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Preface
Building a 'happy society' and placing happiness as a goal for policy development
were the central focus of the international conference on 'Happiness and Public

Policy'. The conference was organized by Thailand's Public Policy Development
Office (PPDO) together with partners in and outside Thailand such as the United
Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP), the

Asian Institute ofTechnology (AIT), the Wellbeing in Developing Countries Research
Group (WeD), and the National Electronics and Computer Technology Center
(NECTEC). The conference was held on July 18-19, 2007 at the United Nations
Conference Center (UNCC) in Bangkok, Thailand to facilitate the exchange of multidisciplinary insights and hold debates on the development paradigm, research
methodologies, and research findings from various countries.
This publication is a product of this two-day international conference, which hosted
about 500 participants and 50 papers consisting of five themes: (i) happiness in global
perspectives: why we need a new paradigm, (ii) conceptualization of happiness and
indicators, (iii) local interpretation on national happiness, (iv) happiness and socio
economic policy, and (v) technology and happiness. To synthesize the conference
output in logical pattern, this book is accordingly organized in the following order: 1)
why we need a new paradigm, 2) why we want to measure happiness, 3) how we
measure happiness, 4) implications to public policies, 5) major policy challenges, and
6) the way forward.

Inputs of the synthesis include not only selected papers presented at the conference
but also complements from distinguished researches in the field. This combination
provides sufficient substances to discuss why we should and how we could
incorporate "happiness" in the development framework, how happiness is measured
in practice, and finally what and how public policies may be derived from the
research.

Ill

Since happiness is the ultimate goal of human beings, time has come to re-think of the
development paradigm and assumptions of human behavior under mainstream
economics. Recent movements at international, national, and regional levels reflect
the need for new directions in development framework and measurement. Connecting
Eastern philosophy and Western theories, this book cultivates thoughts on the
meaning of happiness and how humans can achieve it, most notably through the
evolution of new development strategies and measurements that integrate subjective
aspects of human behavior in economic research and policies.

Realizing the importance of happiness as an area of study, great effort has been made
to make the publication comprehensive, including a good background on the rationale
behind a new development paradigm, relevant measurements, practical tools, and

policy implications. We hope this publication helps increase understanding of the
subject among students and researchers who are entering the realm of happiness
research, and policy planners who aim to integrate happiness into the core of public
policies.

Sauwalak Kittiprapas
Project Director
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Introduction
If happiness is an ultimate goal of human being,
development paradigm that focuses exclusively on
economic prosperity may need a rethinking. Development
should not be only about economic prosperity - only a
material means of happiness, but should be conceptualized
towards the goal of happiness that involves other aspects
than economic such as physical, mental, social and
spiritual. Public policy schemes, therefore, need to be
re-designed in order to increase individual and societal
happiness. This publication draws from the International
Conference on "Happiness and Public Policy", organized

by Public Policy Development Office (PPDO)1 under the
Office of the Prime Minister of Thailand and UNESCAP,

held at UNCC in Bangkok during July 18-19, 2007.
Combining more than 50 papers presented at the
Conference and existing literature on subjective well-being,
this book discusses: 1) why we need a new development
paradigm, 2) why we want to measure happiness, 3) how to

measure happiness, and 4) implications of research on
subjective well-being to public policies, 5) major policy
challenges, and 6) the way forward.

PPDO was dissolved in September 30, 2007.

Section 1:

Why We Need a New
Paradigm
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For over half a century, the progress of nations has
been judged on their economic prosperity. Gross domestic
product (GDP), both per capita and growth, has come to
represent the well-being of a nation. While countries have

become wealthier, many have observed a coincidence

between increasing economic prosperity and decreasing
social and environmental wealth. Increasing social
inequality takes place both within- and between-countries.
Environmental deterioration continues to produce longterm damages that have substantial effects on humans.

There have been increasing in negative events, e.g., the
increase in crime rates, drug abuses, suicides, pandemic
diseases, social and psychological problems all over the

world. More importantly, these events are mirrored by the
failure of happiness in society to increase in syncrony with
economic prosperity.

From the observations of Jigmi Y. Thinley, the
Prime Minister of Bhutan , our society is currently
suffering from too much emphasis being placed on the
increase of a country's economic prosperity. Remarks from
his speech expressed that we are not happy with our way of
life due to the increase of negative events, which have
resulted from a narrow focus on GDP as the measure of

national well-being.

"We have unquestioningly accepted the
notion that GDP provides the truth about how
well a country and its people are doing. But
how much more happiness has wealth
brought even to the richest among us? Have
the rich become more secure, contented and
at peace with themselves? Are the rich and
powerful nations confident of continued

growth and stability? Can they be sure of
their future ten years from now? And yes,
how much happier are the Americans and the
Japanese compared to those who are at the
other end of the development scale?"
(Thinley, 2007; p.4)
Since Bhutan's first election in March 2008.

Thinley's statements on wealth and happiness
evoked one to question the correlation between GDP and
national well-being established by the development
paradigm, and the comprehensive paper by Clark, Frijters,
and Shields (2006) on the relationship between income and
happiness provides substantial evidence. Figure 1 taken
from Clark et al (2006) shows that happiness in the United
States has fluctuated around a flat trend in the last thirty

years while its GDP per capita hasconstantly risen. Similar
observation of the Japanese society is found by Kusago
(2007a, 2007b), as shown in Figure 2. Even the Japanese
economic development strategythat had once been admired
as a role model in industrial development has not brought
about the constant increase in Japanese life satisfaction.
Figure 1: Happiness and Real Income Per Capita in the
US, 1973-2004

40000

30000

--20000 3

&
Happiness

- - - Real Income Per Capita

ioooo 8

0.5-•

•

1973

»

<

1977

i

i

i

i

i

j

i_

1981

1985

1989

i i i i i i i i i i i i L o
1993

1998

2003

Year

Source: Clark et al (2006); Happiness data are from the
U.S. General Social Survey; the GDP data from Penn
World Tables.

Figure 2: GDP trend and SWB trend in Japan (1978-2002)
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However, to understand Thinley's statements and
the disconnection between happiness and economic
development, it is imperative to make a better
understanding of the relationship between GDP and the
development paradigm.

Traditionally, this paradigm viewed development as
a process that should replicate the economic successes of
the Western European countries and the United States
during the Industrial Revolution. The focus of the
development paradigm was to employ conventional
economic strategies, e.g. industrialization, modernization,
and market coordination, to foster economic prosperity; this
approach to development became known as the
conventional approach. As Barameechai (2007, p.2)
describes, "the focus of national development was on the
growth of per capita income, measured by GDP growth. As
it was believed that the increase in the production of goods
and services together with employment rate would
automatically distribute to all people and eventually reduce
the poverty."

It is also believed under the conventional approach
that human behavior is guided by the economic principle of
utility. As Powdthavee (2007a, p.2) explains, "...the
conventional view of utility ... employs an objective
position, based on observable choices made by individuals.
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In this analysis, utility only depends on tangible goods and
services and leisure. An individual is then observed to

prefer one bundle of goods to another..."

In essence,

development process so far has been an objective one, in
which objective indicators, such as GDP per capita, GDP
growth, and material consumption have been used as the
sole indicators of how well a nation is performing.
However, the conventional approach's attempt to

provide national well-being through economic prosperity
was sparsely achieved. During the Modernization era, the
conventional approach sought to achieve economic
prosperity through rapid industrialization of developing
economies.

As

highlighted

by

Fisher

(2007)

even

successful cases of Modernization were vulnerable to the

inconsistencies of conventional approach strategies.
"The Pearson Report of 1969 noted that
under Modernization policies, 'even under
favorable circumstances, the export credits
and development assistance had raised

rapidly to a level of nearly $50 billion, while
debt service had since been growing at 17%
annually, absorbing much of the increase in
export earnings' that would have contributed
to economic growth." (Fisher, 2007, p.5).

Under the policies of Neoliberalism, the
conventional approach sought to achieve fiscal stability
through structural adjustment loans, while opening these
developing economies to the international market. When
the global recession and the OPEC embargo of the 1970s
occurred these developing economies were most severely
affected and left in hyperinflation or stagflation, with black
market economies, current account and government
deficits, and currency overvaluations (See Easterly, 2005;
Mosley and Toye, 1991; Crisp and Kelly, 1999; Van De
Walle and Johnston, 1996; Adedeji, 1999; and McGregor,
2005).

For a handful of developing countries, known as the
Asian Tigers, the policies of the conventional approach
achieved economic growth. This collection of developing
countries included early starters like South Korea, Hong
Kong, and Taiwan, and relatively late starters like Thailand,
Indonesia, Singapore, Malaysia, and the Philippines. From

the early 1980s to the late 1990s, the Asian Tigers
impressively accomplished GDP growth rates on average of
8-12% per year (see Table 1). These countries also saw
large capital inflows into their economies that counted for

the majority of FDI towards developing countries, since

interest rates ofthese economies were attractive for capital
investments (see Table 2).

Table 1: GDP growth rates of East Asian countries in
selected years

Countries
China

1988

1989

1990

1995

2000

2005

11.3

4.1

3.8

10.5

8.0

9.9

Hong Kong

8.0

2.7

4.0

3.9

10.0

7.3

South Korea

10.6

6.7

9.2

9.2

8.5

4.0

8.0

8.5

5.7

6.5

5.8

4.1

Indonesia

10.5

6.7

5.6

7.3

4.4

8.4

Malaysia

9.9

9.1

9.0

9.8

8.9

5.3

Philippines

6.8

6.2

3.0

4.7

4.4

5.1

Singapore

11.5

10.0

9.2

8.1

10.0

6.4

Thailand

13.3

12.2

11.2

9.2

4.8

4.5

Taiwan

Source: Asian Development Bank (2006)
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Table 2: Percentage of foreign direct investment flows to
selected countries and in selected years

(FDI flow to developing countries = 100)

1980

1985

1990

1995

2000

2005

100

100

100

100

100

100

8.65

38.19

63.08

68.99

57.92

66.41

48.35

32.17

60.21

64.42

54.73

50.05

12.39

15.84

24.49

40.14

45.54

36.99

China

0.74

13.78

9.72

32.36

15.90

23.04

Hong Kong

9.27

-1.88

9.12

5.36

24.18

10.70

South Korea

0.22

1.53

2.12

1.08

3.52

2.24

Taiwan

2.17

2.41

3.71

1.34

1.92

0.52

35.96

16.33

35.72

24.28

9.19

13.07

Indonesia

3.92

2.18

3.04

3.75

-1.78

2.65

Malaysia

12.19

4.89

7.27

5.01

1.48

1.26

1.49

0.74

1.53

1.26

0.87

0.59

16.12

7.37

15.53

9.95

6.44

4.77

2.47

1.13

7.17

1.79

1.31

2.85

Countries

Developing econ
omies
Asia

East and SouthEast Asia

East Asia

South-East Asia

Philippines
Singapore
Thailand

Source:

United

Nations

Conference

on

Trade

and

Development (2007)

Then in July 1997, the economies of the Asian
Tigers systematically collapsed. The long-time success

story of the conventional approach known as the Asian
Financial Miracle fell victim to problems induced by
misconduct in financial and economics practices and

regulations, such as overconsumption and over-speculation
of asset values. The values of currencies, stock markets,

and capitals fell sharply causing the once rapidly-growing
financial

and

business sectors of these countries to

disintegrate. Rapid currency devaluation, as a result of the
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international currency speculation, became an international

contagion and caused the per capita income of people and
employment within these countries to fall sharply.
Consequently, millions of people were victims of poverty
and social adverse impacts.
Soon after the full effects of the Asian Crisis were

known to the international community, many people began
to question the validity of the conventional approach. The
development paradigm's failures to prevent stagnation and
poverty in countries that were part of the so-called
'Economic Miracle' drew heavy international criticism. For

many critics the failure to provide 'national well-being' by
means of the conventional approach was due to the limited
scope and definition of well-being. By making economic
prosperity synonymous with national well-being,
development became narrowly focused on the achievement
of increasing GDP and economic prosperity; while the
needs of societies, as well as, social and environmental

wealth became irrelevant to public policies that are based
on the conventional approach. As Barameechai noted

"... It was believed that the increase in the

production of goods and services together
with employment rate would automatically
distribute to all people and eventually reduce
poverty. However, the results show that the
economic-led growth has greatly exploited
natural

resources,

environmental

and

ecological systems. It led to a worsen poverty
problem and to a wider income gap."
(Barameechai, 2007, p.2-3)

Puntasen (2007) provides an important analysis of
the role conventional economics had in limiting the scope
and definition of national well-being. In his analysis,
Puntasen pointed to the conventional economic principle of
utility as the primary factor for the limited scope and
definition of national well-being.
"It has now been shown clearly that the word
"utility" as used in western economics, had
its origin from pleasure that leads to
enjoyment and later, especially, in the late
1950's and throughout the 1960's, it was used
synonymously with happiness. There is a
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reason explaining this happening. They
[economists] do not make any attempt to find
out what the core values of this subject

[happiness] are for fear that it will not be a
positive inquiry." (Puntasen, 2007, p.5)
The core values of mainstream economics that

Puntasen (2007, p.5) believes to have contributed to the
development of conventional utility theory are the ideals
that "1) following self-interest is considered to be rational
behavior for an individual, and 2) only competition can lead
to economic progress (more and efficient production leads
to lower cost for a consumer)" By linking the two core

values together, one can infer how conventional economics
has made economic prosperity synonymous with national
well-being. If a rational behavior of an individual is selfinterest, then a competitive market is essential for this
individual. And, if competition can lead to economic
progress, then it is essential for the development paradigm
to promote competition to ensure economic progress. In
turn, the development paradigm viewed individuals and
society as rational and only wanting to compete in the
market economy to achieve economic progress and
ultimately 'national well-being'.

By narrowly focusing on the rational behavior of
individuals, conventional economics severely limited the
importance of the complex cognitive abilities of humans.
As Puntasen also pointed out, the idea that consumption
will achieve happiness undermined the subjective nature of
the individual and society.
"Worse still is the fact that each individual

who is able to consume more cannot be fully
guaranteed of having higher satisfaction or
pleasure let alone peace and tranquility. This
is due to the fact that satisfaction or pleasure
is a state of mind. It can originate from many
sources other than consumption... In fact, the
concept that more consumption will lead to a
higher amount of utility and more social
welfare only comes from a theoretical
statement through logical deduction, without
any solid proof. This is because economics
only operates on a set of assumptions rather
than the reality of the very high degree of
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sophistication
of the
(Puntasen, 2007, p.6)

human

mind."

Ultimately, the statements made by Puntasen
highlight the main criticism as to why the development
paradigm has failed. By restricting human choice to the
framework of an objective process, the development
paradigm essentially ignores the importance of society,
environment, and nature of human being in the
development process. The complexity of wants, likes,
dislikes, etc., in the cognitive process of individuals within
a society does not allow for such a narrowly focused
indicator, GDP, to be used to measure national well-being.
Based

on

Buddha

Dhamma

and

Buddhist

economics, Puntasen (2007) further elaborates on why the
conventional development approach and the economic
principle of utility as measured by consumption do not
provide a complete picture of human and national well-

being. Unlike mechanistic science which studies matter
and energy, Buddha Dhamma is a mind-based science
which can vary between different individuals in that
different minds can be developed to reach different levels
of understanding. The development process in the mind
requires the condition of a cleanness or purity of the mind
generated by silo, a calm mind generated by samadhi, and a
clear mind generated by panna as the highest level of
development of the mind. A person who has panna will
clearly understand how peace and tranquility or sukha is
opposite to pain or dukkha, while one with ignorance (lack
of panna) usually suffers from changes and the attachment
to oneself. In order to completely avoid dukkha (suffering),
which results from the un-realization of natural changes,
namely, birth, aging, illness, and death, the understanding
of 'non-self (or emptiness) rather than 'self-interest' is
most crucial.

A

difference

between

Buddhist

economics

and

conventional approach is based on different perceptions of
human nature.

On one hand,

mainstream

economics

assumes that each human being normally must follow
his/her self-interest and stand up for competition in order to

3 According to Prayukong (2007), under Buddha Dhamma the process
of developing panna is not in general education but in the Threefold
Training which is the way leading to the cessation of suffering {dukkha)
or the Eightfold Path.
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achieve greatest utility. In Buddhisteconomics, on the other
hand, 'non-self is a core value that leads to compassion in
stead of self-interest, and cooperation instead of competi
tion. Unlike mainstream economics, sukha or wellness is

not generated through increased consumption but rather
through mental development.
It is clear that mainstream economics is narrow-

minded when prescribing a development plan that may not
necessarily deliver the kind of well-being it has promised
or the kind of well-being that many believe human-beings
should strive for. If happiness is an ultimate goal that
individuals and a society wish to pursue, what would be
alternative development route and a better measurement?
The first step may be to shift our attention from economic
indicators of well-being towards ones that encapsulate the
concept of well-being beyond the economic realm. The
following sections explain why we would like to measure
happiness and how relevant measurements have so far been
developed and adopted by psychologists and economists.
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Section 2:

Why We Want to
Measure Happiness

vs

17

In essence, the direct correlation between objective
economic indicators and general human well-being needs
to be re-evaluated. This correlation was originally
questioned by critics of the conventional development
approach when the development paradigm failed to provide
their version of'well-being'. The study by Kusago (2007b)
of Japan can attest to this weak correlation. Using panel
data of the Japanese government surveys, he finds that
Japanese subjective well-being trend and GDP per capita
trend move in the opposite direction between 1978 and
2002, and the gap is widening over time (see Figure l). At
the regional level, cities highly ranked in term of GDP per
capita and the United Nations' Human Development Index
(HDI), such as Tokyo, are ranked relatively low in term of
subjective well-being, implying that GDP per capita and
also HDI cannot be used as a proxy for subjective wellbeing, and thus more appropriate measurement is needed.
The criticism of conventional measurement has
become louder with the increase in evidence that

individual's perception of well-being encompasses more
than the possession of income or material wealth.
Supporting this claim are studies performed by economists
that

examined

the

correlation

between

wealth

and

happiness. The two studies that epitomized the research on

the correlation between wealth and happiness belong to
Easterlin in 1974 and Campbell in 1976.
In his seminal study, Easterlin (1974) examined the
U.S. population from 1946 to 1970. He observed that
although happiness is positively correlated to higher
income, its average remained stagnant despite consistent
economic growth. Easterlin's findings question the
traditional principle that economic prosperity leads to
greater happiness; ultimately these findings became known
as the 'Easterlin paradox'. His findings also prompt
economists to ask "If happiness is not directly correlated to
income, then what other factors influence happiness beyond
economic growth?"
Further investigating the role of subjective measures
of well-being, Campbell (et al 1976 and 1981) propose a
framework in which objective conditions are replaced by
expressions of satisfaction people reported on those
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conditions. In a brief analysis of Campbell's framework,
Easterlin and Sawangfa (2007) note

"In this framework, global happiness or
overall satisfaction with life is seen as the net

outcome of reported satisfaction with major
domains of life such as financial situation,

family life, and so on. Satisfaction in each
domain is, in turn, viewed as reflecting the
extent to which objective outcomes in that
domain match the respondent's goals or needs
in that area, and satisfaction may vary with
changes in goals, objective conditions, or
both. ... An advantage of this approach is that
judgments on domain satisfaction reflect both
subjective factors of the type emphasized in
psychology and objective circumstances
stressed by economics. ... Another advantage
of Campbell's domain approach is that it
classifies into a tractable set of life domains

the everyday specific circumstances to which
people refer when asked about the factors
affecting their happiness." Easterlin and
Sawangfa (2007, p.4-5)
The passage is clear as to why income and material
wealth, which are the conventional measures of well-being,
are not sufficient measures of individual's true well-being.
First, income and material wealth are not the only
determinants of well-being. Rather, human well-being is
influenced by many nonmarketable factors which may
include, for example, friendship, leisure, housing
conditions, and neighborhood. In particular, the four
domains people consistently report being most concerned
with are living standards and finance, family life, health,
and work. Lane (2001) finds that once an individual rises
above a poverty line or 'subsistence level', the main source
of increased well-being is not income, but rather friends
and a good family life. Other studies, including Frey and
Stutzer (2002b) and McMahon (2006) find that the
'subsistence level' associated with the 'Easterlin paradox'
could be as low as the annual salary of US$10,000.
Therefore, as noted by Oswald (1997), the radical
implication for developed countries at least is that

economic growth per se is of little importance, and should
therefore not be the primary goal of economic policy.
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Second, because people go through subjective
factors or psychological processes, such as adaptation,
aspirations, social comparison, when making judgments
about their incomes, income and material wealth may not
be the most accurate measure of well-being. As with
adaptation, the concept is clear when one considers
consumer goods.
For instance, the most fashionable

cellular phone that everyone was excited about a year ago
now becomes a history as everyone is anticipating a new
model to arrive. Happiness rises when people experience
the novelty of new goods, but once the novelty wears off
and is replaced by boredom, happiness comes back down.
Therefore, to keep happiness high, more and more
materials must be introduced for more intense pleasures, as
suggested by Scitovsky (1976), people should engage
themselves in activities that produce long-lasting pleasures.
Caught in this cycle, people would need to keep searching
for more materials or more meaningful experiences,
without necessarily gaining more happiness.
As people adapt to their life circumstances, they
form new aspirations. For a college graduate, a monthly
salary of 15,000 baht seems satisfying while a salary of
50,000 baht seems like a lot of money. But as soon as he
achieves the 50,000 baht level, he craves a 100,000 baht
salary while the 50,000 baht no longer satisfies him. A
promotion of position only produces expectations and
aspirations for further promotions. Therefore, greater
opportunities do not necessarily bring about greater
happiness because these greater opportunities may generate
greater aspirations and unending wants.

Not only does one's own aspiration have an impact
on one's feeling of well-being, but so does comparison of
oneself with other people. Many studies have shown that
social comparison is important in determining one's feeling
of well-being, and these studies have all pointed to the
same conclusion.

Those who live or are associated with

higher-earners need more money to feel good or adequate;
and the higher is the income of one's comparison group, the
less satisfied one tends to be.

In all, due to these psychological processes, greater
material wealth does not necessarily lead to happiness.
Therefore, to account for these subjective factors in
measuring well-being and to expand the measure of wellbeing to other life domains than income and consumption,
researchers turn to self-reported happiness and life

20

satisfaction, which incorporate "people's multidimensional
evaluation of their lives, including cognitive judgments of
life satisfaction and affective evaluations of moods and

emotions" (Eid and Diener, 2003). Not only do selfreported happiness and satisfaction capture the
psychological processes, but they also capture life domains
that are important to those who report their happiness or
satisfaction level themselves.

As such, the use of these

self-reported measures of well-being is a break from
conventional principle of utility, which largely relies on
observations of people's material wealth and consumption
rather than what people say about their lives. As put by
Guillen-Royo et al (2007, p.3), "objective circumstances
are not by themselves determining people's well-being if
the individual concerned does not recognize them as
contributors or relevant factors" to his or her happiness.
Subjective well-being, on the other hand, realizes "the gap
between people's goals and perceived resources, in the
context

of their

environment,

culture,

values,

and

experiences" (McGregor, 2007, p. 10).

This phenomenon of investigating subjective wellbeing in economics has seen an increase over the past few
decades. To illustrate the increasing interests on subjective
well-being data in the field of economics, Clark, Frijters,
and Shields (2007) conducted a search of ECONLIT for
journal articles with the keywords 'happiness', 'life
satisfaction', or 'well-being'. The results show that
between 1960 and 2006 there were 465 articles published
with those keywords in the title. More importantly, the
search showed that "of these 363 (78%) have been
published since 1995, 285 (61%) have been published since
2000, and one-third of the literature (37%, or 173 articles)

has appeared in print in just the last three years." A similar
exercise by Kusago (2007a) confirms this dramatic
increase.

He checked the ECONLIT database for the

number of papers referring to any of the three terms,
Happiness, Subjective well-being and Quality of Life, and
found that there is a dramatic increase in the papers under
this subject. For example, the number of papers referring
to happiness increases from merely less than 3 papers per
year between 1969 and 1999 to 80 papers per year during
2006-2007.

The momentum behind this increasing interest is
thought to be due to the real-life observations that counter
conventional economic principles. As noted by Powdthavee
(2007a)
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"...over the last few decades there had been a
movement within economics that claims that

utility should be considered in terms of
happiness, and that it can, and should be

measured. This development is fueled by the
growing concerns over accumulated evidence
-

both

from

real

life

observations

and

inference from laboratory experiments - that
individuals may not always act rationally
when making decisions about consumption."
Powdthavee (2007a, p.3)

Another perspective on the rising popularity of
subjective well-being in the field of economics draws a
parallel between the conventional utility function and the
'happiness function'. Clark, Frijters, and Shields (2007,
p.7) point out that "... one reason why economists' interest
in happiness has been growing: happiness functions look
like utility functions."
Just as economists and scholars are introduced to

alternative measures of well-being, a new sub-discipline of
economics,

known as

Buddhist economics,

has

also

developed under the same pretense. Buddhist economics is
an alternative field of economics, in which the teaching of
Buddha, or Buddha-Dhamma, is the defining principles of
economic practice, and happiness is the guiding value by
which individuals are to live their lives. It is the positive
influence of the

Buddha-Dhamma on the theories of

economics that provides an economic environment that is
more supportive of human nature, rather than competition
and selfishness. Prayukvong (2007) notes

"When [the] Buddha-Dhamma is applied to
economics, the understanding of human
nature is clearer. There is an interdependence
of all things and a mutually interaction
between causes and effects. This existence of

anything now results from earlier factors and,
perhaps its original cause. Nothing can exist
on its own. This is what is called the principle
of Dependant Origination (Idappaccayata).
So, human existence is not isolated but is

related to society and nature. Without society
and nature, human beings would not have
survived. Self-interest in Buddhist economics
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has a wider meaning, which includes not only
oneself but also others in society and nature.

When people clearly understand the
interconnected relationship, then cooperation
is a more rational behavior." Prayukvong
(2007, p.5)
Additionally, she emphasizes the major difference
between the two theories as a way to highlight the

importance of human nature and society in Buddhist
economics

and

how

it

differs

from

the

mainstream

economics:

"The difference between Buddhist Economics
and

Mainstream

different

Economics

paradigms

Mainstream

economics

of

is

human

views

the

due

to

nature.
human

nature as an 'economic man' who is rational;
he knows his own interests and chooses from

a variety of means to maximize his selfinterests. The ultimate goal of Mainstream
Economics is to allocate the limited resources

to maximize self-interest. It focuses on utility
or welfare under unlimited demand and other

constraints. Rational behavior is a major
assumption behind the mainstream economic
theory." (Prayukvong, 2007, p.4)

Like Prayukvong, Thinley places great importance
in Buddha Dhamma as the guiding principle to economic
engagement in a society. A critical element of Buddhist
economics, which are highlighted by both Prayukvong and
Thinley, is that the individual is not an actor within the
economic system, but an actor within a greater system that
includes an

economic element. Therefore,

individual

happiness and a society's Gross National Happiness
(GNH) are better measures of well-being, since they
promote activities that are truer to human nature and place
equal importance on different life domains.

"If we agree that happiness is the single most
important value that all of us yearn for, then it
should obviously be the purpose of development.
The most important indicator for development
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efforts must, therefore, be the extent to which
happiness of individuals and groups increases over
time." (Thinley, 2007, p.5).

Thinley is not alone in his belief that we should aim
to include the improvement of people's happiness into the
agenda of any country's development plans. In recent years,
several international organizations, sovereign nations,
NGOs, and academics have shifted the way they perceive
development. This potpourri of international actors is ahead
of the curve, forging new ground within the development
paradigm by questioning the old conventions of economic
prosperity. Major actors in this paradigm shift, represented
in this conference, include the Government of Bhutan, the

Government of Thailand, the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD), the United Nations
Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific

(UNESCAP), the United Nations Educational Scientific
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), and the Wellbeing
in Developing Countries Research Group (WeD).

Currently, these actors are focusing on the collection
of knowledge and measurement of society's subjective
well-being, happiness, quality of life, sustainability, or
progress in light of economic prosperity. Research studies
and policy initiatives range in a variety of combinations
concerning the location and level of assessment, the
partners involved, the methodologies employed, and the
impact on public policy. Collectively, work is being done at
the regional, national, and international levels, undertaken
by the public and private sectors, civil society, as well as,
academia and the media, sometimes in collaboration, both

in developed and in developing countries. While some of
these measures are based on solid statistical evidence,

others are based on weak data or methodologies (Matthews,
2007).

For example, the Wellbeing in Developing
Countries Research Group (WeD) examines the influence
of social and cultural constructs on the perception of wellbeing, and particularly focuses on the construction of a
conceptual and methodological framework of well-being,
which is defined as "a positive state of being with others in
society, where needs are met, where one can act effectively
and meaningfully to pursue one's goals, and where one is
able to experience happiness and feel satisfied with one's
life" (McGregor, 2007, p.3). Two points should be noted
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from this definition. First, it is obvious that human well-

being encompasses both objective measures such as
material wealth and subjective measures such as happiness.
Second, needs and wants are two distinctive concepts.
While wants are determined by an individual's conscious
choice, determination of needs is not always so. Rather,
needs are determined by bodily requirements to avoid harm
and often surpasses material desires. The Theory of
Human Need (Doyal and Gough, 1991), which is a basis of

the WeD project, maintains that human well-being can be
assessed from two universal characteristics: physical health
and autonomy, and the assessment is based on reported
satisfaction of a set of eleven intermediate needs: adequate
nutritional food and water, adequate protective housing,
non-hazardous
work
and
physical
environments,

appropriate healthcare, security in childhood, significant
primary relationships, physical and economic security, safe
birth control and childbearing, and appropriate basic and
cross-cultural education.

WeD takes a multifaceted approach to researching
well-being through six research components; these include
1) community profiles, 2) the resources and needs
questionnaire, 3) income and expenditure survey, 4) quality
of life, 5) process research, and 6) structures and regimes.
Since the lack of basic needs is more prevalent in
developing countries, WeD is performing research in four
developing countries around the world, including
Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Peru, and Thailand, to both develop
and test the framework for future use.

At the national level, the governments of Bhutan
and Thailand are conceptualizing how to measure progress
with respect to their new development approach that sets
happy society as a goal. The desire for a new measurement
is reflected in Thinley's speech.

"Human society is not a market place where
people compete for profit on goods and
services...man is less an economic animal

and more a social being whose sense of well
being comes less from material gain and
more from mental growth and spiritual
nourishment. . . economic growth and higher
personal income are not synonymous with
societal

advancement

and

development." (Thinley, 2007, p.5-6)

human
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He

suggested

that

development

must

mean

furtherance of the subjective sense of well being in an
environment of peace and predictable future. Therefore, if
the goal of development continues to be economic
prosperity, only the material needs of society will be
fulfilled. And consequentially, the negative events
associated with deteriorating social and environmental
wealth will persist and will lead to the stagnation of societal
happiness.
Thinley's observation signals that an individual and
society can no longer be defined by market forces. Instead,
the individual and society have more complex needs that
focus on the achievement of happiness within the mental,
spiritual, social, environmental, as well as economic
realms. Bhutan's development has long been guided by
Gross National Happiness (GNH) concept which is
correspondingly composed of nine elements, including
psychological wellbeing, health, time use and balance,
education, cultural diversity and resilience, good
governance, community vitality, ecological diversity and
resilience, and living standards.
Similarly, Thailand's National Economic and Social
Development Board (NESDB) has recently made 'green
and happy society', 'sufficiency economy', and 'humanbased integrated development' the primary themes and
goals of the country's tenth National Economic and Social
Development Plan. To measure progress towards these
goals, it has introduced Green and Happiness Index (GHI),
which is composed of six components that are considered
essential for individual and societal well-being. These six
components are: well-being of person, contented family,
economic strength and justice, community strength, good
environment and ecological quality, and good governance
under a democratic society.
This Thai new policy concept has been
substantially inspired by the concept of sufficiency
economy formerly introduced by His Majesty the King
Bhumiphol Adulayadej following the economic crisis.
Based on Buddhist philosophy, it advocates a shift in
development policies from focusing on competition and
consumption
to
focusing
on
self-contentedness,

moderation, and sustainability against the backdrop of
globalization. Despite its popularity, there is still much
confusion with regards to what sufficiency economy

26

means. Warr (2007), based on His Majesty the King's

speeches, summarizes the concept into five themes.
First, material aspirations should be sensible.

Development of a nation should be founded on an
assurance that the majority of people have their basic
necessities to live on and live for. Second, excessive risks

should be avoided, and safety nets should be created. For

example, in one of His Majesty the King's speech in 1994,
he suggested, "a diversified farm [should have] thirty
percent of land for a pond to collect water to be used for
cultivation in the dry season, and to raise fish; thirty
percent for rice cultivation sufficient for all year round
home consumption; thirty percent for integrated field and
garden crops, and fruits; and ten percent for housing and
other activities such as livestock enclosures, mushroom

nursery and roads."

Third, people should be self-reliant. Although
sufficiency means to lead a life without excess or
overindulgence in luxury, extravagance may be permissible

if it is within the means of the individual4. Fourth, one
should emphasize "appropriate conduct and way of life
while incorporating moderation, due consideration in all
modes of conduct, and the need for sufficient protection
from internal and external shocks. " Finally, one should be
concerned with non-material aspects of life that enrich

personal

development,

with

a

special

focus

on

accumulation of knowledge.

It should be noted that the concept of sufficiency
economy agrees very well with other academic concepts.
As noted by Warr, the five themes of sufficiency economy
fit well with the Buddhist philosophy of avoiding greed,
hatred, and ignorance, which can be cured by compassion,
wisdom, and recognition of suffering. Moreover, they fit
well with what economists have recently come to realize:
diminishing marginal effect of income on subjective wellbeing - once GDP per capita reaches the $20,000 level,
there is little gain in happiness and life satisfaction. If one
is to maximize his or her happiness, then sufficiency
economy based on life without excess and self-reliance
makes sense. It should also be noted that sufficiency

economy does not imply that zero growth is optimal.

4HisMajesty the King's speech, 1998.
5HisMajesty the King's speech, 21 November 1999.
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Rather, it advocates economic growth with caution, selfreliance, and strong foundation on personal development.
At the international level, the OECD has launched

the Global Project on Measuring the Progress of Societies.
This project allows organizations throughout the World to
share their own progress indicator systems, while fostering
the global conversation on what progress is to a society.
The Project has also made an impact on the international
level with the Istanbul Declaration. This document focuses

on the encouragement and commitment of the OECD to
support countries in measuring multifaceted societal

progress through statistical indicators and has been signed
by hundreds of global leaders.

The UN has also adopted development goals that,
even though are objective, appear more human-related and

more in touch with human well-being and quality of life.
For example, UNDP's Human Development Index (HDI)
measures human development by considering three
components: income, literacy and life-expectancy. The
UN's Millenium Development Goals (MDG) include
poverty and hunger eradication, provision of primary
education, promotion of gender equality, reduction of child
mortality, improvement of maternal health, combat against
HIV and other diseases, assurance of environmental

sustainability, and development a global partnership for
development.
UNESCAP in particular has advocated for the use

of green growth concept and policies for countries in the
Asia-Pacific region, having realized that "to measure only
economic growth neglects the qualitative indicators such as
happiness and well-being" (Chung et al, 2007, p.7-8).
Aiming for sustainable development, the Green Growth
concept proposes a change in attitude and behavior towards

consumption and production. It promotes a shift from the
conventional development paradigm that might have
focused too much on economic growth, conspicuous
consumption, and industrial production that may be too

resource-intensive and therefore unsustainable in the longrun. After having been ignored under the conventional
development approach, steps must be taken to maintain and

improve good human-nature relationship.

For example,

both economic and ecological costs of extraction and
processing natural resources must be internalized into the

prices of goods in order to achieve ecological efficiency.
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As a social being, the concept of human well-being
must also involve the role of social collectivities in creating

the conditions that support efforts to achieve well-being

(McGregor, 2007). As such, the European Union (EU) has
developed a concept of 'Social Quality', which is defined
as "the extent to which people are able to participate in
social, economic, and cultural life and development of their
communities under conditions which enhance their well-

being and individual potential" (Ogawa, 2007). To achieve
social quality, a society must be supportive to its members
(social empowerment), institutions must be accessible
(social inclusion), people have access to material,
environmental, and other necessary resources (socio
economic security), and the society should be characterized
by social cohesion.

Having agreed that measures of income do not
perfectly measure human well-being, and new
measurements of human well-being should consider human
elements other than economic, researchers, governments,

and international organizations have suggested many
alternatives.

Some measures, such as UNESCAP's

ecological efficiency index, focus on a single factor of
happiness - environment, while others such as GNH and
GHI try to create a composite measure of human happiness
and well-being. Some measures, such as social quality
index and human development index indicating people's
standard of living and/or capability to live happy lives, are
objective in nature. Others, such as gross national
happiness and green and happiness index, are more
subjective. All, however, are aimed at measuring and
improving human well-being, happiness, and individual
satisfaction with life. The next section explains how well-

being, happiness, and satisfaction are measured in practice.
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No one can deny their desire to be happy, to live
among happy people, and to live in a happy and functional
society. If happiness is a goal for every individual and for a
society as a whole, then happiness should naturally be a
goal in a nation's development plan. To measure a progress
towards the goal, measures of happiness are needed. This
section provides a background on subjective well-being
measurement techniques and some problems or difficulties
that may be encountered.

3.1 Subjective Well-being Measures
A document written by Diener (2006) and signed by
many prominent scholars in the field of subjective wellbeing advocates such use of subjective well-being data, in
addition to traditional objective measures of well-being,
and provides a guideline for how these measures can be
constructed.

One of the most common ways to measure happi
ness and other subjective well-being measures at the indi
vidual level is through surveys, which may include singleitem or multiple-item questions on well-being. An example

of a single-item question comes from the standard happi
ness question in the World Values Survey, which asks peo
ple, "Taken all together, how happy would you say you are:
very happy, quite happy, not very happy, not at all happy?"
Each response then scores one to four points so that one has
a numerical scale, running from the lowest well-being level

(1 = Not at all happy) to the highest well-being level (4 =
Very happy). This is very similar to the three-point scale of
one of the General Social Surveys of the United States,
which asks, "Taken all together, how would you say things
are these days - would you say that you are very happy,
pretty happy, or not too happy?"
Another one of the most commonly used, singleitem scales is the life satisfaction scale, "which is intended

to represent a broad, reflective appraisal an individual
makes of his or her life" (Diener, 2006). The standard life
satisfaction question, which can be found in the Eurobarometer Survey, asks individuals, "On the whole are you
very satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very satisfied, or not sat
isfied with the life you lead?" The satisfaction question can
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also be asked with regards to each of the various life do

mains to get a sense of how much people like each aspect
of their lives, how close it is to their ideals, and how much

they would like to change each of the aspects (Diener,
2006). One may ask, for example, "Overall, how satisfied
are you with your job?" Domains for which the satisfaction
question are often asked include, but are not limited to, job,
health, financial situation, family life, leisure, housing con

ditions, neighbourhood, political situation, and democracy.
The Personal Well-being Index, is constructed by
the International Wellbeing Group and aims to put together
an index that sums up several broad domains of life, includ
ing standard of living, health, achievement in life, personal
relationships, how safe one feels, feeling as part of one's

community, and future security.6 Each item is answered on
an 11-point scale from 'completely dissatisfied' to 'com
pletely satisfied'. A similar exercise can be used to com
bine measures of satisfaction with various basic needs.

In view ofthe Theory of Human Need, well-being is
assessed based on the level of satisfaction with each of the

basic and intermediate needs. First, respondents rate the
perceived necessity of various components of well-being

(for example, 0 = unnecessary to 2 = very necessary).
Then, they rate satisfaction with each of these components.
Scores for satisfaction are weighted by scores of necessity
to take into account differences between individual percep
tions of necessities or goals. Although a global measure of
happiness and life satisfaction can provide a big picture of
individual and societal well-being, these domain-specific
measures can be particularly useful for policy-makers in
their assessments of well-being, needs, and concerns of the
citizens. It is, therefore, desirable to assess multi-facets of

well-being, including moods and emotions, perceived states
of mental and physical health, and satisfaction with various
experiences, activities and domains (Diener, 2006).

While single-item scales enjoy the benefit of brev
ity, they may be less reliable and less valid when compared
to multi-item scales. This is because random measurement

errors tend to be smaller on average in multi-item scales
than single-item scales. One of the most widely used multi
ple-item index is the "Satisfaction with Life Scale" (Diener,
Emmons, Larsen, and Griffin, 1985), which is designed to
6http://acqol.deakin.edu.au/inter wellbeing/index.htm#index visited on
December 31,2007.
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measure global life satisfaction through five items that
judge satisfaction with life in general. Five questions are
asked with answers ranging in 1-7 scale from 'strongly
agree' to 'strongly disagree': (1) "In most ways are life
close to ideal"; (2) "The conditions of my life are excel
lent"; (3) "I am satisfied with my life"; (4) "So far I have

gotten important the important things I want in life"; and
(5) "If I could live my life over, I would change almost
nothing."

Among multi-item scales, one of the most prominent
measures of an individual's subjective well-being is net af
fect. According to Diener (2006), positive affect denotes
pleasant moods and emotions that reflect a person's reac
tions to events that "signify to the person that life is pro

ceeding in a desirable way"; negative affect, on the other
hand, represents negative reactions people express towards
their experiences. One of the best known survey that
measures subjective well-being with net affect is the Gen
eral Health Questionnaire (GHQ) in the British Household

Panel Survey. The GHQ assesses positive and negative af
fect according to the responses to the following twelve
questions: "Have you recently,
a) been able to concentrate on whatever you're doing,

b) felt that you were playing a useful part in things,

c) felt capable of making decisions about things,
d)been able to enjoy your normal day-to-day activities,
e) been able to face up to problems,

f)been feeling reasonably happy, all things considered,
for positive affect, and
g) lost much sleep over worry,

h) felt constantly under strain,
i) felt you could not overcome your difficulties,
j) been feeling unhappy or depressed,
k) been losing confidence in yourself,

1) been thinking of yourself as a worthless person?",
for negative affect.

The optional responses for the GHQ-12 questions
are rated on a four-point Likert scale, with possible answers
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ranging from "1 = More so than usual" to "4 = Much less
than usual" for positive affect and from "1 = Not at all" to
"4 = Much more than usual" for negative affect. The un
weighted scores are then summed up to form a single net
affect index, with higher scores indicating lower psycho
logical well-being.
A similar multi-item scale has been created by the
Midlife Development Inventory to assess positive and
negative affect. The questions are: "During the.past 30
days, how much of the time did you feel,

1) so sad nothing could cheer you up,
2) nervous,

3) restless or fidgety,
4) hopeless,
5) that everything was an effort,
6) worthless,
for negative affect, and
7) cheerful,
8) in good spirits,
9) extremely happy,
10) calm and peaceful,
11) satisfied,
12) full of life",
for positive affect.

3.2

Problems

with

Subjective

Well-being

Measures
Much has been discussed on whether answers to

these survey questions are reliable as measures of happi
ness or satisfaction. Issues have been raised by Robert
Cummins on terminology of these survey questions and
scale of the response. With respect to the terminology,
happiness and satisfaction could mean different things to
different people or different cultures. On one hand, this dif
ference in interpretation is precisely what we would like to
measure with subjective well-being; in other words, we
would like to measure how each person really feels about
his or her life. On the other hand, the lack of cross-cultural
translation makes it difficult to compare happiness or satis
faction of people in one country or one culture to another.
Another difficulty concerns cross-cultural response
bias. As documented by Cummins (2007, p.7), it has been
shown that "people from East and Southeast Asian cultures
[due to social custom of modesty] are more reticent to rate
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themselves at the end of the response scale, compared to
people from countries like Australia [and the United
States]." Therefore, caution should be exercised when
comparison of happiness is to be made across countries or
cultures. Appropriate research designs and econometric
methods would help mitigate this bias in interpretation.
It is apparent from examples of happiness or satis
faction questions given above that the use of scales are dif
ferent from one survey to another. Not only does it make
comparison between surveys impossible, but an issue has
also been raised on whether a response scale is more pref
erable than others. Cummins (2007) argues that a fivepoint scale is too blunt. Since people can make more than
five points of discrimination in response levels, a scale
more refined than five points will allow more sensitivity
and variation in survey responses. At the other extreme,

however, too expansive a scale might not be feasible, be
cause there would not be enough adjectives to define each
point. Moreover, it is believed that a scale should have a
midpoint for people to anchor their responses on, implying
that the scale should have an odd number of points, such as

a seven-point or an eleven-point scale. Cummins himself
favours the latter.

Besides the issues of terminology and scales, one is
sue in the psychology literature has been whether a wellbeing measure is reliable and valid. Reliability is judged
on whether responses fluctuate over a short period of time,
depending on transitory and volatile emotional states. The
validity of a measure is judged on whether the response re
flects what it is meant to reflect. A measure is not valid if

the respondents overstate or understate their answers due
to, for example, concerns for social desirability.
A first argument in defence of using happiness data
comes from evidence that it has often been shown to corre

late substantially with other subjective data. These include,
for instance, how self-rated happiness can be shown to be
correlated well with assessments of the person's happiness
by friends and family (Diener, 1984; Pavot and Diener,
1993; Sandvik et al, 1993), reports by spouses (Costa and
McCrae, 1988), reports from clinical experts (Goldings,
1954), and with memory measures, in which people must
remember good versus bad events from their lives (Balatsky and Diener, 1993). Based on an experiment, van Praag
(1991) has shown that a verbal label sequence, such as
'very bad', 'bad', 'good', 'very good', is similarly under-
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stood and translated into a numerical scale by different re
spondents.
A second argument is based on findings within the
psychology literature, of a well-defined correlation between
happiness data and various physical measures. For exam
ple, reported subjective well-being has been shown to be
positively associated with the duration of genuine or the socalled "Duchenne" smile (Eckman et al, 1990), and meas
ures of responses to stress such as heart rate and blood
pressure (Shedler et al, 1993). Subjective well-being meas
ures have also been used to predict the length of the per
son's life (Palmore, 1969; Mroczek and Spiro, 2006) as
well as the risk of getting a coronary heart disease (Sales
and House, 1971), strokes (Huppert, 2006), and suicide
(Koivunaa-Honkanen et al, 2001). Left-right brain asym
metry is associated with higher levels of positive affect,
hormones relating to stress, and hormones relating to neuroticism (see Urry et al, 2004; Davidson, 2004; and Nettle,
2005). Other studies (Robinson and Shaver, 1969; Headey
and Wearing, 1991) have shown that reported happiness is

quite stable and reasonably sensitive to changing life cir
cumstances (Frey and Stutzer, 2002a).

As is true with any other measures, subjective wellbeing is subject to measurement errors and biases. Statisti
cal techniques must be applied to correct for such flaws be
fore one makes definite policy decisions based on these
measures. Policy-makers should be made aware of flaws
that cannot be properly corrected, in which case policies
should be designed with due caution. Despite its potential
limitations, subjective well-being data has been shown to
be of some significantvalidity and a good proxy for the in
dividual's utility. Further, the structure of happiness re
gression equations — regressions with a measure of
subjective well-being as the dependent variable - has been
shown to have a consistent pattern in the United States, Eu
rope, and many other countries around the world.

To qualify as a development goal, responses of sub
jective well-being measures must be testable. One needs to
know whether and, if so, how subjective well-being meas
ures, such as happiness, respond to a policy intervention
and a change in objective circumstances. Therefore, a first
requirement for subjective well-being indicators to effec
tively be used as a policy goal is for them to be sensitive to
a policy intervention (Diener, 2006). Moreover, to study
temporal changes, longitudinal data or time-sampling and
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diary-recording of experiences of the targeted population
are needed. Varying frequencies of data collection can lend

information on short-term, medium-term, and long-term
changes in and effects of a given policy intervention on
subjective well-being.
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Section 4:

Implications to
Public Policies
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As aforementioned, governments all over the world

have long used objective circumstances to guide their
public policies. A clear advantage is that objective
circumstances, such as income, employment status, and
state of health, can be easily observed and measured.
Recently, however, subjective well-being, deemed to reflect

not only what an individual's life is like but also how they
feel about it, has gained prominence as a development goal.
Before subjective well-being can be used as an ultimate
goal of development, the relationships between various
facets of public policies and subjective well-being must be
carefully considered.

4.1.

Happiness,

Satisfaction,

and

Domain

Satisfaction

Four domains of life that people often cite as most

important to their well-being are finances, health, jobs, and
family life (Easterlin and Sawangfa, 2007). In Borooah
(2006)'s study of Northern Ireland, most identified as the

sources of happiness are: an absence of health problems,
freedom from financial worries, and the quality of the areas
in which one lives. In Verme (2007)'s cross-country
analysis of the World Values Survey data set, among the
three variables that are most strongly correlated with life
satisfaction are subjective health and relative income,
accounting for two of the four domains.

This pattern is reflected in WeD's research in parts
of Northeastern and Southern Thailand. When asked "what

things do you need to be happy" and given 48 items to rate
how necessary each is to happiness, good health is cited
most often as 'very necessary' to their well-being in the
rural and the suburban northeast, while having good family
relationships is most often deemed necessary among the
urban northeastern communities (see Promphakping, 2007
for a complete ranking). Having money and having a room
or house to live in come second and third in both suburban

and rural northeastern communities.
Reflecting the
subsistent level of living in the rural northeast, daily food is
cited as second most necessary to achieve happiness in
these communities, where having good family relationships
and having money come third and fourth, respectively.
Rankings are, however, less uniform in southern

Thailand. Having a room or a house to live in, daily food,
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and having money are most often deemed very necessary in
the rural south, the suburban south, and the urban south,

respectively.7

Confirming its importance to happiness,

good health is ranked second in both rural and urban south.
Needs for basic infrastructure are reflected in the suburban

south's rankings, in which access to water and access to
electricity come second and third. Access to water comes
third in both rural and urban communities of southern

Thailand. In all, the top ten necessity rankings are good
health, food, water, family relations, room or house,

electricity, well-behaved children, children's education,
good behavior, access to healthcare, wise spending, and
providing for family (Camfield et al, 2007). Material
consumption such as own vehicle, convenience goods, and
beautiful houses are also ranked quite high in the necessity
rating.
When respondents are faced with an open-ended
question to name the area they feel important to their life,
84 percent of respondents name money and assets as the
most important aspect, followed by health, children, family
relationships, employment, and accommodation. Camfield
et al (2007) speculates that the importance of money,
assets, and material consumption in the Thai communities
might reflect the importance of "being recognized in the
community" which is considered very necessary by over a
third of respondents, and necessary by more than half. Not
having these possessions might reduce people's self-esteem
and their ability to participate fully in the community.
Given that good health, strong family relationships, high
income and relative income, and nice standards of living
are consistently cited as most important to people's
subjective well-being, policy recommendations aimed at
raising individual or societal happiness, as will be clear in
the following discussion, should focus on these life
domains.

Given people's constant quest for happiness and
what we know about happiness, should we prescribe
policies that we know would lead to happiness? It is one
thing to tell people right out what they need to do to
achieve happiness. It is another to provide, them with
resources they could employ to pursue best possible
outcomes and attain happiness themselves. According to
Sen (2000), resources that raise people's capabilities and
7Interestingly, having money is ranked relatively far behind at ninth in
the rural south and seventh in the suburban south.
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possibilities, or opportunities also raise people's utilities.
To use the terms coined by Ruut Veenhoven and quoted in
Camfield et al (2007), public policies should improve the
'liveability' of a person's environment (where environment
is defined in the broadest possible sense), and the 'life
ability' (such as education, freedom, or material wealth)
that enables them to respond constructively to the
environment and life circumstances.
Most of policy
recommendations below fall into at least one of these two

concepts.

4.2 Subjective Well-being and Demographic
Characteristics

Demographic characteristics of interest among
researchers are gender, age, birth cohorts, and ethnicities.
A common finding is that women tend to report ceteris
paribus higher levels of happiness than men (see, for
example, Kusago, 2007b). Having analyzed several U.S.
and European data sets, Stevenson and Wolfers (2007) find

that, except for the African-Americans, the pattern is
changing. Controlling for age, race, immigrant status,
income, the number of children, employment status, and
marital status in the General Social Survey, they find that
an American man in 2006 is on average happier than an
American man in 1972, while an American woman is less

happy than her counterpart in 1972, suggesting the declines
both in American women's absolute happiness and in their

happiness relative to men. The absolute decline of
happiness among women holds for all education groups.
On the other hand, only less educated men are less happy
over time, while those with more education have become

happier. It is noteworthy that such decline of happiness
among women of all education levels happens during the
period in which the number of women in college and
graduate schools rises enormously.
Men and women included in the Eurobarometer

data, however, see their subjective well-being rise from the
early 1970s to the early 2000s, with the gain being smaller
for women. Based on the British Household Panel Study,

they also find that psychological well-being is deteriorating
among women but improving among men.
The authors suggest that, since traditional gender
roles have become less prominent, today's women are
comparing themselves not only to other women but also to
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men, to which they still find their relative position inferior.
This explanation is partly supported by the finding that
while average job satisfaction is declining among women
engaged in market work, who have to compete with men,
job satisfaction among men remains constant. It is also
possible that gains in women's rights have led women to
form greater expectations about their lives and work, and
with higher goals, reported satisfaction is lower.

Subjective well-being also changes over the life
cycle mainly due to different life circumstances and
corresponding expectations at different points in time. It is,
however, difficult to pinpoint the actual life cycle pattern
because, for the life cycle pattern of happiness to be well
established, longitudinal data that follow happiness of
people from the same birth cohort over their lifetime are
needed. Costa et al (1987), the only study that has
analyzed a life-cycle pattern of happiness from such data,
finds that subjective well-being is stable over one's
lifetime. In other studies based on multiple-regression
analysis, it is agreed that, given the same circumstances
with regard to income, employment, marital status, and
health, happiness is U-shaped in age (see, for example,
Kusago, 2007b). In other words, happiness declines from
young age to midlife and rises again as people age.
However, the presupposition that the young and the old are
faced with the same life circumstances is contestable as it is

presumable that the old are faced with different life
circumstances from the young or the middle-aged. They
are more likely to have lower income, less healthy, and
more likely to live alone. Easterlin and Sawangfa (2007),
analyzing the U.S. General Social Survey from 1973 to
1994, account for these differences in life circumstances

across ages, and find that happiness has an inverse U-shape
in age. In other words, happiness increases from young
ages to midlife and declines thereafter.

Satisfaction with family life and satisfaction with
job also follow the inverse U-shaped pattern. As an
individual gets married and has children, their family life
becomes more complete, and satisfaction with family life
rises and peaks correspondingly. Past midlife, separation
and widowhood become more likely, and satisfaction with
family life decreases. Similarly, as one moves up a career
ladder and reaches the top at midlife, satisfaction with job
rises and peaks. As retirement is in the picture, one's role
at the job might diminish, and so does satisfaction with job.
Satisfaction with health, tracking deteriorating health status
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over lifetime, decreases as an individual gets older. The
decline is faster at older ages. Finally, satisfaction with
financial situation slightly declines until age 36, during the
period in which people try to establish their financial
stability, and rises considerably thereafter, once their
financial situation becomes more stable and they are able to
accumulate more assets.

In

Thailand's

southern

and

northeastern

communities included in the WeD surveys, happiness is
found to decrease with age (Guillen-Royo et al, 2007).
Since the authors did not attempt to account for the possible
U-shaped pattern, whether the happiness pattern in
Thailand is non-linear is inconclusive.
In Thailand,
however, it is conceivable that the elderly experience
hardship that might reduce happiness for the lack of social
security and pensions. Many old people have to work to
support themselves, their sick partner, and their
grandchildren left behind by migrant parents. In rural
areas, this means that older people are disproportionately
represented in the agricultural workforce, whose laborintensive nature may take heavy tolls on health of the
elderly. To alleviate the hardship of the elderly, a
functional social security and pension system is needed.
Improvement in agricultural technologies would make
agricultural work less labor-intensive, more productive, and
possibly reduce out-migration by young workers.

The gender difference in subjective well-being also
varies over a life cycle. Based on the U.S. General Social
Survey from 1973 to 1994, and controlling for education,
race, and birth cohort, Marcelli and Easterlin (2007) find
that early in their adult life, women are happier than men
but the gap narrows as they approach midlife. The
relationship then reverses at about 47.5 years old. Since
satisfaction with family life and satisfaction with finances
also exhibit this reversal, they believe that the reversal of
happiness between men and women largely results from
relative satisfaction with family and financial situation
between men and women. Young adult females, more
likely to be in unions than males, tend to be more satisfied

with their family life and financial situation. Later in life,
females, outliving their male partners, lack the benefit from
having a partnership and resulting greater financial security
in late life that men enjoy.

For both men and women, satisfaction with family
life is inverse U-shaped, with women's peaking at 42 and
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men's at 55. The reversal between the two genders
happens at age 53. Opposite to satisfaction with family
life, satisfaction with financial situation is U-shaped in age
for both men and women, with women bottoming out at
age 39 and men at 32. The reversal between the two
genders happens at age 44.5. For financial satisfaction and
happiness, the gender differential is greater at the older
ages than at the younger ages; for satisfaction with family,
it is vice versa. As for satisfaction with health, the trend is

downward throughout the life cycle for both men and
women. There is no reversal of health satisfaction between

the two genders, with women being less satisfied with their
health throughout. This pattern is explained by the higher
prevalence of non-fatal but probably frustrating illnesses
such as asthma and arthritis among women.
Guillen-Royo et al (2007) find something different
in their Thai sample. Marital status and gender are not
found to be significantly correlated with happiness.
Married people are not happier in Thailand, partly due to a
sample bias for which 85% of the individuals sampled are
married and partly to reported spousal drunkenness and
financial irresponsibility (Jongudomkarn and Camfield,
2005), Only 25% of the sample are women, and contrary
to the common finding, they are not found to be happier,
possibly due to the domestic instability and to gender
discrimination with regards to job and education
opportunities.
In contrast, Japanese case researched by Kusago
(2007b) using Japanese government surveys found that:
women are happier than men; the married are happier than
the non-married or widow; and those with no job are
happier than job workers. These may due the fact that
Japanese married women who usually do not have jobs are
the same groups who report happier. Also, this may result
from the Japanese working situation that requires hard
working and time-consuming and stressful -especially for
men, so it is possible that male workers feel less happy.

4.3 Policy Implications
This section discusses research findings and their
implications to various policy categories.
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4.3.1 Income

The finding that may have motivated economists to

look to happiness as a measure of well-being is the
Easterlin Paradox: within countries, the rich are on average

happier than the poor, but despite an increase in income,
happiness for individuals tends to remain constant over
time. A similar finding holds for a cross-country analysis:

happiness rises with GDP per capita up to a certain level of
GDP; over time, happiness in many countries remains
stagnant despite income growth.

Many studies about income and happiness have
since confirmed, disputed, or explained the paradox.
Studies of cross-sectional survey data from a country

generally find a significant positive correlation between
income and happiness in both developed and developing
countries. Blanchflower and Oswald (2004), in their study

of the United Kingdom and the United States, find that

people with more income tend to report greater happiness
or life satisfaction. Graham and Pettinato (2001) find that

income is positively correlated with happiness for all
groups in the Latin American and the Russian samples, and
the correlation is stronger among the poor.

Sarracino

(2007) finds in a cross-country study that' income is
strongly positively correlated with happiness, with those
belonging to the lower income quintiles being less happy
and those in the higher quintiles happier.

Contradictory results are, however, reported in Gray
and Kramanon (2007)'s study of Chainat and Kanchanaburi

provinces of Thailand. They find that in Chainat, only the
positive relationship between income and happiness only
shows up among those who earns 100,000 bahts a month or
higher. The results are slightly different for Kanchanaburi.
For one thing, the relationship between income and
happiness is no longer linear. Those with no income appear
happier than those who earn 20,000 bahts a month or below

and 20,000-50,000 bahts.8
Studies of panel data often suggest that changes in
real incomes are correlated with changes in happiness.

Frijters et al (2004) show a large increase in both life
satisfaction and income in East Germany following the
This might reflect a problem of misclassification. A housewife or a
student in a well-to-do family may be classified as having no
income.
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reunification. Gardner and Oswald (2007) find lottery
winners to report a significantly lower level of mental
distress two years after winning.
Cross-time and cross-country studies have shown
that happiness rises with per capita national income up to a
certain level of income. Using the World Values Survey,
Warr (2007) plots happiness and life satisfaction against
GDP per capita to illustrate this pattern. Clark et al (2006)
show that while real income per capita consistently rises in
the United States from 1973 to 2004, happiness remains
almost constant. Between the United Kingdom, France,
Germany, Italy, and the Netherlands, Italy, the poorest
among the five, experiences an increase in life satisfaction

over this same period. It is argued that happiness gain as a
result of income growth is absent in developed countries
because

these

countries

have

achieved

a

level

of

consumption at which marginal utility or marginal wellbeing from further consumption is minimal. This is in
contrast with developing countries in which income and
consumption of goods and services still lag far behind

developed countries. At lower levels of consumption, an
increase in consumption produces large marginal wellbeing.

4.3.2 Social Comparison, Income Inequality, and
Adaptation

As discussed in Section 2, the Easterlin Paradox

may be explained by the idea of positional goods and social
comparison. Since an individual cares about their position
relative to other people in their reference group, an
individual's gain in income does not necessarily translate
into greater happiness if incomes or consumptions of other
people in the reference group rises by a larger extent. The
consequent competition to surpass each other will result in
an increase in consumption of market goods but less of

human relationships. Efforts to improve the quantity and
the quality of social relationships are replaced by efforts to
earn more income. For example, one may work longer
hours and spend less time with his family, so that they can
earn enough income to match their neighbors. Attempts to
gain social status can be an explanation of increasing
female labor force participation. Lower quantity and
quality of human relationships, in turn, reduces one's
subjective well-being.
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Social comparison is captured by studies on many
countries, regardless of how the reference group is defined.
Clark and Oswald (1996), using the first wave of the
British Household Panel Study, find that, while an increase
in an individual's income raises their life satisfaction, an

increase in income of the individual's comparison group,
predicted from an earning equation of the whole crosssection of employees, brings down life satisfaction by
statistically the same amount. They also find a negative
relationship between an individual's job satisfaction and
average hourly earnings of the comparison group. Luttmer
(2005) finds a similar result using a U.S. data set;
controlling for an individual's own income, neighbors'
earnings are negatively correlated with reported happiness.
Knight and Song (2006) find, among 9,200 households in
China, people who report that their income was higher than
the village average tend to report greater happiness than
those who say their income was lower than the village
average. Sarracino (2007) finds that those who place
themselves in the upper social class are happier than those
who rank themselves in lower classes.

Based on a panel study of 775 households in the
Netherlands Central Bureau of Statistics between March

1980 and March 1981, Van de Stadt et al. (1985)
constructed each family's reference incomes from groups
of respondents who have the same education level, the
same employment status, and about the same age. The
higher the mean income, after being adjusted for household
size, of the reference group, the lower is reported wellbeing.
Neither is social comparison limited to a cross
section. It is found that past income distributions also
matter in determining one's present well-being.

Gray and Kramanon (2007) find that, even after
controlling for income level, respondents who do not feel
poor report the highest level of happiness, compared to
those who feel as poor as or poorer than their neighbors.
The finding reflects that a feeling of self-sufficiency can
help raise an individual's happiness. It also implies that
'relative perceived poverty' of people is an important factor
affecting happiness; this is especially true among the poor
living in a country where there is great inequality in
economic status. Mahaarcha and Kittisuksathit (2007) find
that comparative thinking appears to have a statistically
significant impact on reported happiness among youths in
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Kanchanaburi. Male youths who feel richer than their
neighbors report greater happiness than those who report
feeling the same or poorer than their neighbors. Female
youths who feel richer or the same as their neighbors report
greater happiness than those who report feeling poorer.
However, their finding does not control for income, so the
effect of comparative thinking on income might have
represented the effect of actual income, which is missing
from their multiple regressions, on happiness.
To avoid the negative effect of positional goods or
social comparison, the value of self-contentedness, as
taught by the concept of self-sufficiency and Buddhist
economics, should be instilled in the population. Since
much of the consumption trend is set off by the media, the
government should prohibit propagandistic advertisement
campaigns and support those that promote self-esteem and
non-materialistic values. Layard (2005) suggests that, to
prevent people from working too much without enough
leisure or social relationships, the government should
impose leisure-encouraging taxation. To curb conspicuous
consumption, taxes might be levied on such goods.
However, such taxes may to some extent impede economic
growth; and because developing countries may need to
grow economically while translating such growth into
greater happiness and better quality of life for the people,
careful consideration on country-specific contexts should
be taken. Attention can also be paid on how economic
growth is distributed among the people. Considering
Alesina et al (2004)'s finding that happiness is negatively
correlated with the degree of income inequality in both the
United States and several European countries, the
government should pay more attention to income inequality

as gains from economic growth are distributed. But then
how bad is inequality in Thailand?
It is obvious that rapid economic development in

the past forty years has benefited Bangkok and its suburbs
more than other regions of Thailand, and the WeD's
research team can testify to uneven development even

among these other regions themselves. The northeast still
lacks behind, performing worst in terms of childhood
malnutrition, living conditions, labor force without social
security, average years of schooling, and the incidence of
poverty (McGregor, 2007). While the South itself is one of
the wealthiest regions in the country, the three most
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southerly provinces are among the poorest in the country9
(McGregor, 2007). Nationwide, the income gap is now
wider than it was forty years ago. In 1998, the top income
quintile shares about 60% of national income, compared to
about 5% among the lowest quintile (Motonishi, 2003).
While people who gain in position and status relative to
others may see their happiness increase, those who lack see
their happiness decrease. Income, therefore, should be
distributed in such a way that the society as a whole

experiences a net increase in happiness. Given diminishing
marginal-return (in this case, happiness) to income, giving a
certain income share to the rich would produce less

happiness than giving the same amount to the poor. A goal
of public policies should, therefore, be to reduce income
inequality. The distribution need not be done monetarily
but can be done by making basic infrastructures and public
services more evenly available between all the regions,
income classes, and social classes. The improvement in
infrastructures will improve people's satisfaction with

living condition, their quality of life, their capabilities to
fulfill their potentials, and as a result, their happiness. In
Veenhoven's term, this is to improve the "liveability" and
the "life ability of the people.

Another process that brings down the positive effect
of income on happiness is adaptation. In particular,
changes in income only have transitory effects on

happiness. Brickman and Coates (1978) show that positive
income shocks experienced by lottery winners do not lead
to a long-term gain in satisfaction. Di Telia et al (2005)
find that, amongthe West Germans surveyed in the German
Socio-Economic Panel between 1984 and 2000, only 42%

of the positive effect of an increase in income afterone year
remains after four years. Everything else being constant,
the only way to achieve ever increasing happiness is to
have continually rising income (Clark et al, 2006). Studies
have shown that it is not the final position in income and
wealth that matters to satisfaction but changes in the

position (see, for example, Inglehart and Rabier, 1986). In
a study by the Leyden group using data from 20 European
countries, a $1 increase in income is equivalent to a 60-cent
The three most southerly provinces are also where violence has been
widespread in the past few years. The fact that these three
provincesare also amongthe poorest might be more than a
coincidence. It is worth thinking whether economic prosperity and

improvement of people's well-being mightbe the best wayto fight
terrorism.
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increase in how people rate their satisfaction with income

two years after the increase (for a review, see Van Praag
and Frijters, 1999; Clark et al, 2006).

Once people adapt and revert back to their set point
of happiness, they form new, usually higher aspirations.
The hypothesis that people's aspirations change with
income is reflected in the WeD's survey of people in seven
communities in southern and northeastern Thailand.

As

summarized by McGregor (2007),

"A striking aspect of contemporary Thailand
is the way material inequalities are reinforced
by aspirational one. . . [When asked about
their goals and aspirations,] poor household
heads focused on basic need fulfillment and

gave responses such as por yu, por kin
(sufficient to live and eat').. .They described
wanting 'any'job, rather than 'good' one, and
only wanting their children to remain in

education until working age, unless migrant
siblings could earn enough to pay their school

fees. People favoured developing humility,
rather than attaining status, and seemed to

have moderate ambitions for consumer goods,
although having more living space was a
priority.

In contrast, medium or rich

household heads wanted to gain status
through higher education for their children,
'good' jobs, acquiring assets and consumer

goods

(especially

cars),

and

funding

community activities." McGregor (2007,
p.13-14)

It may be difficult for public policies to alleviate the

negative effect of adaptation and increasing aspirations on
happiness for they are likely to be embedded in individual's

psychological processes. It can even be argued that
adaptation does not warrant policy intervention because,

unlike social comparison, it does not create any
externalities (Clark et al, 2006). However, so that people
make the right decision, they should be informed that

satisfaction gain from some consumption goods may be
short-lived. To limit the negative effect of high aspirations
on happiness, the government should remind people of
moderation and appreciation of what one has, as advocated

by Buddhism, and sufficiency and consumption within
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one's own means, as suggested by the 'sufficiency
economy' concept. It should be noted that keeping
aspirations and social comparison in check does not imply
being nonchalant or indifferent about one's situation

without striving for success.

Looking up to successful

people and setting high standards for oneself should be a
motivation for self-improvement. One should, nonetheless,
be realistic about their circumstances and should not let

aspirations and comparison with other people negatively
affect their satisfaction with life.

4.3.3 Material Wealth, Basic Needs, and Savings
In general, it is clear that money and wealth allow
individuals more choices in their consumption, which lead
to greater utility in economic sense. Based on Sen's
functioning and capabilities theory, more money would
allow more freedom of consumption, which, in turn, leads
to greater well-being. For example, money can be used to
provide proper housing to family. Powdthavee (2007b)
also finds a positive association between home-ownership
and life satisfaction among the British. Home-owners also
tend to be happier both in Chainat and Kanchanaburi (Gray
and Kramanon, 2007) and Japan (Kusago, 2007b).
However,

for

Chainat

and

Kanchanaburi,

the effect

disappears once self-reported relative status is controlled
for, implying that the feeling that he or she is not as poor or
the same as others is highly correlated with home
ownership. Unsurprisingly, home owners feel more secure
about their status when compared to others.
While assets and wealth seem to boost people's
happiness, indebtedness can hold them back from
satisfactory consumption. People who are without debt or
indebted but not feeling burdened by it tend to be happier
than those who are indebted and feel burdened.

Material wealth also helps households better fulfill
their basic needs. As Guillen-Royo et al (2007) find in

Thailand's southern and northeastern communities, a high
level of basic needs satisfaction is typically associated with
a high material wealth although the correlation is not highly
significant and, in some communities, not significant at all.
In the rural community of Ban Tha, great material wealth is
observed while access to basic needs is still lacking. On
the other hand, infrastructure to satisfy basic needs is
accessible in some urban communities, in which material
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wealth is not very high. The former case may indicate a
coordination failure among community members and
between community members and government officials in
translating wealth into infrastructure that would improve
the community's capability to fulfill basic needs. The latter
case

indicates

the

need

to

better

utilize

available

infrastructure in creating jobs and wealth for people.

Controlling for age, marital status, job status,
gender, number of children, chronic illness in the
household,

wealth,

and

location,

low

basic

needs

satisfaction is negatively correlated with happiness,
implying that basic needs matter for happiness of Thai
people independently of the ownership of material wealth.
Material wealth itself, as expected, is found to be strongly
correlated with happiness independently of basic needs
satisfaction, which implies that "having more possessions is
intrinsically valued by people beyond their use as basic
needs satisfiers" (Guillen-Royo et al, 2007). While income
or material wealth - an objective measure of well-being remains a significant determinant of happiness beyond the
notions of basic needs or sufficiency, the detrimental effect
of social comparison is eminent, especially among the poor,
who are more likely to be left behind in an increasingly
materialistic and unequal society. A balance should be
struck between materialism and sufficiency or, in other
words, between incentives to accumulate wealth and the

needs to rein in income inequality.

Not only does money and wealth allow people to
fulfill their basic needs in normal times but, acting as
buffers for people experiencing negative events, they can
bring people back to their normal level of happiness.
Wealthy people are more equipped with resources to fend
for themselves when faced with negative events and to
improve their standings. For example, when people are
faced with negative economic shocks, access to savings and
wealth allows people to smooth out their consumption. As
observed by Masae (2007),
"Households belonging to the poor socio
economic group appear to be more struggling
in their coping. In rural and peri-urban
communities these households generally own
a small amount of agricultural land and are
even landless in some cases. Shortage of
agricultural lands substantially can weaken
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their ability to live sufficiently if they depend
solely on household farm activities.
Furthermore, their poverty also reduces their
opportunities to accumulate savings, to build
a good relationship with others, and to
pursue high education. . . .The urban poor
also

face

limitations

in

their

access

to

different resources and even more severe in

relation to land for housing, as most are
landless and live in poor rental houses."
Masae (2007, p.25)

Apart from lands, rural households still depend
greatly on natural resources.
The more remote a
community, the more dependent it is on the natural
resources. As natural resources deteriorate; lands become

scarcer; and more incomes are needed to satisfy increasing
material aspirations in the growing population, efficient
utilization of these resources becomes more necessary. To

compensate for deteriorating resources, capital investment,
technological improvement, and skill development are
needed. Farmers should be better introduced and trained to

implement new agricultural technologies.
For most people, the most important wealth
accumulation is savings.
As the economy and the

productivity grow over time, the reference income when
one is old is higher than when one is young. To smooth
consumption and keep up with other people in the society,
an individual will save when they are young in order to
consume more towards the end of his life. The saving

behavior also depends on the rate of adaptation (see Carroll
et al, 2000). If an individual adapts slowly to their past and
current consumption, they will save more as they can wait
to consume in the future. If an individual adapts quickly,
however, they will save less as they would like to enjoy the
benefit of greater income immediately. Also, people who
like to save may be those whose adaptation is slow, thus
feeling no need to consume much at present.. Therefore, a

policy that deals with adaptation and social comparison
could arguably also have an effect on people's saving
behaviors, and vice versa.

Yuen and Chu (2007) study the effect of Hong
Kong's Mandatory Provident Fund on people's
expectations of happiness following their retirement.
Individuals are more likely to expect a happy retirement
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life when they care and know more about the fund and
when they believe that the fund can provide them with a
happier retirement. It is very possible that a positive
outlook on retirement should give workers peace of mind,
as confirmed by studies of the informative role of the
reference group's income (see Hirshman, 1973).

Individuals look to others' incomes to form an expectation
about their own future income, especially when faced with
uncertainties. Contrary to the theory of social comparison,
these studies would predict a positive association between
the reference group's income and an individual's happiness.
Senik (2004) finds that higher reference group's income
leads to lower life satisfaction in Western Europe but, in
more uncertain economic situations like that of Eastern

Europe following the collapse of communism, reference
group's income is positively correlated with life
satisfaction.
Given uncertainties of the retirement,
publicity that raises public confidence in the retirement

plan will raise subjective well-being. Needless to say, a
good retirement plan and a good social security system for
the aging population are essential.

4.3.4 Education

As a good indicator of personal income, it is not
surprising that the relationship between education and
happiness emulates the relationship between income and
happiness. At a given point in time the more educated are

happier than the less educated (see, for example,
Blanchflower and Oswald, 2004 and

Ross and Van

Willigen, 1997). Not only does education bring monetary
incomes that can raise an individual's standard of livings,
but it also enables him to better adjust with changing
environments. As Masae (2007) observes among Southern
and Northeastern migrant workers, workers who have
better educational qualification are more likely to earn
._>

stable positions and incomes. Low-educated people often
have no other choice but work in laboring jobs or other
low-paid activities, which, found through informal
arrangements, are insecure.

Those with better education

are more likely to get promoted and to improve their
businesses to a more profitable position.
Gray and Kramanon (2007) find that, for Chainat

and Kanchanaburi, controlling for age, gender, marital
status, people with up to lower secondary education report
being happier than those with no education at all, and those
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with higher secondary education and above happier than
both of the former groups. Once further controlling for
income, feelings of debt burden, and home ownership, the
positive correlation between education and happiness
becomes lower in magnitude, implying that education
contributes to happiness partly through ability to earn more
income and achieve financial stability. This behavior holds
for higher secondary education level and above for both
Kanchanaburi and Chainat.

With the U.S. General Social Survey, Easterlin and
Sawangfa (2007) study the patterns of happiness and
satisfaction

with

several

life

domains

across

socio

economic groups defined by years of schooling. More
educated people appear happier and more satisfied with
finances, family life, work, and health. The rate of change,
however, varies among different domains. Satisfaction
with finances grows with years of schooling at an
increasing rate, possibly reflecting the growing financial
stability that comes with better education and better jobs.
However, reports of satisfaction with family life and with
health also increase with years of schooling at a decreasing
rate, both leveling off at about 12 years of schooling
(upper-secondary level).

Being able to provide a good education of children
is a common aspiration for all groups of people in all
community types observed by Masae (2007) although
desirable levels and types of education may differ across
socio-economic groups and locations.
In case of
compulsory education for Southerners, the government
should be careful not to impose state-designed curriculum
that regards Buddhism as the country's official religion on
Islamic students because, as observed in Promphakping
(2007), state schools are often seen as an encroachment on
Islamic identities.
Poor households are more reluctant and less able to

keep up with their educational ambitions as they "have to
balance with their foreseen obstacle(s) to continually
provide financial support to their children as well as to
negotiate with the need for their children to help ease
household burden(s)." Some children from middle-income
families, especially in rural areas, lack inspiration and
intention to pursue higher education. In light of these
observations, the government may have to do more than
providing free education up to the compulsory lowersecondary level or providing educational loans for higher
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education to keep children in school. In particular, parents
need more incentives to

lessen their needs

for their

children's labor, which is an especially important source of
labor in farming communities in Thailand's rural areas.
Promotion of agricultural technologies in a long run can
reduce the intensity of labor use in farming and alleviate
the need of child labor. In a short run, in-kind or monetary
incentives can reduce credit or income constraint that might
have prevented parents from investing in children's
education. An exemplary program of this type is Mexico's
PROGRESA, in which families receive monetary
compensation for keeping children in school (see Schultz,
2004 and Behrman et al 2005). A program that makes
education more equally accessible to everyone would also
help reduce inequality, which tends to have a negative
effect on happiness.
Although education is widely believed have a
positive effect on income and happiness, many studies find
that such positive effect disappears after a certain level of
education

is

reached.

Mahaarcha

and

Kittisuksathit

(2007)'s cross-sectional study on youths in Kanchanaburi
province shows that, for both males and females, youths
who have attended lower secondary school are significantly
happier than those with just primary education and,
interestingly, than those with upper secondary education or
higher. In their analysis of the Dutch province of NoordBrabant, Hartlog and Oosterbeek (1998) find that happiness
increases with education only up to a certain level of
education. Controlling for income and employment status,
Powdthavee (2007b) finds that higher levels of education
are associated with lower life satisfaction in his British

sample. It is suspected that, while education typically leads
to greater income, it also leads to greater expectation and
aspiration. Higher expectation are harder to satisfy, which
leads to lower life satisfaction, the result found by Hartlog
and Ooosterbeek (1998) and Powdthavee (2007b).

4.3.5 Health

Unsurprisingly, achieving good health is top-ranked
in the WeD's study of seven communities in southern and
northeastern Thailand (Camfield et al, 2007). It is also
easily predictable that healthier people should be happier
than their less healthy counterparts. Gray and Kramanon
(2007) find among the population of Kanchanaburi and
Chainat that those who report no serious illness in the
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month before the survey tend to be happier. Powdthavee
(2007b) finds that life satisfaction decreases with the
number of days an individual spent in hospital in the
previous year, and estimates that £61,000-£ 165,500 a year
worth of life satisfaction is lost with disability. Van den
Berg (2007a) confirms this prediction, using the Income
and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA). With the
well-being valuation method, as introduced by Ferrer-iCarbonell and Van Praag (2002), he calculates the
monetary values of having perfect health. On balance, the
less healthy a respondent is, the more she is willing to pay

for perfect health.

Positive monetary values of health

indicate that health positively contributes to an individual's
life

satisfaction.

Such

calculations

should

be

complementary to typical cost-benefit analyses of a
healthcare program.

Rapid economic growth has brought about increases
in health expenditures, improvements in the healthcare
system, and rising life expectancy. Increasing pressure on
the healthcare system and families are a growing number of
old people, who naturally are less healthy than the rest of
the population. The WeD research finds that 52 percent of
respondents over 65 years of age had chronic illnesses,
compared to 18.5 percent of the entire sample (McGregor,
2007). In another paper, Van den Berg examines the effect
on life satisfaction of informal care provision. More than
10 percentofthe Australian sample reports having provided
informal care during a typical week, and only 13.7 percent
of these caregivers receive allowances. As care provision is
becoming increasingly important as population ages and
healthcare costs grow, welfare of caregivers should be
taken into account in the design of the country's healthcare
system. Cost-benefit analysis of informal care should take
into account not only earnings foregone by caregivers and
professional care expenses saved, but also satisfaction that
caregivers and care recipients might enjoy and other nonpecuniary burdens they might suffer.
Independent of income, age, gender, the number of
children, marital status, and employment status, the number
of hours spent on informal care, is negatively correlated
with caregivers' well-being. Caregivers who live with
recipients tend to suffer greater losses in their well-being as
they spend about 15 more hours per week providing care
than those who do not live with recipients, which may
adversely impact caregivers' sleep habit, stress level, and
social life. This result is confirmed by Guillen-Royo et al
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(2007) for their studies of seven communities in southern
and northeastern Thailand. While having dependents in the
household is not a significant determinant of happiness,
having a chronically ill person in the household
significantly reduces happiness of the household head.

It is presumable that, given the close-knit nature of
Thai families, a greater proportion of Thai population
provides informal care on a regular basis. In the light of
van den Berg's findings, it is worth thinking whether the
joy of caring for close family members and friends is
outweighed by the loss of well-being suffered by
caregivers. If so, then more investment in professional care
provision and nursing both for seniors and chronically ill
people may be warranted.

Despite an expansion of healthcare, inequalities in
access to healthcare and differentials in health outcomes

between locations and socio-economic status persist. The
combined incidence of malaria, dengue fever, and diarrhea

in the seven communities surveyed by WeD was 4.8 per
1,000 people, compared with 1.7 nationwide.
Poor
households, who have fewer options in healthcare, in
particular still think that their healthcare is inadequate.
Respondents unanimously expect speed and efficacy from
health services (McGregor, 2007). These statistics and
comments give the government some directions on what
preventive measures should be promoted, what healthcare
should be provided, and where health expenditures can be
best spent.

Moreover, according to the sufficiency economy's
concept of self-reliance and knowledge-based society, basic
health knowledge should be provided to communities,
especially those in remote areas, so that they can protect
themselves and provide basic cares when needed. Also,
according to Sen's capability approach, preventive
measures such as vaccination should be taken to reduce

incidence of chronic illness or disability as well as to keep
everyone healthy.
Healthcare coverage should cover
healthcare costs at least to minimize the negative effect of
severe

illness

and

chronic

conditions

on

household

resources and to allow households to satisfy their needs
without disruption.

Mahaarcha and Kittsuksathit (2007) find interesting
results regarding health-related behaviors of Thai youths of
age 18 to 24 in Kanchanaburi province. As expected, male
youths who exercise report greater happiness than those
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who do not. This finding is consistent with Mendes et al
(2007), which notices that Portuguese male students
identify exercise as one of the top contributing factors to

happiness. Unexpectedly, however, male smokers from the
sample of youth in Kanchanaburi report greater happiness
than non-smokers. It is possible that the smoking behavior

among youths represents an attempt to conform to peers
and an opportunity to socialize with friends. It is also
likely that adverse health effect from smoking is yet to
occur at such young age. The positive effects of exercise
and smoking on happiness do not show up among female
youths.

4.3.6 Technology

The relationship between technology and subjective
well-being is multifold and complex. On the one hand, an
improvement in technology enables production of new
goods and services and makes production of existing goods
and services more efficient. Specifically, technology raises
effectiveness of physical capital, human capital, or both.
Sawangfa (2007) shows that South Korean workers who
report that their skills are better utilized at work tend to
report greater job satisfaction. Technologies that enhance
such utilization of human capital will improve satisfaction
with job and, in turn, overall satisfaction with life. It is also
arguable that a more satisfied worker works more
effectively at her job, thereby further extend the benefit of
the given technology.

It is clear that improved technologies should raise a
country's per capita income and expand the variety of
goods and services available, which in turn increase
subjective well-being. However, a wider variety of goods
and services may induce greater material aspiration and
social comparison. Greater desire to consume more goods
as more become available and to keep up with the social
standard of consumption, especially when exceeding the
individual's means, could reduce self-contentment.

Technological advance can also improve people's
well-being outside of the production side. The internet and
information technology, for example, does not only
improve human well-being by easing communication and
making useful information more available, but it also
forges relationships and cooperation that would not have
been possible without the internet. Given that people who
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engage in more social activities tend to be happier,
information technology that overcomes physical barriers
and makes the social network more expansive and more
easily maintained should therefore make people happier.
People who have difficulties in face-to-face interactions
may find it easier to disclose themselves and form

relationships online. Even better, as McKenna et al argue,
people who can "better disclose their true or inner self on

the Internet than in face-to-face settings will be more likely
to form close relationships online and will tend to bring
those virtual relationships into their real lives"
(Jaruhirunkul, 2007, p.4).

Information technology can be used to directly
monitor people's social activities. John Sherry, Intel
Corporation's anthropologist, cites problems of chronic
boredom, loneliness, and lack of meaning among nursinghome residents (Sherry, 2007, p.6). Technologies that are
designed to allow the elderly to productively contribute to
and meaningfully engage with the society should improve
the well-being of the elderly and the community at large.
"Social mapping tools" would "monitor the level of social
engagement of seniors, based on such indicators as

telephone usage and personal journaling software[s]... and
[present] back to the seniors a dynamic and up-to-date
sense of their own recent social activities" (Sherry, 2007,
p.7). With such awareness, the elderly can take steps to
increase social activities, which is found to be positively
correlated with happiness.

According to Sherry (2007), similar monitoring
technology can be used to deal with people's negative
affect. Many people find that they are unable to control
their stress and negative emotions, which not only have
negative impact on mental health today but have also been
linked to health complications later in life, such as heart
failure, depression, and high blood pressure. To help
people better manage their emotions a monitor called
"embedded

assessment"

can

measure

behaviors

and

biological markers associated with the onset of anger, make
the users aware of their emotions, and send back strategies
for dealing with present stressful situations.

Moreover, information technology can be used to
improve healthcare, health, and consequently subjective
well-being in remote areas of developing countries. Intel
Corporation is funding 'telemedicine', which is a real-time
consultation between lesser-trained community health
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workers and more skilled non-local clinicians regarding

local patients. Telemedicine involves, but is not limited to,
video-conferencing, remote-diagnostic tools, patient's data-

sharing, disease surveillance, and inventory control. An
expansion of internet access points would spread more
health information and better raise health awareness in
remote areas.

In accordance with NESDB's 'green and happy

society' development plan, one of which aims to enable
Thai people to make a decent living, to earn sufficient
incomes, and to have security in life, Thailand's National
Electronics and Computer Technology Center (NECTEC)

has implemented many projects to achieve these goals
(Sirirachatapong and Pooparadai, 2007). One of the
projects is to empower the new generation through
education and to provide knowledge to the general
population. As previously discussed, greater education and
knowledge allow people to better adapt to hard times, thus
maintaining their happiness, and to become self-reliant,
which is a core of the self-sufficiency and the selfcontentedness concepts.
To improve the quality of
education and reduce the quality gap in the internet access
between urban and rural areas, NECTEC, in cooperation

with other government agencies, expands internet access to
schools in rural areas and is translating English-language
contents on the internet into Thai. This project aims to
transform Thailand into a knowledge-based society in

which members can improve their well-being using the
more available knowledge. Similar to Intel Corporation's
project, NECTEC also applies information technology to
health-related issues. By providing computers to hospitals,
it alleviates the stress of the patients. Sick children are able
to learn, while being hospitalized, and be stimulated
physically, mentally, and cognitively.
Researchers from Bhutan similarly conceive the
benefits of information technology particularly in Bhutan's
rugged terrains (Thomas and Kumar, 2007). While libraries
and labs are hard to maintain in such geography, computer
simulation and virtual learning system could provide
education to students in the remote area.

Information

technology could be used to disseminate information on
environmental protection, collect information on vulnerable
forest and watershed areas, and provide warnings for
natural

disasters

such

as

forest

fires

and

landslides.

Geographic information system in particular can provide
information about lands, natural resources, and cultivation
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patterns. Such information should help policy-makers
choose the content of the offline internet and provide
assistance that best suits the community.
Besides its obvious use as a means to disseminate

information, the internet has facilitated a new mode of

production that focuses on human cooperation and
resource-sharing rather than competition and scarcity,
which are the cores of today's market economy. According
to Bauwens (2007), community structure has been
constantly changing throughout the course of history. The
internet is generating a new form of economy based on

non-reciprocal exchanges, collective and voluntary
contribution in exchange for the right to use the
communally-produced goods - a form different from the
early three structures. This new mode of production needs
neither state-planning nor profit-driven institutions. Rather,
the internet allows peer producers to operate in small
groups and coordinate in a global scale.

Decision-making and governance are done by
participants themselves. Good examples of products that
result from this new economic structure are the Linux

computer operating system and the online Wikipedia
encyclopedia.
Because participation is voluntary and work is
reviewed by equal peers in this new mode of production,
workers are inspired, motivated, and empowered. Selfselection of workers into tasks that they are good at should
result in higher quality of goods and greater productivity of
labor. Once the production is finished, goods produced in
such peer network tend to be more equally distributed in
the commons. This new mode of production should add
satisfaction to individuals involved and the society as a
whole. On the production side, social values of learning,
recognition, and exchange realized by producers should
earn producers greater satisfaction with jobs, social
network, and life as a whole. On the consumption side,
availability of such goods from this new mode of
production constitutes positive externalities for the society,
and abundance of goods and knowledge should result in
satisfaction gain on part of consumers.

4.3.7 Labor Market and Macroeconomic Factors

Two of the most watched

besides

GDP

and

its

growth

economic variables

are

inflation

and
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unemployment rates. One of the best known studies on the
relationship between inflation, unemployment, and

happiness is Di Telia et al (2001), which find both inflation
and unemployment to be negatively correlated with
happiness in both the United States and Europe. Increases
of unemployment rate and inflation rate by one percentage
point reduce life satisfaction of the Eurobarometer sample
by 0.028 and 0.012 units, respectively. These numbers can
be thought of as representing loss of life satisfaction due to
fears of unemployment and inflation for an average person.
At the individual level, the unemployed are found to

be significantly less happy than the employed. Based on a
micro analysis of the same sample, Di Telia et al (2001)
find that the unemployed suffer a loss of life satisfaction of
0.33 units relative to the employed. Powdthavee (2007b)
estimates that an unemployed person needs a compensation
of around £66,000 a year to the upwards of £143,000 a year
to have to same level of life satisfaction as those who are

employed full-time. Attesting to the presence of social
comparison in the labor market is the finding that the
unemployed who live in areas with higher unemployment
rates suffer less in term of life satisfaction than the

unemployed in the environment of low unemployment rate
(Clark, 2003; Powdthavee, 2007c). Based on these results,
it is obvious that the government should create jobs for the
unemployed.
An opposite result is found in Japan, however
(Kusago, 2007b). There, the employed is not found to be
significantly happier than the unemployed. An explanation
of this result may be a unique working situation in Japan. It
is known that loyalty to companies is highly valued and
lifetime employment is common in Japan, which might
limit freedom of career choice among Japanese workers.
Also, as loyalty and lifetime commitment translate into
dedication, hard work and long working hours are expected
from workers. The stressful and time-consuming may
explain why being employed does not raise subjective wellbeing among Japanese workers, mainly men.
Participation in labor unions has also long been
associated with lower job satisfaction (see, for example,
Heywood et al, 2002; Clark, 2004). Particularly, both
papers find that moving to unionized jobs results in a fall in
job satisfaction, while moving to a non-unionized sector
results in a rise in job satisfaction, partly because unionized
jobs tend to be of lower quality than non-unionized ones.
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Exploring the relationship between union
membership and job satisfaction in Europe among male
wage-workers aged 18 to 65, Lange and Georgellis (2007)
offer a different view. Union membership is found to have
a significant, positive impact on job satisfaction. Their
tabulation of job aspects cited as important among workers
show similarities between Eastern and Western European
workers in their priority ranking. Among Eastern European
and Western European workers, regardless of their union
membership status, pay and interaction with colleagues are
cited most and second most often as an important job
aspect. Coming in third and fourth among Western
European workers, regardless of their union membership
status, are achievement and job security, while it is
switched for Eastern European workers. A positive impact
of interactions with fellow workers has also been confirmed

for France and the United States (Krueger and Schkade,
2007).

Clark (2004) finds a somewhat different ranking
among about 14,000 workers in nineteen OECD countries.
Specifically, he finds that job security and interesting job
are the two most often cited as very important job aspects.
Independence comes third, while opportunities to help
other people and to be useful to a society come fourth and
fifth, respectively. Pay and flexible working hours are
ranked least often by workers as very important among
eight different job characteristics. The ranking is found to
be very similar between male and female workers, although
women are less likely than men to report high promotion
opportunities, reflecting remaining gender inequality in the
labor market. When asked about desirable job outcomes,
good relations at work and job security are ranked at the
top. Good job content (interesting job, job that helps other
people, and job that is useful to society) and high job
satisfaction are ranked third and fourth. Again, good pay
and working hours do not appear, compared to other job
attributes, as desirable outcomes as intuition might have
suggested. After controlling for monthly income and
working hours, reported satisfactions with other job
attributes remain significant determinants of overall job
satisfaction.

The breakdown of job satisfaction by Clark (2004)
into several job quality measures with the multipleregression method provides a similar ranking. Regardless
of whether the analysis is done for all respondents or by
gender, the largest determinants of job satisfaction come
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from good relations at work and job content. Contributing
third and fourth most to job satisfaction are high income

and good promotion possibilities. Having bad relations at
work or poor job content reduces the probability of being
very or completely satisfied with work by 30-40 per cent,
and earning high income or high promotion possibilities
raises this probability considerably. Gender difference in
their job preferences still appear, with job security, job
content, and relations at work being more important
determinants for
counterparts.

female workers than

for their male

In further discussions of job attributes, Clark (2004)
reiterates the importance of both relative and absolute
income in determining job satisfaction. Hours of work
must be considered together with desired number of hours
and the work status (full-time versus part-time) a worker
might receive when the labor market tightens. For
example, while average hours have been falling in most
OECD markets, the percentage of involuntary part-time
workers has risen especially among women and young
workers. Given that the rankings are consistent across
studies and types of market, Western Europe's capitalism,
Eastern Europe's transition from communism, and OECD
countries, it is conceivable that such rankings may also be
applicable to Thailand's labor market. These rankings
should make policy makers more aware of other factors
than pay and working hours that matter to job satisfaction
and allow policy makers to re-direct labor market policies
to the aspects that matter most to workers.
The WeD research team has shed some light on the
relationship between labor market and subjective wellbeing in Thailand. According to Guillen-Royo et al
(2007)'s study of southern and northeastern Thailand,
people who have a salaried job in Thailand tend to be
happier. Jongudomkarn and Camfield (2005) find from
interviewing residents in these communities that jobs with
some degree of authority and office jobs are regarded as
providing a better quality of life. They also find that the
self-employed in Thailand tend to less satisfied than regular
wage-workers, a result that is consistent with a study of
Latin American countries by Graham and Pettinato (2001).

The pattern of the self-employed being less satisfied
in developing countries is opposite to that in developed
countries (see,
for example, Andersson, 2008;
Blanchflower and Oswald, 1992; Di Telia et al., 2003; and

68

Frey and Stuzer, 2000). Graham and Pettinato (2001)
explain such contrast with choices made by workers.
While most self-employed people in developed countries
choose self-employment by choice, those in developing
countries are self-employed because they have no other
choices or other secure employment opportunies. Selfemployment in Thailand is often associated with informal
sector, in which workers are paid little for having to work
in poor conditions and little bargaining power.
The
government in developing countries, by looking more
carefully- into the informal sector, should be able to
improve welfares of the workers, while also raising more
tax revenues.
Social security and healthcare benefits
already enjoyed by workers in the economy's formal sector
should be extended to these oft-neglected informal workers.

Finally, the WeD research also shows that with
modernization Thai households have developed a dual
economy in which traditional or agricultural sector coevolves with modern, industrial, and service sector. Such
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occupational diversification creates livelihoods that
contribute to people's well-being. For traditionally farming
households, non-farm incomes have become increasingly
important, and those who have few opportunities to earn
such incomes have become marginalized. Besides helping
improve agricultural productivity and sustainability, the
government should also support non-farm productive
activities that could provide these households with an extra,
stable income stream. Handicraft is one example.
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4.3.8 Family and Social Network

It is a consensus that, at a point in time, the married
are happier than the single, the separated, and the divorced,
controlling for such factors as income, health, and
employment status. While marriage contributes positively
to happiness or life satisfaction, divorce and separation do
the opposite (see, for example, Blanchflower and Oswald,
2004; Frey and Stutzer, 2002a; Kusago, 2007b). The
positive effect of marriage on subjective well-being can be
attributed to social
support, emotional support,
companionship, and sexual intimacy in the marriage.
Confirming the positive contribution of marriage to
subjective well-being, Powdthavee (2007b) finds that the
married are most satisfied with their life, while the

separated least. Putting numbers to these relationships,
Powdthavee (2007b) suggests that, in comparison with
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single people, getting married is equivalent to earning an
extra £50,000-£68,000 a year, while separation and divorce
are equivalent to having the income reduced by £57,000£139,000 and £22,000 a year, respectively.

It is possible, however, that there is a selection of
people in the marriage market: people who are happier typically those with high extroversion and less neuroticism
- are more likely to get married. If such is true, the
observed positive effect of marriage may have actually
been the positive effect of 'happy' personality traits and
possibly* the excitement of married people being in the
'honeymoon' period. Based on the German SocioEconomic Panel, Zimmermann and Easterlin (2006)
disprove this claim. The married tend to be younger, better
educated, healthier, more likely to be employed, and more
religious. However, after controlling for these socio
economic characteristics, life satisfaction two years before
they were to enter the first marriage - the pre-marriage
value - is not significantly different from that of the general

population. It is not true that happier people are selected
into marriage.
They do, however, find the 'honeymoon' effect of
marriage. Life satisfaction of those who were to enter their
first marriage rises significantly above the pre-marriage
value a year before and a year following marriage. Life
satisfaction falls back afterwards, possibly due to
adaptation and habituation, but remains significantly above
the pre-marriage level. It is true that people adapt to
marriage but on average adaptation is not complete;
marriage still contributes positively to life satisfaction two
years after it begins.
The life satisfaction pattern of the divorced is quite
different from those who were to enter their first marriage.
The divorced tend to have lower socio-economic status,
and even
after controlling
for socio-economic
characteristics,

life

satisfaction

of the

divorced

is

significantly below the general population, suggesting
selection into divorce - unhappier people are more likely to
get divorced. Although this group starts from a lower
baseline value of life satisfaction, it experiences the same
honeymoon effect and the post-honeymoon decline in life
satisfaction just like those who stay in the marriage.
Divorce is, therefore, possibly the result of inherent
unhappiness and lower socio-economic characteristics
rather than unfavorable course of life satisfaction during
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marriage. Divorce and separation are found to have a
negative effect on life satisfaction.
Based on a sample of 346 youths of age 18 to 24, a
cross-sectional study by Mahaarcha and Kittsuksathit on
Thai youth in Kanchanaburi finds that youths of both
genders who are widowed, divorced, or separated tend to
be less happy than their single counterparts. Being married
does not add any happiness either for males or females.
Since the study is limited to the young among whom
marital status is probably not the greatest concern yet, it
does not conflict with common findings that marriage and
cohabitation increases happiness.

Although marriage and household size are often
found to be positively correlated with subjective wellbeing, it is not so for the number of children. Powdthavee
(2007b) and Kohler et al (2005) suggest some evidence of a
decrease in subjective well-being with a larger number of
children.

Zimmermann and Easterlin (2006) find no

significant effect of having children on life satisfaction.
These findings reflect potentially the opposite effects of
having children. While having children is a joy to the
family, it increases the family's financial burden. When the
family already has a child, more children could take away
time and resources that parents could have allocated to each
of them. It should be kept in mind, however, that this
evidence is based on highly-developed European countries
with low fertility rate, such as Germany, Britain, and
Denmark. It is suspicious whether the result will hold in
Thailand, in which families are believed to be more closeknit and economic production remains quite laborintensive.

The finding that people who are married and good
friendship tend to be happier should not be surprising, as
'having a happy family', 'having a group of friends', and
social activities are often ranked as highly important to

having a good life in many studies (see Mendes et al,
2007). Promphakping (2007) explores collective actions in
seven communities in Northeastern and Southern Thailand

based on the research undertaken by WeD between 2004
and 2007, and concludes that collective actions could

impact not only objective outcomes that collective actions
first mean to produce but also affect values and goals of
people taking part in the collective actions. According to
Promphakping (2007), collective actions have long played
a role in Thailand's modern development.

Aiming to
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reduce development gap between the urban area especially
Bangkok and the countryside, rural development programs,
such as Village Development Committee, were organized
to mobilize rural population. Centering on 'community
cultures', self-reliance, and local knowledge - the core
values of the sufficiency economy concept, grassroots
movements, either initiated by the non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) or local people, have become
instrumental in rural development. Their activities range
from promoting of alternative forms of agricultural
production, improving of children's welfare, voicing
concerns about environmental issues, and raising political
voices of the poor. One of the most recent policies that
make use of local collective actions is the Village Million
Baht Fund.

As seen in various communities observed by WeD,
collective actions within a community can increase sources
of funding and make credits more accessible. A village
saving group can act as a middleman between state and
members of the group. The state can reduce monitoring
and transaction costs by simply dealing with the saving
group collectively instead of each borrower individually.
Together with money obtained from the Village Million
Baht Fund, the saving group also collects savings from
members. Charging members a higher interest rate than
what the group pays to the Village Million Baht Fund, the
group accumulates growing financial resources over time.

The existence of village saving groups also reduces
the needs for formal documentations required to access
formal credit sector and for informal loans that typically
charges very high interest rates. Cash and credits are
available more conveniently, especially for households to
enhance production in good times and smooth consumption
in bad times. Some saving groups offer helps particularly
for health expenditures, funeral expenses, emergency loans
for child delivery, and scholarships. In-kind saving groups,
such as local rice banks, increase self-reliance and food

security, especially in the wake of natural disasters.
In need for more stable income streams, there is a

growing trend of young people in rural and suburban areas
to seek work outside their community. Since these jobs are
often found through informal arrangements, social
networks are important. Earlier migrants who have already
settled can provide information about new job openings,
connect interested individuals to potential employers, and
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help migrants settling in new environments. Some children
of these migrants are left at the origins and are taken care of
by relatives or friends. It can also be said that social
networks at the destination and the origin help make the

migration possible.
Masae (2007) finds that social
networks are useful especially to the poor but become less
so for those with proper qualifications and seek jobs under
formal arrangements.
Even then, those with proper
recommendations appear advantageous.
Motorbike taxi stands in urban communities are

good examples. Because the group wants to maintain a
limited number of members in order to ensure a reasonable

income for all members, connection to at least a stand

member is often required to join a stand. Established
stands prohibit outside motorbikes from picking up
passengers in areas around the stands. Such practice
creates order in a competition for passengers. Members
give free rides to each other's family members and help one
another in case of accident. Some stands set up a fund
from which members can borrow.

Although collective actions could increase wellbeing of participants - financially, professionally,
spiritually, and recreationally, a number people in the WeD
survey mentioned that they are members of too many
groups. A few group leaders also mentioned that the
leadership roles have taken tolls on their times and other
resources. Moreover, disintegration of money-related
groups is not uncommon as members reportedly lose trust
for the leaders and other members. Easy access to money
sometimes leads to so-called conspicuous consumptions
rather than productive investments, and easily put members
in debts.

Strong family ties are characteristic of Thailand. In
the first phase of the WeD's Quality-of Life Study, family
relation is the most cited area by participants from the
southern and northeastern communities as being important
for a good life (Guillen-Royo et al, 2007). Borrowing
money from relatives for investment in economic activities
is still practiced. Remittance transfers from migrants are
commonly spent on improving living conditions, educating
younger family members, obtaining new agricultural
technologies and more farm lands, and paying family debts.
One might wonder if social or family network
contributes positively to subjective well-being, will a
breakup of such network, for example, an out-migration of
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a family member, contribute negatively to subjective wellbeing? Labor mobility may lead to an increase in income
for an individual but it can also reduce the quality of his or
her social network (Layard, 2006). Migration breaks down
supportive relationships one gains from family members
and friends, which could lead to low self-esteem and
emotional strength (Guillen-Royo et al, 2007). Borraz et al
(2007) believes so, finding from Ecuador's 2006
Discrimination and Economic Outcomes survey that
migration significantly reduces happiness of people who
the migrants leave behind after having controlled for,
among other things, household size and household's per
capita income. This finding, however, does not take into
account of remittances, which could have counteracted the

negative effect of losing a family member, or as McGregor
(2007) believes, commitment to send remittances can
pressure migrants and strain relationships with their family
and community. Borraz et al (2007)'s comparison of
Ecuadorian households finds that receive remittances and

those who do not does not show any difference in
happiness.
How much and how an individual socializes outside

their family network can affect his or her subjective wellbeing? Powdthavee (2007b) finds that people who see their
friends and relatives less often tend to be more satisfied

with their marriage, suggesting a substitution between
spending time within household and socializing with
friends outside. Putnam (2000) and Helliwell (2003, 2006)
show that membership in voluntary organizations increases
people's well-being.
Thoits (1983) shows that an
individual who holds a greater number of positions and is
more validated in their relationships have less
psychological distress. Sarracino (2007), based on a pooled
sample of individuals from various countries included in
the World Values Survey, finds that participation in
organizations is positively correlated with happiness. The
degrees of correlation are, however, different between
different types of organizations. For instance, participating
in political organization is positively correlated with
happiness in low-income countries but not in high-income
countries. One explanation of social capital's positive
contribution to happiness is that people may feel more
secure and less depressed when there are more people to
discuss important matters with.
However, despite the obvious benefits of social
networks, to sustain healthy social relationships needs time
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and effort, which can be spent on other activities such as
earning incomes. An individual is faced with a decision on
where to invest his time and effort. Spending more time on
market activities allows one to consume more of market

goods but less of human relationships. In particular, efforts
to increase income may reduce the quantity and the quality
of social relationships. For example, one may work longer
hours and spend less time with his family, so that he can
earn enough income to match his neighbors. Lower
quantity and quality of human relationships, in turn,
reduces one's, subjective well-being.
Powdthavee (2007b) quantifies this trade-off using
the British Household Panel Survey by posing the question,
"How much extra income is required to keep the individual
with a lower level of social network status at the same level

of life satisfaction as those with a greater social network?"
Independent of age, gender, marital status, health,
education; employment status, home ownership, household
size, the number of children, and the number spent in
hospital last year, real household income per capita, and
year, frequencies of interaction with friends, family, and
neighbors are highly correlated with life satisfaction. An
average individual who sees his or her friends or relatives
less than once a month or never would require an extra
£63,000-£85,000 in annual earnings to have the same level
of life satisfaction as those who see friends or relatives on

most days. A £35,000-£40,000 hypothetical compensation
is needed for an average person who talks to neighbors less
than once a month or never to have the same level of

satisfaction as those who do on most days. Besides, he
finds that life satisfaction moves up and down over time
with frequencies of these interactions. Finally, people who
see their friends and relatives more often appear to be more
satisfied with social life and leisure but not with health,
income, housing, and job.

Although having social networks is largely a matter
of personal preferences, the government can implement
public policies that facilitate these networks. Improvement
of transportation may encourage people to commute back
and forth from work and stay with their family, instead of
completely out-migrating. Improvement of communication,
including the internet, allows people to connect and remain
in touch with friends and family members.
Many
governments around the world enact tax schemes that favor
the married over the single and encourage couples to have
children. Labor-related laws, such as those regarding
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maternity and paternity leaves, shall be made to allow
workers to spend necessary time with their family without
being penalized. Collective actions, such as village saving
or professional groups, shall be supported as long as they
remain productive, and carefully monitored such that
governmental supports are not misused for conspicuous
consumption or corruption.
4.3.9 Personality and Values

It is widely agreed that individual happiness also

depends on each individual's personality. According to the
set-point theory, individual's happiness is predetermined by
genetics or personality traits, such that external shocks
would only produce temporary changes in the happiness
level; in the long run, however, the individual would adapt
to these shocks and happiness returns to the predetermined
level. Lykken and Tellegen (1996) have shown that

pleasant and unpleasant affects are genetically determined.
As cited in Mendes et al (2007), heritability of subjective
well-being may be as high as 50-80%.

If personality explains a large part of happiness in
humans, then the theory of homeostasis, which posits that
an individual's happiness tends to lie within a certain range
and mean happiness tends to stay constant over time, holds.

A positive event may bring the happiness to the upper end
of the range, while a negative event to the lower end, but
homeostatic mechanisms will return happiness to its

previous level over a period oftime. Some mechanisms are
internal to an individual, such as selective attention or

hedonic adaptation; some involve external resources, such
as wealth and social network.

Cummins (2007) suggests one way to use subjective
well-being to gauge public policies based on this theory.
Individual happiness that lies towards or below the lower
end of the certain range is diagnostic of failure to rebound
from the negative event. A society's mean happiness that
behaves as such indicates failures of people to rebound
from a hardship, and suggests public policies should

provide appropriate assistance. Knowledge of such range
allows the detection of subjective hardship among the

population.
Knowledge of ranges for different
demographic groups allows resource re-allocation to groups
whose happiness lies below its normal level.
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One channel that personality works towards
happiness is through how one socializes with other people.
People who spend more time with their friends are more
likely to place trust in others (Argyle and Henderson,
1985), to be more extraverted and less neurotic (Stokes,
1985), have low self-anxiety (Russell et al, 1984), and high
self-esteem (Hughes and Demo, 1989). It has been shown
that some of these characteristics are strongly correlated
with happiness - optimism, self-esteem, self-confidence,
and extraversion positively and neuroticism negatively
(DeNeve- and Cooper, 1999).
The hypothesis of no
correlation between individual personality traits and factors
that may influence happiness, such as frequencies of social
interaction and income, is strongly rejected by Powdthavee
(2007b).

Another aspect of personality believed to be
correlated with happiness is the locus of control. At one
extreme, people attribute the outcomes of their actions to
internal factors such as their own choices and abilities. At

the other extreme, people attribute the outcomes to external
factors such as fate or destiny. If freedom is important to
happiness, as Sen believes, then people at the former
extreme should be happier as they believe they are freer to
make their own choices in life. These people should also
value freedom more than those who think their lives are

determined by fate.
Using World Values Survey data set, Verme (2007)
finds that freedom of choice and control of over one's own

life always ranks in the top ten of variables that are most
highly correlated with life satisfaction regardless of the
method or the set of observations considered.10 The more
freedom an individual feels he has to control his life, the

more satisfied he is with it. He also finds that people who
feel that family and religion are more important, people
who tend to the right on the political spectrum, and people
who are more willing to trust other people are on average
happier. On the other hand, those who feel that work is
relatively more important than leisure and those who find
tax-cheating tolerable tend to be less happy.

Interestingly, despite a positive correlation between
freedom and happiness, demographic groups that are on
10 The question asked is: "Please use this scale where 1 means "none at
all" and 10 means "a great deal" to indicate how much freedom of
choice and control you feel you have over the way your life turns
out.
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average happier do not necessarily feel that they are freer.
Married people tend to feel more satisfied but feel less free.
So do those who rank religion as more important in life.
Females, although on average are happier than males, feel
less free as compared to males. People with tertiary
education, which does not have significant impact on life
satisfaction in the World Values Survey sample, report
more freedom of choice. The finding that the feeling of
freedom of choice and the locus of control are not unique to
any demographic group in particular implies that these
values can be promoted among the general population.
Two consistencies between Verme (2007)'s and

Promphakping (2007)'s work should be noted. First, while
Verme has shown trust to be positively correlated here with
life satisfaction, Promphakping has observed that trust is
essential in maintaining collective actions that benefits
people's well-being. Second, Verme's result shows that
people who feel that religions are important tends to be
more satisfied with life, while Promphakping reports
greater spiritual well-being among participants of religious
ceremonies, who very likely would have ranked religions
as highly important in their lives. These two pieces of
work point in the same direction: unity, public trust, and
spirituality, which are all positively associated with
subjective well-being, should be promoted. Moreover, they
agree with previous studies of the correlation between
religiosity and trust with happiness. Trust has been shown
to contribute significantly to higher well-being (Putnam,
2000; Helliwell, 2003, 2006). Sarracino (2007) agrees,
based on the World Values Survey. Those who participate
in religious organizations on average report being happier
that those who do not.

The same also holds for who

participate in charity organizations. Masae (2007), based on
the WeD survey, finds that attending religious ceremonies
reportedly increases villagers' spiritual well-being and
reminds them of the Buddhist principles to which they
should adhere. Unity of the religious community may be

utilized for other activities; for example, Islamic weekend
school in the south of Thailand also serves as a childcare

center for the community.
Apart from participation in religious activities, some
religious values may be conducive to happiness. Buddhist

and sufficiency economy philosophy suggest people reduce
or limit their aspiration and social comparison. One of the
core Buddhist values is to seek moderation between two

extremes - feeling contented with what one has and feeling
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that resources are insufficient to meet one's needs and

wants. Such value can prevent people from getting caught
in the cycle of fulfilling their ever increasing aspirations
without gaining happiness. Both Buddhism and Islam, the
two major religions in Thailand, favor giving rather than
seeking or accumulating materials. For example, Islamic

people are obligated to give what they earn in excess to the
have-nots, the practice that reduces social comparison and
income inequality, which negatively contribute to
subjective well-being.
Lelkes (2006) shows that, in Hungary following the

collapse of communism, the positive association between
income and happiness is weaker among those who
regularly participate in religious activities. The weaker
correlation might reflect different attitudes towards money
between the religious and the non-religious - money
matters less for the religious. Moreover, life satisfaction of
the religious is less impacted - positively or negatively - by
economic changes during Hungary's transition from

communism to capitalism. Although the religious do not
reap as much benefit - in term of life satisfaction - from
capitalism as the non-religious, they do not suffer as much
from the negatives. The finding that the religious people
appear insulated from economic changes agrees with the
'sufficiency economy' concept and Buddhist economics
that favors moderation and avoidance of excessive risks.

Craig Warren Smith's hypothesis may explain why
the religious may better achieve stability than the nonreligious. As suggested by Smith (2007), many researchers
have hypothesized that healthy brain, which is less prone to
stress, can be trained through meditation and ethical
disciplines. It is believed that, as a healthy brain resolves
the tension between the cognitive prefrontal lobes and the
more primal emotional inner core, heart and mind work in
cooperation for an individual. Happiness "can [then] be
more sustainable through mind training method because
[such] individual is capable of responding openly and
successfully to challenges that arise in the environment"
(Smith, 2007, p.2).
Based on Buddhist philosophy,
meditation is a way to practice one's mind, and the trained
mind will achieve wisdom (pannd) and clear understanding

***^£

of peace and tranquility or sukha, which is opposite to pain
or dukkha. As a result, he or she should be able to better

comprehend life and set reasonable aspiration, which shall
subsequently lead to greater satisfaction.
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4.3.10 Environment

Consumption goods can be produced and traded
efficiently only when market prices incorporate full

production costs of those goods. The same is true for
environmental goods.

As long as environmental costs

remain outside market transactions, market is distorted in

such a way that produces an imbalance in environmental
and ecological consumption. Specifically, an ecological
deficit may occur as the population's use of natural
resources exceeds the biocapacity of the area, and they

must import biocapacity or liquidating their ecological

assets11 - a process that cannot be sustained in the long run.
As part of UNESCAP, Chung et.al (2007) strongly
recommends, with ecological efficiency in mind, that full
costs of natural resources, including those of wastes,
effluents, and emissions, should be taken into account.
The lack of internalization of environmental costs and the

lack of ecological efficiency represent a major market
failure, which the government can do more to correct. For
example, the government should keep environmental costs
and ecological balance in mind when formulating and

implementing policies.
They should promote more
ecologically efficient modes of transportation, such as clean
public transportation that reduces congestion the country's
dependence on oil for transportation. They can also provide
incentives for businesses to develop cleaner and resource-

efficient production methods. The government can also
provide incentives for consumers to shift their consumption
pattern to more environmentally-friendly products. To
make economic growth green - following the term "Green
Growth Concept" coiled by UNESCAP, the paper suggests
five policies and strategies as follows:

1) Green Tax and Budget Reform. Taxes should
be evied on environmentally-damaging goods.
Excessive levels of pollution and emission

produced by businesses should be penalized by
taxation.
A reduction in income tax would
minimize the effect of this tax on economic

growth. These changes in tax codes can be done

11 http://www.footprintnetwork.org/gfn sub.php?content=glossary
visited on January 1, 2008.
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while also keeping the government total tax
revenue unchanged.

2) Development of sustainable infrastructure.

Sustainable infrastructure provides increased
transport, energy, water services but with less
consumption of material and other resources.

3) Promotion of sustainable consumption and
production. Development policies should be
designed to induce sustainable consumption
patterns, with impacts on lifestyles and
consumer behaviors in mind. On the production
side, clean production process should be
promoted.

4) Greening the market and business. Small and

medium-sized enterprises can protect the
environment through enhancing the ecoefficiency of their production and promoting
their environmentally-friendly products. The
government should provide incentives to, create

markets for,

and properly regulate these

enterprises and their products.

5) Ecological-Efficiency Indicator (EEI).
UNESCAP has indentified the. need to develop
the EEI to enable countries in the region to
improve the ecological efficiency of the national
economic development planning. Aimed to
measure and compare ecological efficiency of
economic growth of different countries and to

identify policy measures to improve it, EEI
would be a powerful policy-formulation tool to

increase public sector's influence on the pattern
of economic growth on a national, system-wide
level.

So what is the relationship between good
environment and subjective well-being? At the very least, a
good environment is conducive to good physical and
mental health of the people, and it is strongly agreed at
healthy people tend to be happier.
Good health,
furthermore, enables people - in the spirit of Sen's
capability approach - to live their lives to the fullest of

their capability. Healthier people also are more productive,
able to earn more, and consequently possibly feel more
satisfied.
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Preservation of environment and ecological system
is crucial for both urban and rural communities. Gray and

Kramanon (2007)'s study of Chainat and Kanjanaburi
indicates that those who live in neighborhood of greater

quality tend to be happier. For rural communities, which
often rely primarily on agriculture and forestry as major
sources incomes, their survivals are directly tied to the
survival and the revival of the environment, ecological

system, and natural resources. As such, the government
may rely on this local tie to the environment, local knowhow, and local governance to take care of the environment,
especially in places that are difficult to access by
government officials. In urban areas, urban slum-dwellers
suffer from not only poverty and unemployment but also
diseases, crimes, pollution, and poor living conditions. To
improve the well-being of these people, the government
must make good housing and basic infrastructure available
and affordable.

Isolation of these slums from better off

sections of the society creates fragments, distrust, and
alienation between social groups. As discussed in the

previous sub-section, research has shown that a more
trusting society is a happier one.
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Section 5:

Major Policy
Challenges
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A shift of development goals from economic
prosperity to subjective well-being requires good measures
of well-being and thorough studies of how public policies
can impact these measures. The above discussion of
relevant research - both presented at the 'Happiness and
Public Policy' conference and published in other mediums
- provides guidelines to public policies in aspects that are
most influential to subjective well-being: income, health,
family, work, and social network among others. Policy
goals recommended by this paper include, but are not
limited *to, reducing social and economic inequality,
generating consistent income streams for the poor, keeping
people healthy and educated, improving labor market
condition, promoting savings and social networks,
supporting mind development and spiritual well-being as
well as enhancing people's standard of living.
From the literature discussed, it is evident to

conclude that although happiness increases with GDP per
capita, there is little gain in happiness and life satisfaction
once GDP per capita reaches a certain level. At a point in
time, the rich are happier than the poor but, due to rising
aspirations and social comparison, getting richer over time
does not necessarily translate into greater happiness. Given
the diminishing marginal return of happiness to income and
the negative effect of social comparison and income
inequality on individual and societal happiness, giving a
certain income share to the rich would produce smaller
gains in happiness than giving the same amount to the poor.
Therefore, in order to increase the country's overall
happiness, it is rational for public policies to focus on
generating income to the poor rather than to the rich whose
gains in happiness from rising income are relatively small.
Moreover, given the negative effects of social comparison
to people's happiness, public policy goals should aim to
reduce the income gap and socio-economic inequality since
subjective feelings of parity or equality are important in
maintaining individual happiness
One

of the

most

convenient

tools

that

the

government can employ is fiscal policy. Besides tax
schemes, other policy instruments include employment
generation, saving promotion and debt reduction, and
promotion of home ownership especially to the poor,
strengthening social security system, and improvement of
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healthcare system, basic needs, and infrastructure. These
measures are in line with poverty-reduction policies which
aim at improving well-being both in objective and
subjective terms especially of those living in hardship and
relatively low socio-economic status.
Tax reforms particularly can be implemented to not
only redistribute income but also to promote activities that
are conducive to happiness and discourage activities that
are not. Tax measures may be used to redistribute
resources in favor of the poor and reduce income disparity.
These include neccesary tax excemption for the poor to
secure well-being, making income taxes more progressive,
as well as implementing land and property taxes. Taxation
can also be used to reduce negative effects of social
comparison and aspiration. Some activities such as
conspicuous consumption, although may benefit certain
individuals, may be socially inefficient in terms of
happiness. Raising taxes on luxury goods can reduce
materialistic aspiration, conspicuous consumption, and
social comparison. In addition, sin taxes may be adopted to
discourage some harmful activities or negative effects to
the society. Since there are other aspects of life than income
that influence happiness, individuals should be made aware
of such possibilities and provided with incentives to follow
suit. For instance, some people who work long hours suffer
from insecure family life and lack of social relationships;
tax schemes and labor laws can be designed to help people
allocate necessary times and efforts to their family and
social relationships. Also, tax incentives or exemptions
should be provided to encourage social contribution (i.e.,
donation, volunteer services, social works, social
entrepreneurship, social capital, etc).
In addition, tax schemes can also be implemented
to address inefficiency in the market. As environmental
deterioration and ecological imbalance have increasingly
become problematic to people's quality of life,
environmental costs should be internalized into the pricing

system.
Environmental and ecological taxes would
integrate environmental costs in the production process and
impact the consumption decision. On the other hand,
environmental-friendly production and consumption should
be supported or subsidized. However, it is clear that there
may be some losers in the process of tax reforms, and that
tax hikes can be unpopular, especially for some might argue
that tax increase could hamper economic growth.
Therefore, to successfully implement these tax measures,
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neutral tax reform that keeps total tax expenses incurred by
affected persons almost unchanged should be advocated.
For example, while the government increases ecologicalefficiency tax, it can reduce corporate income taxes for
producers.
Another influential tool the government can employ
to generate income and welfare, especially to the poor and
the disadvantaged, is fiscal spending. Since subjective
well-being can be raised by improving people capabilities
to live their lives to the fullest, government budgets can
also be allocated such that people's basic needs are
fulfilled. In economic term, it should be remembered that

improving people's "life ability" and "live ability" is a way
to lift people out of poverty and allow people to fully
realize their productive possibilities, which in itself can
further economic growth in the long run. It is, therefore,
rational that fiscal spending is in favor of those who lack of
basic needs.
Fiscal spending can also be aimed at

improving welfares such that the net effect of policies is
improved individual subjective well-being.
Specifically, a necessary condition for improving
"life ability" and "live ability" is for people to remain in
good health. Also shown to improve skills and ease
people's adaptation to difficult circumstances is education.
Thus, making healthcare, proper sanitation and education
more accessible and affordable to everyone should be
among the government's main priorities. Poor households
should be paid more attentions in particular, as they stand
to gain most in subjective well-being from better health and
education, which often translate into better incomes. For

example, poor households may receive compensation for
keeping their children in school, at least during the
compulsory level. Good-quality healthcare should be
widely, and if possible, universally, provided. Moreover,
healthcare program should especially be designed with the
increasing aging population in mind. The social security
and the healthcare systems should be carefully designed

such that seniors as well as informal workers can rely on
them. This would alleviate burdens placed on informal
care-takers.

While stable income streams are vital to people's
day-to-day livelihoods, saving and wealth accumulation
should be considered in a long-term plan. In general,
people can utilize their assets and savings for productive
investment, such as in children's education or expansion of
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their businesses, or, if needed, use them as collaterals for

loans. When faced with difficult times, savings can provide
an individual safety net and allow one to remain selfreliant. At old ages, savings and wealth, supplementing
pensions and social security benefits, would allow seniors
to retire while maintaining a decent quality of life. It is,
therefore, important for the government to promote the
culture of saving and to ensure that people have access to
necessary credits and fair credit agreements, especially
those to be invested in productive activities, whether the
access is through formal banking system or less formal
institutions such as village saving fund. At the national
level, the government should carefully and efficiently
manage the social security system so as to keep it
functional, especially in the era of aging population.
When it comes to savings and assets, land and home
ownership are essential. In general, land is a place for
home, and in a farming community, land also serves as a
basis for commercial farming and, when needed, farming
for household consumption. Since a home is not only a
good financial investment but can also provide a good
living condition that, in turn, nurtures a good family
relationship and good health, home ownership can provide
a positive boost to an individual's subjective well-being.
The government can promote land and home ownership by
upholding property rights, and helping people who are to
obtain their first piece of land or their first home secure
necessary loans in fair terms. For urban slum-dwellers who
need secure housing and land, the government can help
them find suitable lands and plan for long-term housings
which can be done jointly through community mechanism
such as community saving groups with the government
support. It is also necessary to improve living conditions
and sanitary system in urban slums as well as to ensure that
slum dwellers can access to basic public services (i.e.,
health and education) and utilties. One policy challenge is
to find apprpriate mechanisms for land reform to distribute
available and needed land more fairly and useful to the
poor or the landless who need them.

However, as people build their wealth and assets,
they must be careful not to fall into a negative financial
position.
Indebtedness, especially in the extent that
exceeds one's means, is harmful to one's subjective wellbeing, partly due to his or her inability to maintain a good
quality of life, and partly due to his or her feeling of
indignity and lack of freedom. In local economies plagued
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with widespread indebtedness, some forgiveness may help
revive and get the economies to move forward. In a short
run, debt forgiveness to deserving and needy population
might serve well to get people back on their feet. To
prevent moral hazard and undesirable lending and
borrowing practices, debt forgiveness should be exercised
only for the truly needy people or those deeply in the

poverty traps, and should not be a long-term fixture of the
government's policies. Instead, financial responsibility
should be promoted as a value, such that people do not
consume- in excess of their means. Speculation shall be

monitored and properly regulated. Finally, alternative credit
and banking sectors should be formalized as microfinancing and village saving groups that are tailored to the

poor's needs have been proven successful in promoting
savings, allotting credits, and keeping loan terms fair.
Another economic policy that can be implemented

to improve subjective well-being is employment-related.
Employment generation policy is crucial, especially in
developing areas that have limited job opportunities. Such
policy can benefit both objective well-being such as the
country's economic performance and individual's material
wealth and also people's subjective well-being. Jobcreation programs not only increase people's happiness

through income gains but also from positive aspects of
working, such as feelings of fulfillment, dignity,
relationship with colleagues, knowledge sharing, and
information exchanges.

They also give workers more

opportunities to interact with other people and expand their
social network, something known to contribute positively

to people's subjective well-being. So far as a strong family
relationship and a tight-knit community and social network
positively contribute to happiness, local job creation allows
people to live close to their family or friends, therefore,
increasing their subjective well-being.
In addition, workers' satisfaction is known to

encompass issues beyond pay and working hours, so labor
market policies besides employment generation should
address such issues as working conditions, possibilities of

promotion, job security, social security, and other attributes
found to be important to workers. Given that informal
sectors still account for a large part of the Thai economy,

the government should find ways to integrate informal
workers into the social welfare system.
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In agricultural communities, not only the
improvement of agricultural technologies and the
dissemination of related knowledge are needed, but also
non-agricultural earning opportunities should be created to
diversify people's sources of income. The government can
help improve earning opportunities by facilitating
marketing channels,
improving transportation and
communication, providing training and know-hows to
support community products. In addition to government
supports, earning opportunities and improvement of the
poor's quality of life can also be promoted through the
expansion of socially-responsible business activities.
Apart from the traditional mode of production,
information technology often used in modern societies can
enhance a new mode of production, i.e. peer production
with cooperation, participation, knowledge sharing, and
empowerment. These often create positive externalities
through the creation of knowledge and innovation. In
addition, information technology helps improve the quality
of education in and outside of schools, increase possibilities
of social activities, monitor health situation and allow those

hospitalized access to information, as well as disseminate
information for environmental protection, all of which are
believed to improve people's well-being. In particular,
information technology can be utilized to help the
disadvantaged and the vulnerable, for example, mappings
of poverty incidents, disasters, contagious diseases, and
other problems, which assistances can reach. Therefore, the
government should provide equipment, knowledge, and
personnel supports for positive utilization of technology
such that it is most beneficial to happiness and life
satisfaction, as well as ensure that low-cost communication
and internet are accessible to everyone.

Finally, as it is shown that some subjective values
such as trust, unity, social capital, self-contentedness, and
religiosity are conducive to happiness, these values should

be promoted. Policy and educational programs should be
designed to support positive values and feelings, as well as
encourage people to develop their mind to achieve wisdom
with mindfulness. As the origin of individual happiness
comes from the state of mind or inner self, peaceful mind
and wisdom can lead people to true happiness. One should
realize that real progress can occur inside one's mind rather
than the progress in terms of income level, social
comparison, and status, which are often found not
conducive to raise individual happiness. Therefore, mind
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and spiritual development should be promoted and
supported by relevant government programs and all parts of
the society.
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Perhaps one of the most asked questions govern
ments all over the world have to face today is whether the

goal of public policies should be shifted from solely eco
nomic prosperity to improvement of individuals' happiness.
Given that the evidence produced by many scholars does
indeed suggest that the two are not one and the same,
should politicians and policy makers now be aiming to in
corporate happiness findings into their policy plans?
Should we use a dual construct between objective meas
ures, such as income or life expectancy, and subjective
measures, such as happiness or satisfaction, to gauge the di
rection of public policies?
The 'Happiness and Public Policy' conference took
a step towards trying to answer these questions and brought
together academic papers in economics, psychology,
sociology, and public policy which have focused on finding
instruments that would improve people's subjective wellbeing or happiness. Despite the rich variety of the papers
presented at the conference, the majority shares a similar
point of view: human happiness cannot be understood
without, in part, listening to what human beings have to
say. By using reported well-being data, many papers have
found nonmarketable factors such as social relationships
and health to be two of the most important determinants of
happiness for the people in Thailand and elsewhere around
the world. Income is also an important instrument in
helping to improve people's quality of life, but its role may
have been somewhat exaggerated.

There are at least three important consequences of
the conference. The first concerns how to bring these
findings forward in order to be incorporated into public

policy. The evidence seems to suggest, at the very least,
that governments should not aim to put too much weight on
policies that only encourage economic growth. While
income has been demonstrated to be positively and
statistically significantly correlated with higher well-being,
the absolute size of its impact is still questionable.
Improving incomes for all, for instance, may not lead to
improved well-being for all. Thus, if we can all agree that
improving people's happiness is a valid policy goal, then
policy makers must start paying closer attention to the
evidence from micro-data on what other channels will be

just as efficient - if not more than - economic growth when
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issuing policies in an attempt to raise people's long-term
happiness.
The second is to do with the quality of future
research. At this moment, the findings obtained from the
conference are far from being exhaustive. Most papers
make their inferences from data that are cross-sectional in

nature.

Whilst

the

correlations

between

self-rated

happiness and the socio-economic factors of the individual
are informative, it cannot be taken as causal (i.e. although
we found income to be positively correlated with

happiness, we cannot conclude from cross-sectional
evidence that the causality runs only from income to
happiness and not from happiness to income). As such,
care must be taken in interpreting many of the papers'
findings.
Moreover, most studies incorporated in this paper
pertain to developed or Western countries. Due to cross
country differences in cultures, religions, values, desires,
and many other characteristics, questions can be raised on
whether or how applicable findings of these studies are to
Thailand, developing countries, and their people. This calls
for future developments in the quality of the Thai data and
data from less developed countries, particularly making
them longitudinal in nature (i.e. repeated observation of the
same individual over time). One reason for this is that
many of the unobserved characteristics that do not vary
over time (i.e. individual traits) have been shown to be
important predictors of both individual's happiness and
many of the observable, characteristics such as income and
employment.
Without attempting to control for the
unobserved differences in individual's personalities, we
may not be able to make a causal inference which is
important for policy purposes on any of the variables of our
interests.

The third concern is to do with policy questions and

research designs. At the micro-level, researchers and
policy makers may have to carefully consider 'whose'
happiness that they are trying to improve. As we live in a
complex society with different groups and wants and
sometimes ones' needs contradict the others, happiness

policies should try to be Pareto-improving, i.e. they can
make one person happier without making the other worse
off. Therefore, it is also extremely important for policy
makers to examine outcomes and impacts of such policies.
In other words, not only the research on causal
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relationships is important for policy design, but also the
evaluation on policy effectiveness and impacts of the policy
to different groups of people in the society (or to different
family members in the family) are crucial.
So where does this leave us in terms of future

research? Whilst many research papers have pointed out

the importance of happiness research in the design of
public policy, virtually none have focused on what may be
the main reason why policy makers may not want to use

these measures as part of their policy plans. The biggest
challenge is probably the measurement issue. As a result,
in order to really convince policy makers that these
measures are useful as developmental tools, many
researchers are now focusing on conducting field studies to
find out just how valid these measures of well-being are.
New studies in psychology have begun to show that

reported well-being may be subject to the focusing illusion
(Schkade and Kahneman, 1998). For example, the absolute
size of the welfare impact of unemployment may depend

largely on where the question regarding the individual's
employment status is placed in the survey. It has been
shown that if the individual is reminded about their

unemployment status before giving an answer to a wellbeing question, then his or her attention on unemployment
at the time of the survey will lead to an overestimation of

its impact on his or her well-being (Dolan and Powdthavee,
2008). It is also possible that when a well-being question is
preceded by a question regarding a life domain that is
worrying the individual, his or her answer to the well-being
question may turn out more negative than it would
otherwise have been. For this reason, whilst we can show

that measures of well-being can be used to predict a lot of

important things such as the propensity to quit job or
marital dissolution, the measures are still far from perfect.

Again, the consistency and the accuracy of survey data
need to be established before they are used in research on
subjective well-being.

Furthermore, policy research may need to adapt
different disciplinary tools, taking advantages of
interdisciplinary analysis of happiness or subjective wellbeing. Policy makers will need to be up to date with new
findings in the literature with regards to new types of wellbeing measures, methodologies, and how a variable's
impact on subjective well-being changes as more data
become available.
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Finally, this conference is just the beginning of a
serious discussion of happiness research and its
implications on public policies. There are still many
existing challenges to happiness research that need to be
overcome before the government can begin to take

happiness research and its implications to public policies
with confidence. What would be the main concerns if the

government chooses to incorporate happiness into the
design of public policies? What kind of information and
data requirements need to be developed.
Further
international forums with experts would be beneficial to

enhance these discussions. Although a strong governmental
commitment is vital to the sustenance of happiness as a
primary goal of development, changes driven from civil
societies are essential.
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