

5) GNH & other similar related business development concepts

2.2 Literature Review Conclusion

Firstly, the literature review delves into identifying the macroeconomic
indicators currently in place within the Kingdom of Bhutan, particularly through the
lens of GDP to measure the economic status and progress of the country in recent
years. A general economic overview of the Kingdom is presented to outline key
industrial sectors that contribute the most to the Bhutanese economy. Additionally,
the use of GNH as another macroeconomic indicator within Bhutan is presented.
Under the Macroeconomic indicators of GNH, the literature review produces an
analysis of current existing measurement methods available to determine how GNH is
screened, analyzed, and assessed in government organizations and local businesses,
and the general population across Bhutan. Understanding the GNH screening tool and
the Happiness Index in Bhutan is key towards making sense of how the Royal
Government can implement the philosophy as well as ensure both its durability and
compliance in the long run.

The next subsection looks at the certification process for the successful
application of GNH principles in these business organizations. The certification is
assisted by the establishment of the Proposed GNH of business tool used to
systematically assess individual companies within the Kingdom. While this is a
proposed concept which has not yet come inte fruition, understanding the plans for
using the certification tool for businesses in the future will be important. Under this
proposed certification process, all businesses will be required to follow a step-by-step
process in obtaining certification that is in accordance and compliance with the 9
domains and 6 pillars of GNH. The fourth section of the literature review looks at
comparisons and contrasts between the idea of GNH and similar related concepts.
This section looks at the relationship between the concepts of GNH, Corporate Social
responsibility, and Sustainable Development. Firstly, we look at how the use of CSR
in Bhutan can help with solidifying the principles of GNH for years to come. It looks
at the benefits of CSR and provides an argument on the further use of the concept in

Bhutanese business organizations to achieve the objectives of a GNH-based society.



Furthermore, the succeeding subsection identifies the importance and prominence of
Sustainable development within Bhutan. GNH and sustainability are essentially based
on the same core principles, however, Bhutan’s particular approach to preservation
and sustainability through a more holistic approach is where differences are evident.
GNH can be viewed as a tool for ensuring sustainable development, and this
subsection looks at the synonymity between the two interrelated concepts. Finally, a
conceptual research framework was established to provide an analytical structure for

the intended purpose of this paper.
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2.3 Macroeconomic Indicators

This section of the literature review will investigate the macroeconomic
indicators in the Kingdom of Bhutan, along with the role of both GNH and GDP in
development. Using several sources and official statistical reports from recent years,
an economic overview is produced to outline the key industries and financial sectors
of Bhutan. Subsequently, this section will look into the GNH Index which are a
macroeconomic measurement tools used to screen the levels of GNH within Bhutan,
followed by the proposed GNH certification tool currently in development by the
RGOB.

2.3.1 Economic Overview of Bhutan:

According to a World Bank in Bhutan (2019) report, Bhutan is one of the
fastest growing economies in the world, having successfully reduced poverty by
nearly a third in the last few decades, and subsequently elevating its status as a lower-
middle income country. The economy and GDP are dominated primarily by
investments in hydroelectric power, and sustainable high-end tourism, further
supported by a strong financial relationship and trade-ties with neighbouring India.
Much of the existing literature and financial reports indicate that the economy of the
small Kingdom was attaining a steady ascendency backed largely by state investments
in green energy and sustainable tourism, both key national strategies synonymous
with GNH. The principles of GNH are incorporated within the Kingdom’s financial
Five-Year Plans (FYP), and the process is streamed throughout government
administrations and local businesses (Balasubramanian & Cashin, 2019).

Although a significant amount of literature currently exists on the increasing
frequency of discussions on GNH as a developmental alternative, GDP based
economic growth remains an equally important macroeconomic indicator for Bhutan.
For nearly all countries around the world, GDP remains the standard measurement
tool for economic growth and development.

Despite its image as an insular and exotic Himalayan kingdom, Bhutan’s
economy has been continuously growing above a 5% rate over the last twenty years,
and the country has managed to achieve this above-average economic growth in a
manner consistent with GNH (UKkai, 2016). As per the National Statistical Bureau of
Bhutan (2017), the Kingdom witnessed an average annual GDP growth rate of 7.6%
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that led to a steady increase in per capita GDP from US$834 in 2003 to US$2897 in
2016, crossing the threshold for a low-income country in 2014 as per the World
Bank’s criteria, Along with hydroelectricity, tourism is singled out as one of the
Kingdoms foremost industries and is identified as an industry capable of contributing
to poverty alleviation (Cochrane, 2008).

Bhutan is regarded as an exclusive tourist destination, adhering to a policy of
high value, low impact sustainable tourism, hence promoting the values of GNH
(Tourism Council of Bhutan). The tourism industry is structured to follow the
principles of environmental and cultural sustainability, essentially maintaining the
longevity of its pristine environment and traditional customs, while at the same time
maximizing foreign exchange earnings. Bhutan recorded nearly 316,000 visitors in
2019 alone, charging around USD $250 per day for guests, helping generate close to
USD $120 million in this sector alone (“Tourism in Bhutan”, 2019).

Ukai (2016) indicates that the reason for Bhutan’s ability to incorporate GNH
in their economic progress is down mainly to two reasons. Firstly, the economy is
primarily homogenous, with a strong dependence on publicly owned and distributed
electrical energy. Secondly, Bhutan’s political relationship with India has developed
into an economic dependence that goes beyond the influence of the global market
(Ukai 2016). In addition, Bhutan is an agricultural economy, but also exports
hydroelectricity, cardamom, gypsum, timber, handicrafts, cement, fruit, precious
stones and spices, and imports fuel, lubricants, grain, machinery, vehicles, fabrics and
rice (Uddin, Khan, & Alam, 2010).

2.3.2 GNH Screening Tool and Happiness Index:

This section of the literature review will look at sources reporting how GNH
is officially measured, and on the related pillars or primary methods of screening the
philosophy namely through the GNH Screening Tool and Happiness Index. These
screening and measurement tools are essentially macroeconomic tools used to
determine the ultimate success or failure of implementing the philosophy not only in
business, but in daily life within Bhutanese society. The GNH index was created in
2006 to measure both the subjective and objective conditions of well-being that
includes physical and mental health, community vitality, work-life balance, living

standards, civic engagement, and ecological integrity (Ura. 2015). The index
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fundamentally paints a picture on how happy the population is in simple terms,

provides indicators for sectors to guide development and helps the Government

Figure 2.2: 9 Domains of GNH

Cultural
Preservation &

Promeotion

Good Health
Governance 9 Domains of GNH

Psychological
Well-being

Allocate resources in accordance with the specific needs of people in certain
areas of the country (Daga, 2014). The GNH index, formed on the rudimentary
principles of Tibetan Buddhism is now the most important tool in guiding the
performance of the government towards achieving the goal of GNH (Wangmo &
Valk, 2012)

Additionally, Ura (2015) points out that periodic national surveys are used to
measure these conditions, and that the index is primarily designed for policy making

and policy corrections based on possible issues voiced by the general public. In
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essence, the index paints a general picture of the population, reflecting the impact of
GNH on Bhutanese society and is used to ultimately determine what does (and does
not) make the people happy, what does not, and what creates for unhappiness.
According to Ura (2015), the process and ability to improve happiness is not a
responsibility solely confined to the government, but also amongst civil servants, the
general population, and Bhutanese business leaders. The GNH index is designed
using the Alkire & Foster method, which is a multidimensional poverty index and
measurement tool (Alkire & Santos, 2013).

Bhutan’s GNH Index is a multidimensional measure that is linked with a set
of policy and program screening tools so that it has practical applications.
Subsequently, the GNH index is built from data drawn from the surveys which are
representative by district, gender, age, and rural-urban residence (Ura, Alkire,
Zangmo, & Wangdi, 2012). In a similar paper concerning the macroeconomic
indicators in Bhutan. Balasubramanian & Cashin (2019) point out that the Royal
Government of Bhutan had established the index and developed the GNH indicators
in 2005 in an attempt to develop the concept of “GNH from an academic notion to a
measurable one”. The findings and conclusions of this paper suggested the
effectiveness of the indicators, and that the Kingdom should undertake more GNH
surveys and evaluations to further “build evidence for the co-movement of GNH and
macroeconomic concepts like GDP” (Balasubramanian & Cashin, 2019)

In addition, a study by Daga (2014), noted that the core principles of GNH encompass
the following points:

1) GNH seeks to be policy sensitive - changing over time in response to
public action.

2) The indicators directly attempt to reflect public priorities.

3) Addresses the strengthening or deterioration of social, cultural and
environmental achievements.

4) GNH indicators are carefully chosen to stay relevant in future periods
as well as the present time to measure progress.

5) GNH index consists of sub-group consistent hence decomposable by

regions and groups.
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Figure 2.3: The 4 Pillars and 9 Domains of GNH
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The GNH Centre Bhutan’s official website was a major source for obtaining
background information and an overview on the principles and history of the GNH
philosophy. The official website outlines 4 key pillars that give a foundation to the
philosophy, which include good governance, sustainable socio-economic
development, preservation and promotion of culture, and environmental conservation.
The four pillars are further elaborated into 9 domains to articulate GNH measurement,
including living standards, education health, environment, community, vitality, time-
use, psychological wellbeing, good governance, and cultural resilience and promotion
(GNH Centre Bhutan, 2021). The happiness index and the GNH Screening tool are
relevant not only for the Royal government to assess the happiness of the population
to implement policies but also serve as a crucial guideline that any projects,
industries, or businesses must adhere to in order to gain approval for commencement
of their activities. The GNH Centre Bhutan (2021) states that the screening tool is a
system that ensures all development policies and projects of Bhutan are reviewed

under the lens of GNH, and it evaluates, monitors, sets goals, and raises national
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consciousness about what conditions are conducive to the happiness of the people.

The main objective of this tool is to systematically assess the impacts of any policy

and project on GNH, thereby simultaneously selecting GNH enhancing policies and

projects and rejecting projects and policies that adversely affect key determinants of
GNH (GNH Centre Bhutan, 2021). However, the GNH Index, measuring societal

happiness as the countries ’performance indicator and its policy applications do not

seem to have much influence on the business sector in Bhutan at this stage (Sebastian,

2015).

Table 2.1: Description of the 9 Domain

Domains Definition

Living Standards Level of material comfort as measured by
income, conditions of financial security,
housing and asset ownership.

Education Knowledge, values, skills and formal and
informal education across age levels.

Health Condition of human body and mind to have

a holistic healthily lifestyle both at the
mental and physical states.

Cultural Diversity and Resilience

Strength and diversity of cultural norms,
ethos and festivals across the country and

age groups.

Community Vitality

Attempts to focus on the strengths and
weaknesses of relationships and interaction
within communities. It gathers information
on social cohesion among family members
and neighbors, and on practices like
volunteering,

Time Use

Harmonious work life balance.

Psychological well-being

These living standards include spirituality,
reflective cognitive evaluations such as life
satisfaction, and affective reactions to life
events such as positive and negative
emotions.

Ecological Diversity

Measure's people’s perceptions and
evaluations of the environmental conditions
of their neighborhood and assess eco-
friendly behavior pattern.

(Continued)
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Table 2.1 (Continued): Description of the 9 domain

Domains Definition

Good Governance Evaluates the level of participation in
government decisions at the local level and
the presence of various rights and freedom.
It also assesses the level of efficacy, honesty
and quality within government.

Source: GNH Centre Bhutan. (2021). The 9 Domains of GNH. Retrieved from
https://www.gnhcentrebhutan.org/what-is-gnh/the-9-domains-of-gnh/.

2.3.3 GNH Certification

In order to implement the principles of Gross National Happiness in a
Business context, the Royal Government of Bhutan established the Proposed GNH of
business tool to systematically assess individual companies within the Kingdom. As a
result of ongoing global issues in recent times such as climate change, environmental
degradation, and mental health awareness, communities and societies expect
businesses and corporations to be more socially ethical, and environmentally friendly.
Like the GNH screening tool model in businesses is the Triple Bottom Line approach,
requiring a business to balance both their profits, as well as ecological and social
responsibility. The TBL is a business framework that uses three dimensions of
performance: social, environmental, and financial (Slaper & Hall, 2011). Comparably,
the Proposed GNH of Business is a tool for collecting information to determine
whether businesses demonstrate their commitment towards initiatives and
engagements in the improvement of societal wellbeing, and the main objective of the
tool is to motivate the business sector to align goals along with GNH values (Zangmo,
etl al., 2017). Firstly, it is important to note that while GNH is part of the very fabric
which governs Bhutanese society, the concept is in the infantile stage of its
implementation in the business world. This GNH assessment and certification tool at
present is merely a proposed concept developed by the Centre for Bhutan Studies and
GNH, which is in the process of eventually being introduced as a mandatory

requirement for starting new businesses, and the operation of existing ones within
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Bhutan. The proposed idea enables certification for businesses to obtain the required
approval of the government to commence with their intended activities, all while
adhering to the principles and ethos of GNH. The assessment tool and subsequent
certification for businesses aim to monitor and evaluate business operations using
GNH indicators, by increasing transparency and accountability in business by
disclosing social, environmental, and other impacts, and help in monitoring and
holding businesses accountable should they breach certain standards (Zangmo, et al.,
2017).

Figure 2.4: GNH output and Impact
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According to the Centre of Bhutan Studies (2018) the certification and
compatibility of a given business in lieu of the principles of GNH is processed in 6
steps:

1) Screening

2) Planning
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3) Data Collection

4) Analysis

5) Reporting

6) Certification

Furthermore, in conformity with the 9 domains of Happiness, Bhutan has

developed 38 sub-indexes, 72 indicators and 151 variables that are used to define and
analyse the happiness of the Bhutanese people (GNH Centre Bhutan, 2021.). This is
also applied in a business context, and all businesses must look towards meeting the
criteria of the 9 domains: Psychological wellbeing, Health, Time Use, Education,
Living Standards, Good Governance, Cultural Diversity and Resilience, Community

Vitality, and Ecological Diversity.

2.4 GNH in Business

In his research on the potential for a GNH supported economic growth, Ukai
(2016) argues that despite the popular discourse of the GDP vs GNH debate
magnified by media outlets, Bhutan has steadily been progressing into a dialogue of
how to continue to channel GNH into specific initiatives and policies, rather than a
nebulous goal (Ukai, 2016). The paper recognises that Bhutan primarily relies on the
public sector for the bulk of its economic progress and that the country’s future
economic growth is dependent on the potential to implement GNH principles in the
private sector. Furthermore, Ukai (2016) recommends the establishment of a
stabilisation fund in the country. Essentially speaking, GNH is congruent with what is
known as a “mixed economy”, the idea that market forces could do many things well
— but not everything. This will require government and all actors in the economy to
reclaim responsibility for their lives and start defining economic objectives in more
human terms (Tideman, 2011). Whilst acknowledging the undeniable importance of
the economy Tideman (2011) argues that GNH can be seen as more or less a
balancing act which is essentially designed to bring inspiration to those involved in
the running of the economy as well as prioritising the collective social responsibility
of the population.

Under the tutelage of the Monarchy and the integration of GNH within daily

life in the Kingdom, Bhutan has seen reductions in poverty, improvements in basic
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health, the environment, sanitation, education, road and mobile connectivity, gender
equality, and access to justice (Brooks, 2013). Brooks (2013) notes that several
examples are manifesting the philosophy of GNH within the largest sectors of
Bhutan's economy, namely in hydroelectric power, agriculture, and tourism. For
instance, Bhutan produces hydropower through run-of-the-river dams with a lessened
impact on the ecosystem as opposed to larger and potentially more lucrative dams.
Furthermore, the Kingdom pledges to progress towards a 100% organic agricultural
sector, as well as maintaining its renowned high value, low impact approach towards
tourism (Brooks, 2013).

Zsolnai & Valcsicsak (2017) describe GNH as providing an alternative
framework that can help enterprises to develop broader, more inclusive business
models that aim to serve the greater good of society. Their study focuses primarily on
the rating method of GNH in a business context within Bhutan, with a scheme/scale
ranging from 1-4 stars. Essentially, GNH with a 4-star index rating for a business
means that the given enterprise satisfies the basic criteria of environmental
conservation, equitable socio-economic development, good governance, and cultural
preservation (Zsolnai & Valcsicsak, 2017). It is therefore a necessity for any potential
business or project in Bhutan wishing to commence with operations to adhere to the
GNH checklist and ensure that certain criteria set by the government are met.
Furthermore, Ukai (2016) points out that under the constitution of Bhutan, the
economic growth strategy in Bhutan must both address the typical challenges faced by
other countries and be well-integrated into the country’s overall guiding principle of
GNH. In other words, economic development and the focus on the GDP remain
important, but the principles of GNH must be adhered to at an equal level.

In a research paper comparing the concepts of CSR and GNH, Sebastian
(2015) adopted a grounded theory approach by interviewing 15 prominent business
leaders in Bhutan, in order to understand how the concept of happiness was
implemented. The study also analysed the similarities and differences both
theoretically and in the personal opinions of business leaders, between GNH and
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). Her research study findings showed that
many of the interviewees considered the ideologies of GNH to be a part of the culture

and tradition long before the actual formulation of the philosophy, and that evidence
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suggests that these values are deeply embedded into society, the business leaders, and
the government officials in the country (Sebastian, 2015). Her findings pointed that
most the interviewees felt that adopting the values of GNH in their business decisions
enabled them to strike a balance between competing priorities. One of the main points
in her findings was that business leaders highlighted how GNH could get
compromised to stay competitive in an international market and that the concept’s
implementation in a business sense may only work in smaller countries with less
competitive markets (Sebastian, 2015). Due to similarities in the research topic and
intended purpose of this particular study, it presents a valuable opportunity for the
author to evaluate an existing body of research on the strengths and limitations of
implementing GNH in business. Furthermore, Sebastian (2018) also found that the
main challenges faced by Bhutanese businesses were in competitive environments in
international markets. According to her findings, GNH sets very high expectation of
businesses especially for young entrepreneurs and there is currently no culture of

GNH reporting among businesses in Bhutan (Sebastian 2018).

2.5 GNH and Selected Similar Business/Development Concepts

This part of the literature review aims to address the similarities and
differences between GNH and related concepts of Corporate Social Responsibility
and Sustainable Development.

2.5.1 GNH and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR):

With the principles of GNH and sustainable development at the forefront of
Bhutan’s domestic policies and business sector, it is imperative to understand the
current state of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) within the Kingdom of Bhutan
and its connection with the values of Gross National Happiness. As awareness has
increasingly spread over both environmental and societal concerns in recent years,
businesses face increasing pressures to show transparency and have an ethical
approach to develop more ecologically responsible propositions to their operation
methods. Hence, it is crucial for businesses, including those in Bhutan to adopt
socially conscious and sustainable approaches to generate profit.

Corporate Social Responsibility can be defined as a process of treating the

stakeholders of a company ethically or in a responsible manner, with the wider aim
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being to achieve sustainable development (Hopkins, 2006). CSR essentially refers to
the general notion that business organizations’ have a responsibility to society,
including the consumers, the employees, the community, and the natural environment
(Carroll, 2008), which makes it interchangeable with the values and principles of
GNH. CSR incorporates the 3P’s theory, which consists of Profit, People, and Planet,
which highlights economic, social, and environmental responsibility (Ksi¢zaK &
FischBach, 2017). The concept of CSR through a primarily philanthropic focus is
particularly noticeable in Bhutan, yet the values of GNH offer a more holistic
perspective that considers economic equality, ecological preservation, cultural
diversity, and governance issues as equally important (Sebastian, 2018). In
comparison, most of the four pillars that make up the GNH principles (sustainable
development, the environment, and good governance) are all in tandem with those of
CSR. However, it is the customary aspect and the holistic approach of cultural
preservation and promotion that are unique to the Bhutanese philosophy of GNH.

Two of the most relevant and extensive studies conducted on the interrelation
between the concepts of CSR and GNH for business entities in Bhutan were
conducted by Wangdi (2004) and Lhaden (2010) respectively. Wangdi (2004)
identified that three of the four pillars of GNH were connected to the CSR’s concept
of the 3 P’s, but the contrast between the two concepts was evident in the idea of
cultural preservation. The study called for the establishment of a department within
the department of industry in Bhutan to oversee CSR in the country, as well as
developing CSR principles in line with those of GNH (Wangdi, 2004). Another
master thesis study comparing the similarities and differences between the two
concepts was conducted by Lhaden (2010). The study used a survey to gather data
from a variety of public/state-owned organizations, with questions mainly focusing on
ethical business practices, employee benefits, the community, environment, and the
preservation and development of the Bhutanese culture. Her research concluded that
CSR would be immensely beneficial to the country’s efforts in maintaining a GNH
standpoint from both a policy and business context, subsequently suggesting that CSR
would assist in issues regarding self-regulation of businesses, codes of conduct, health
and safety, environment, and social preservation, and increased efforts of
philanthropy (Lhaden, 2010).
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2.5.2 GNH and Sustainable Development:

Across multiple academic sources that were assessed, a common theme was
identified essentially connecting the concept of GNH to that of sustainable economic
development. The idea of sustainable development and GNH go together, and it is
perceptible that the concept of GNH has been primarily modelled around the
principles of sustainable development, but from a particularly Bhutanese perspective
based on their own specific traditional Buddhist values. Mgller (2016) considers that
the philosophy of GNH is directly interchangeable with sustainable development as a
concept and philosophy. Additionally, GNH can also be used as a model of
sustainable development in a more holistic sense, since it places human wellbeing at
the centre of development policy while broadly considering all the subjective and
objective conditions which ensure human flourishing in a given cultural context
(Mgller, 2016). In his paper on alternatives to unsustainable Western economic
systems, Dixon (2009) outlines several key recommendations to help develop a
strategy to achieve GNH goals. The recommendations include minimizing the need
for foreign exchange, developing effective and sustainable business models,
prohibiting western forms of advertising, and sustainable means of developing
infrastructure (Dixon, 2009).

It is evident that the core principles and domains of the GNH concept all
promote the sustainable development of the Kingdom from a human-centred
approach. For instance, the GNH philosophy is derived through the deep connection
between the Bhutanese people and their VVajrayana Buddhist faith, whereby harmony
with oneself and coexistence with nature is seen as being of the utmost importance to
sustain a healthy living standard. The GNH principles centre on the importance of
equitable socio-economic development, ecological conservation, and promotion of
culture through good governance, which are all similar to the basic pillars of
Sustainable Development, namely the importance of the environment, society, and the
economy (Gupta & Agrawal, 2017). In other words, GNH and Sustainable
Development are “compatible in that sustainable development is a subset of GNH,
just as how democracy is a subset of GNH two are congenial in how they are
conceptualized and how sustainability of development is addressed” (Penjore, 2017).

Perhaps as Yangka, Newman, Rauland, & Devereux (2018) suggests, the GNH
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approach through its aspirations of balancing material and spiritual aspects of society,
is a simpler way of understanding sustainability and the Sustainable development
goals.

The ultimate success of GNH as a tool for sustainable development is evident
in the balance that Bhutan has struck between modernization and the preservation of
its culture and environment. In tandem with the principles of GNH, the constitution of
the Kingdom mandates that forest cover throughout the country must be permanently
maintained above 60%. Subsequently, the low levels of industrial activity, a focus on
ecological preservation, and the focus on hydroelectric power have resulted in Bhutan
being declared as a carbon-negative country (Munawar, 2016). Thus, it is arguable to
a certain extent that following a path of sustainable development in the field of
agriculture, hydropower, and tourism, the country is rightfully moving toward a
direction of achieving economic growth and happiness for its citizen (Banerjee &
Singh, 2013). Sustainable development aligns itself seamlessly within the framework
of GNH it they share values relating to balance and harmony for future generations.

Furthermore, as Ura (2015) points out: “a major success criteria for GNH as a
development framework would be that Bhutan so far has remained a reasonably
equitable and sustainable society where the proportion of unhappy people are very
low, for the given level of per capita income™ (Ura, 2015). According to an official
Government report on Sustainable Development and Happiness, Sustainable
Development finds a natural place within the GNH framework by sharing a common
vision of prosperity, peace, and harmony (Royal Government of Bhutan, 2018).
Subsequently, the report points out the fact that a separate department or institution
for implementing Sustainable Development Goals in the country as being necessary,
due to the ‘indivisibility of GNH and SDG ’(Royal Government of Bhutan, 2018).

This essentially points out that both concepts are directly interlinked, with the
only difference being the holistic approach of GNH which encompasses cultural

promotion and preservation.
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Table 2.2: Comparing GNH with CSR and SD
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- Preservation of
culture
- Environmental

Preservation

growth

Parameters Gross National Corporate Social Sustainable
Happiness Responsibility Development
Values - Balance and socio- | - Ethical business - Equality and

economic - Societal contribution | Freedom
development - Philanthropy - Solidarity
- Holistic and - Environmental - Control of
spiritual responsibility population growth
- Compassion - Balance between - Respect for the
- Societal Happiness  society, environment, | environment
and wellbeing and profit - Resource
- Buddhist principles | - Sustained profit and | management

- Limiting ecological
waste
- Community

participation

Stakeholders

All sentient living

beings

Corporate business
leaders and society as

a whole

Governments and

society as a whole

Drawing on the comparisons in Table 2.2, it is evident that the philosophy of

GNH incorporates and shares multiple similarities to the frameworks presented by SD

and CSR. While the three concepts align in many of their core principles and values,

arguably the primary difference is that GNH revolves around a more spiritual and

holistic approach to development. As Sebastian (2018) suggests, this may be because

GNH is based on relational values and ethics and is grounded in an interdependent
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worldview which ultimately believes that all living beings and components in a socio-

ecological system are related.

2.6 Literature Review Conclusions

The literature review provides an overview and analysis on the research
results for existing material in relation to the research topic and questions. The
literature review being the secondary source for data collection will also be used in
the methodology to help generate findings, conclusions and recommendations for this
paper. The literature review looked at the macroeconomic indicators and economic
overview of Bhutan, the GNH concept in a business sense, the GNH certification
process, GNH measurement tools, and a comparison between GNH, CSR, and SD. By
segregating the different aspects into subsections, we can gather information on the
different aspects of GNH and how it can address the research objective of finding out
how GNH is implemented in a business context, followed by the relationships
between GNH, profitability, and employee happiness in Bhutan. Analysing existing
data from academic sources provides an understanding and an appreciation for what

GNH has achieved, and the potential for it to be adopted further in a business context.

2.7 Research Framework

Using the preexisting information obtained from the secondary academic
sources in the literature review, a research framework was constructed to provide an
analytical structure on the steps taken throughout the study. GNH in business is the
centerpiece focus of this study, and it is linked directly to the four pillars of the
concept which are Sustainable development, Environmental preservation, good
governance, and cultural preservation. The 4 pillars of GNH were selected as the main
constructs for this study as they are the key factors that businesses in Bhutan must
fulfil when applying for a license to operate and to gain approvals on prospective new
projects. In turn, the 4 pillars determine the overall happiness of employees within a
business, their profitability after implementing the GNH principles, and the level of
ecological impact that they produce, which are 3 elements that are key to this research

study.
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Figure 2.5: Research Framework

GNH IN BUSINESS




CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

3.1 Research Method

The paradigm of this research paper incorporates the use of both primary and
secondary sources from a variety of references. An explorative research method was
selected for this particular study by following an inductive approach to look into a
topic that is in its preliminary stage of maturity, mainly due to a lack of research to
GNH in business. Subsequently, as this research paper is qualitative in its nature, it is
frequently descriptive in its attempt to address the research topic and questions.
Whilst there is an abundance of existing material available on the subject of GNH, the
majority is an analysis of the meaning of the concept as opposed to its application
within a business sense, hence the reason for selecting an interpretive method of
research.

Verbatim transcription was subsequently used to record all parts of the
interview dialogue into documents. The transcribed verbatim was coded based on the
four pillars of GNH according to the theoretical framework of the research. Thematic
coding was the method selected in the coding process, in which the author identified,
analyzed, and interpreted patterns and themes that were consistently prevalent in the

responses of the interviewees.

3.2 Research Design

To implement the exploratory research approach to this study, the author
collected primary data by conducting a series of semi-structured interviews primarily
consisting of open-ended questions with several business owners and managers from
local Bhutanese enterprises and organizations. All interviews were conducted in
English, were recorded, and then transcribed into a document. Finally, these
transcripts were then analyzed and interpreted with the help of the research-guiding
framework to generate the findings and identify key commonalities and unifying

insights that appeared throughout most of the interviews.
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3.2.1 Primary Source

The primary source of data was collected from a set of semi-structured
interviews using a literature-developed interview guideline with open-ended interview
questions, followed by an analysis of the obtained data. Nine interviews with business
owners or senior executives were conducted and recorder online the time period of
October-November 2021 using the Zoom platform. The business background of the
interviewees ranges from a variety of industries in Bhutan, including Travel and
Tourism, Hospitality, Manufacturing, and Food distribution. The findings will then be
obtained and analyzed using a coding system to identify patterns and similarities in
the responses of the research participants. The resulting key terms/words will
subsequently be presented in a transcript form for viewing and analysis.

3.2.2 Secondary Source

The secondary sources are from the findings of the literature review and
consisted primarily of referenced existing academic research on the research question
and sub-questions, specifically from online academic papers, books, publications, and
websites. Along with the findings from the primary sources, the reviewing of existing
literature will aid in formulating the final thoughts, conclusions, and
recommendations for the research topic and questions.

3.2.3 Research Methodology Structure

The intended method for the research is as followed on the figure below:
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Figure 3.1: Research Methodology Structure

Step 1: Review the existing
literature on the intended
research question and adjudant
questions.

Step 2: Use the findings and
methodology from the literature
review to formulate questions.

Step 4: Conduct
semi-structured/open ended
interviews with local business
owners in Bhutan.

Step 3: Determine the research
objectives and evident difficulties
connected to the research

Step 6: Analyse the data,

produce the findings, produce a
conclusion to the research topic
and develop recommendations.

Step 5: Collect the data,
transcribe the interviews and
report findings.

3.3 Data collection and Analysis

As this research study is qualitative in its nature, a set of 18 open-ended
interview questions were formulated and designed based on aspects and information
obtained from the literature review, and research objectives and questions. To gather
the data, questions were split into three separate parts, the first of which focused on
the company and interviewees profile, the second on the GNH concept, and the third
entering on the implementation of GNH in their respective businesses. The questions
focused primarily on their understanding of the concept of GNH, their existing
policies in the workplace to comply with the GNH principles, the happiness of the
employees, the impact of the concept on profitability, and their respective opinions on
the future of the concept regarding business in Bhutan. 8 of the 9 respondents were
business owners, executives or senior managers with existing and operating

organizations in Bhutan. One of the interviewees represented a company which is in
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the final stages of obtaining the required licensing and approvals to begin business
operations. As a result, two of the interview questions, which were deemed irrelevant
to their new company were altered. These were questions 16 and 17 which were
regarding the overall “happiness’ of their staff and on the profitability of a company
adhering to GNH requirements.

Due to logistical reasons and the travel restrictions related to the COVID-19
pandemic, all 9 interviews were conducted online between September and October
2021. All interviews were conducted in English and transcribed in document format
for viewing. The interviews are done in line with the theoretical framework of this
research paper. 8 of the interviews we’re conducted with existing businesses within
the country with 1 of them being a prospective newly formed company which is very
close to beginning their operations. Findings from the interview conversations and the
subsequent transcriptions into word format were then used to analyse the data, report
the findings in the discussions and to produce the potential recommendations and

conclusions.



CHAPTER 4
RESEARCH FINDINGS

4.1 Demographics of Respondents and Company Profile

The results and findings present the data obtained from the 9 interviews
conducted from a variety of industries. All 9 interviewees were asked a total of 18
questions, divided into 3 sections based on the application of GNH in their respective
companies. The interviewees were split almost equally in terms of gender, with 4
respondents being male and 5 females, and all were either managers or senior

executives within their companies.

Table 4.1: Gender of the Respondents

Demographic Variable Item Number Percentage
Gender Male 4 44.44%
Female 5 55.56%

Table 4.2: Industries of the Respondents

Demographic Variable Item Number | Percentage
Industry Hotel 2 22.2%
Restaurant (Food & Beverage) 1 11.1%
Alcohol Brewery 1 11.1%
Tourism 1 11.1%
Food Production & Distribution 2 22.2%
Manufacturing Factory 2 22.2%

As is evident from the above table, the respondents came from a variety of
different industries and business 