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This essay, the fourth and last of a series published by the Journal of Social Change, is 

intended as a tool for community organizers, local policy makers, researchers, students and 

others to incorporate subjective well-being indicators into their measurements and 

management of happiness and well-being in their communities, for policy purposes, for 

research and for other purposes. It provides case studies of community-based efforts in five 

different regions (São Paulo, Brazil; Bristol, United Kingdom; Melbourne, Australia; Creston, 

British Columbia, Canada; and Vermont, United States) that either developed their own 

subjective well-being index or used the Happiness Alliance’s survey instrument to measure 

happiness and well-being. The essay offers lesson to consider when using subjective well-

being indicator survey instruments. Finally, the essay provides a process for measuring 

happiness using the Happiness Alliance’s survey instrument. 

Keywords: happiness, well-being, subjective well-being indicators, beyond GDP, subjective well-

being 

Introduction 
This essay is the fourth and last of a series published by the Journal of Social Change that, in 

combination, form a white paper supporting the happiness movement. A key feature of the happiness 

movement is the adoption by policy makers of wider measures of well-being in lieu of reliance on 

economic measurements. In this essay, we explore the use of happiness indicators by communities, 

cities, and states. The first essay of this series, “Happiness in Public Policy”  (Musikanski, 2014), 

explored examples of policy promulgated for the purpose of citizen happiness by national 

government, and it included a policy screening tool modeled after that used by the Bhutanese 

government. The second essay, “Measuring Happiness to Guide Public Policy Making: A Survey of 

Instruments and Policy Initiatives” (Musikanski, 2015), considered the question of whether 

happiness can be measured and how to measure it. The third essay, “Life, Liberty, and Pursuit of 
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Happiness: Measuring What Matters” (Musikanski & Polley, 2016) surveys efforts in various nations 

to measure happiness and use the data for policy. The intent of this essay is to provide guidance to 

community organizers, policy makers, researchers, students, and others using subjective well-being 

indicators to measure and manage happiness and well-being.  

The Basis for Community Happiness 
Money Matters…Up to a Point 

Dan Ariely (2010) told a story about when he was a professor at the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology. His performance was measured by a set of indicators that led him to spend less time 

with students while ignoring the potential of gains to his own happiness and financial status. Ariely 

explained his experience: “human beings adjust behavior based on metrics they’re held against. 

Anything you measure will impel a person to optimize his score on that metric. What you measure is 

what you’ll get. Period” (p. 1). Since the end of World War II, gross domestic product (GDP; the sum 

of all goods and services produced in a year) has been the “ultimate measure of a country’s overall 

welfare” (Dickenson, 2011, p. 1). 

People living in countries with higher GDP tend to be happier (Giovannini, Hall, & d’Ercole, 2007). 

Countries with high GDP are more resilient to crisis (Helliwell, Huang, & Wang, 2015), and citizens 

of such countries generally have better education, better physical health, higher rates of 

employment, more equitable income distribution than countries having a lower GDP, and more 

social cohesion (Giovannini et al., 2007). 

Money matters, but only up to a point. Although increases in income lead to increases in happiness 

for developing countries, in contrast, as poor and developing nations become richer, happiness does 

not, as a rule, follow (Easterlin, 1974, 1995, 2001; Layard, 2007). At the same time, increases in GDP 

worldwide entails unsustainable levels of consumption, natural resource depletion (SERI, Global 

2000, & Friends of Earth Europe, 2009), and waste (Hoornweg & Bhada-Tata, 2012).  

In 2009, French President Nicolas Sarkozy called on governments to measure well-being and use the 

data for national policy (Aldrick, 2009). Since then, a growing number of national governments have 

been exploring subjective well-being indicators and data collection (Musikanski & Polley, 2016).  

Indicators are measurement tools that yield data about the condition of that which is being 

measured. Other terms used synonymously with indicators are metrics, measurements, and index. In 

some cases, when more than one aspect of a condition or more than one thing being measured is 

combined, it is called an index. For the purposes of this essay, the terms indicator or index are used 

for all projects described.  

Metrics Matter 

At a national level, for policy makers, the adoption of well-being indicators met barriers ranging 

from media mistrust to lack of understanding on the part of policy makers on how to use well-being 

data (Whitby, Seaford, Berry, & BRAINPOoL Consortium Partners, 2014). At a community level, 

there has been significant application of, and research on, indicators of well-being. The Community 

Indicators Consortium (2015), a nonprofit that coordinates community-based indicator efforts, lists 

300 community indicator projects on its website. Fiksel, Eason, and Fredrickson (2011) have 

compiled over 6,000 sustainability indicator sets used at varying levels, from international 

institutions to local communities. Until recently, the majority of indicator projects are composed of 
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objective indicators. There is a need for “richer and more human” (Davidson, 2015, p. 10) data for use 

by policy makers.   

Since approximately 2008, communities worldwide have been exploring, collecting, and using 

happiness and well-being data through the use of subjective well-being (i.e. happiness) indicators. 

For many of these communities, data collection domains are quite similar to sustainability and 

quality-of-life indicator sets, but differ as the methods are through survey instruments. Subjective 

well-being indicators entail the use of survey instruments and often measure affect, eudemonia, and 

satisfaction with life as well as satisfaction with conditions of life (also called domains) often 

measured by sustainability and quality-of-life indicators.  

The remainder of this essay explains five community-based efforts to measure happiness and well-

being with subjective well-being indicators. The five community-based case studies are intended to 

be illustrative, not comprehensive. In each community, the subjective well-being indicators included 

widely defined aspects of economic, environmental, and social conditions as well as affect (feelings or 

emotions), eudemonia (from the Greek eu for good and demonia for soul, connoting a sense of 

purpose, belonging, value, and meaning within the contexts of one’s personal life, community, and 

society, and today often translated as thriving or psychological well-being), and satisfaction with life 

(a reflective question about one’s sense of satisfaction with how one’s life has gone). 

Community-Based Efforts to Measure Happiness 
This section covers five community efforts to measure and manage happiness and well-being using 

survey instruments: São Paulo, Brazil; Bristol, United Kingdom; Melbourne, Australia; Creston, 

British Colombia, Canada; and Vermont, United States. The processes and parties involved in the 

community-based effort are explained, and each explanation concludes with a brief analysis.  

São Paulo, Brazil 

In São Paulo state, communities and cities may have been the first to follow the nation of Bhutan’s 

lead in using a Gross National Happiness (GNH) or Felicidade Interna Bruta index. Under the 

leadership of Susan Andrews and Instituto Visão Futuro (IVF), a nonprofit, several communities 

have been experimenting with subjective well-being indicators of since before the release of the first 

World Happiness Report (Helliwell, Layard, & Sachs, 2012). The IVF developed a subjective well-

being index that has been used in various communities to collect data, inform decision making, and 

guide allocation of resources (Helliwell, Layard, & Sachs, 2013). The index covers the domains as 

defined by Bhutan’s GNH Index: “living standard, governance, environment, culture, education, time 

use, psychological well-being, health, and community” (Nesh Fotos e Videos, 2012, m. 1:38).   

 The IVF’s suggestions for measuring and managing happiness and well-being comprise 11 activities 

(translated and synopsized here). 

Activity 1: Local leadership (academic institutions or nonprofits) identifies a neighborhood 

and partners to participate in the project. 

Activity 2: Working with a local school, local leaders select and train younger (elementary 

and middle school students) children as "Doctors of Joy,” (IVF, n.d., p. 4) thereby increasing 

the children’s awareness of  “universal values of kindness, generosity, gratitude and 

cooperation” (Nesh Fotos e Videos, 2012, m. 3:55) and providing the community a context for 

the project in terms of happiness, sustainability, and love (Nesh Fotos e Videos, 2012, mm. 

11:36–11:31). 
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Activity 3: Local leaders select high school teachers at the local school to be coaches. They 

teach coaches how to train the youth (high school students) to conduct the GNH survey in the 

selected neighborhood. 

Activity 4: Students and teachers conduct the GNH survey, collecting enough responses to 

compose a random sample, as determined by local leaders. 

Activity 5: Local leaders analyze GNH survey results and create a report. 

Activity 6: Schools and local leaders release the survey results and invite the people in the 

neighborhood to a community meeting to discuss the results. 

Activity 7: Youth and coaches conduct a world café style meeting with the community in 

which local leaders explain survey results, the community gives feedback, youth gather 

community feedback, and children perform as “Doctors of Joy” (IVF, n.d., p. 4). 

Activity 8: Local leaders partner with local government to analyze, and take action based on 

community feedback. 

Activity 9: Local leaders partner with local businesses, if appropriate, to implement action 

suggested by the community and decided upon by local government. 

Activity 10: Local leaders partner with a local university to conduct various activities and to 

ensure continuity. 

Activity 11: Continued involvement of community members, youth, and other partners builds 

on the success of the project (IVF, n.d.). 

Not all of these 11 activities are sequential. For example, partnerships with businesses, local 

government, or university may be formed at any point during the project.  

In one neighborhood, where water was identified as the priority after surveying the community and 

a discussion of the results was held with community members, the Bank of Brazil partnered with the 

community to build 50 biodigester septic tanks (O’Donnell, 2013). In another neighborhood, after a 

survey was conducted and results discussed, community members determined that a soccer field was 

necessary for the safety and happiness of youth, which city officials then built and supported (Nesh 

Fotos e Videos, 2012). 

The efforts to measure and manage happiness and well-being in São Paulo are exemplary in many 

ways. The projects have tremendous potential to lead other areas around the world based on their 

successful examples, which involved city governments, schools, university academics, and volunteers 

on an ongoing basis (Helliwell et al., 2013). Considering the use of the GNH in São Paulo state, 

O’Donnell (2013) said, “In Brazil, GNH starts with indicators, but the questionnaire is simply the 

launching pad to generate a high level of citizen participation in collective discussions and concerted 

action…” (p. 102). The depth and duration of collaboration between academics, local policy makers, 

neighborhoods, nonprofits, and schools demonstrate levels of collaboration and partnership that 

allows for successful and meaningful implementation of the projects. The projects expand over a time 

frame that allows for community involvement and ownership over the process and outcomes. Many 

resources, from time to expertise, are devoted to these projects by the various collaborators. The 

outcomes of these projects are tangible and result in an increase in community assets.  
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While these projects are exemplary, there is little information published or produced about them in 

English or other languages than Brazilian Portuguese, and only a few researchers, community 

organizers, and policy makers know about the process or success of these projects. This may be one 

reason that the leadership potential for these projects, which could inspire other neighborhoods and 

cities around the world, has not been realized.  

Bristol, United Kingdom   

In Bristol, Happy City, a nonprofit, launched a survey as part of its Happy City Index program in 

2015 (Happy City, n.d.). The initial survey included questions on affect, community, eudemonia, 

health, satisfaction with life, social support, time balance, and work (Happy City, n.d.). In 2016, they 

reissued the survey, as part of a project called the “Happiness Pulse” (Happiness Pulse, n.d.). The 

reissued survey had a total of 30 questions covering the domains of education, eudemonia, health, 

satisfaction with life; 20 questions focused on social support; and an additional 10 questions covering 

the domains of access to nature, community, culture, health, housing, psychological well-being, 

transportation, and work, in addition to demographic questions (Happiness Pulse, n.d.).  

The initial goals of the project included measuring city-wide happiness, providing trainings to 

individuals, educating policy makers, and offering a replicable model to other cities (Local Giving, 

2015). Happy City’s Happy City Pilot Policy Report (S. Wren-Lewis, personal communication, July 

17, 2015) anticipated policies relevant to the data they planned to collect. Some of the suggested 

directions for policy makers and community programs in the report included prioritizing (a) access to 

formal and informal education over income, (b) employment over income, and (c) health over 

employment and income. Other suggestions include (d) increasing work-life balance and reducing 

commute times, (e) assessing cultural policies in terms of well-being impacts, and (f) fostering a 

sense of place in terms of relationships with loved ones, social interactions, trust, a sense of 

belonging, and intergenerational connections (S. Wren-Lewis, personal communication, July 17, 

2015). 

In 2016, Happy City issued a report analyzing the data gathered from a convenience sampling in the 

city of Bristol. The survey was conducted online and, while not enough data was gathered to ensure a 

fully representative sample of the various neighborhoods across the city, the report focused on ways 

that survey data could be useful. It also compared the data gathered to data previously gathered by 

other institutions (Happy City, 2016a).  

In 2016, Happy City also released a report called the Happy City Index about nine U.K. cities 

(Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds, Liverpool, London, Manchester, Newcastle, Nottingham, and 

Sheffield), focusing primarily on objective measures. The report covered the domains of community, 

education, health, place, and work, using 60 indicators (Happy City, 2016b). The two projects were 

conducted in tandem.  

Happy City’s coupling of survey data with objective data is an important conceptual framework. One 

project focuses on citywide measures and the other on neighborhood level scores. The two projects 

come under separate names and have separate reports. Because the Happy City Index program 

reports data for cities and the Happiness Pulse program reports data for neighborhoods, it appears 

these two efforts are separate projects, each requiring potentially competing resources. If Happy City 

were to find a way to conjoin the two data sets, both the subjective data from the Happiness Pulse 

and the objective data from the Happy City Index, into one geographic region, and work with that 

region’s policy makers and community organizers to deliver tangible outcomes, the project could 

provide exciting leadership advancing the happiness and well-being movement.  
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Melbourne, Australia  

In Melbourne, the Australian Unity Community Well-Being Index is a survey instrument that the 

Australian Center on Quality of Life at Deakin University and Australian Unity, a company formed 

and used to collect data since 2001 (Australian Centre on Quality of Life, n.d.b). The survey covers 

the domains of community, health, satisfaction with life, security, social support (relationships), 

spirituality, and standard of living (International Well-Being Group, 2013) as well as affect and 

eudemonia (Australian Centre on Quality of Life, n.d.c). 

Australian Unity (n.d.), an insurance and investment company, uses the data for business purposes, 

and to conduct community outreach that includes discussion of the data at the community or group 

level. The Australian Centre on Quality of Life (n.d.a), an academic institution, helps gather the data 

and provides it online for free to researchers for academic purposes.  

What sets the Australian Unity Well-Being Index apart is how long it has been in operation. One of 

the reasons it has persisted may be the public–private partnership between the company and 

academic institution, with each providing resources and reaping benefits from the data in different 

ways.  

The Australian Unity Well-Being Index measures national level well-being and happiness only, and 

is not being used at a state, city, or neighborhood level beyond Australian Unity’s community 

outreach. The Australian National Development Index (ANDI) is another effort underway in 

Australia that may result in state, city, and neighborhood level data. ANDI is a collaborative effort 

that includes Deakin University, foundations and nonprofits, the Australian government Bureau of 

Statistics, and other organizations (M. Salavris, personal communication, December 1, 2015). The 

goal of ANDI is to annually collect a national sample of 500,000 individuals that will provide 

representative data for various government bodies at all levels, create annual reports, and track 

progress. ANDI covers the domains of community, culture, education, economy, environment and 

sustainability, governance, health, indigenous well-being, leisure, life satisfaction, social justice, 

youth well-being, work, and work–life balance (ANDI, 2017).   

The national level Australian Bureau of Statistics is a partner in the ANDI project and, as such, is 

working with other organizations, from universities to foundations. The relationship is inspiring, as 

other national level government agencies that measure happiness and well-being generally have not 

done so in collaboration with nongovernmental organizations (Musikanski & Polley, 2016). If the 

ANDI project were to succeed; and to include both subjective and objective data including measures 

for affect, eudemonia, satisfaction with life, and satisfaction with the conditions of life that 

encompassed the domains of well-being and happiness; and if the data were used by local 

governments for policy purposes, the result would be a vanguard project and a significant step 

toward the realization of the happiness movement.   

Creston, British Columbia, Canada 

In Creston, city and municipal governments joined with local nonprofits and companies to conduct a 

survey of the area using the Happiness Alliance’s survey instrument. The survey instrument 

measures affect, eudemonia, and satisfaction with life, as well as the domains of affect, community, 

culture and arts, education, environment, government, health, social support, standard of living, 

time balance, and work.  
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The goal of the Creston project was to compete against other regional governments to gain funds to 

enhance quality of life (Creston and District Community Directed Funds, n.d.a). The data was used 

to identify how to allocate funds for economic development that enhanced quality of life. It was 

shared with the community through community meetings, press releases, and the issuance of a 

report online and in paper so community organizations and people could use it to enhance the well-

being of the area (Creston and District Community Directed Funds, n.d.a). The project was 

successful in its goal of winning funds.  

The project was undertaken in eight sequential steps portrayed in a poster created by the Creston 

and District Community Directed Funds Committee, and presented at the 5th Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) World Forum on Statistics, Knowledge, and Policy 

Transforming Policy, Changing Lives (see Appendix B):  

Community Directed Funds: Formation of the Creston and District Community Directed 

Funds Committee composed of civil society groups, local governments, and First Nations 

with the common goal of getting funding 

The Better Life Project: Naming and expansion of the project to include civil society groups, 

such as the library, post office, farmers market, and museum (Creston and District 

Community Directed Funds, n.d.b) 

Joining the Happiness Movement: Benchmarking to other areas; the decision to use a 

happiness model 

Indexing GNH: Determination to use the Happiness Alliance’s Happiness Index survey 

instrument, and to engage volunteers in the implementation of the survey for data collection 

A Wave of Participation: Survey conducted with media support; conducting the survey over a 

10-day period with media support, and with over 100 volunteers who conducted outreach to 

vulnerable communities to implement the survey 

Our Happiness: Analysis of data and creation of a report by a nonprofit member of the 

Creston and District Community Directed Funds Committee 

Reflecting on the Results: Report on the data issued online, at community events and at a 

dedicated stakeholder meeting with facilitated dialogue among the public about using the 

data to inform decisions and action 

Happy and Well From Yahk to Riondel: Practical use of data results; Creston and District 

Community Directed Funds Committee used the data to identify needs and assets, local 

community organizations used the data to inform action, and businesses used the project to 

market the area to tourists (Creston and District Community Directed Funds, n.d.c) 

The Creston project offers a model project flow chart for other areas and a good example of how to 

use media effectively. The members of the committee were able to build a robust media campaign, 

and the project was covered by almost every media channel in the area. The Creston and District 

Community Directed Funds Committee used the Happiness Alliance’s survey instrument, and so 

was able to use the data gathered by that organization to compare their own results. The project 

benefited from a serendipitous coincidence in that the local school district had conducted a random 

sample for a survey with analogous indicators, thus providing a comparison data set that validated 

their project findings.  
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Vermont, United States 

In Vermont, Gross National Happiness USA (GNHUSA), a nonprofit, conducted a convenience 

sampling of the state of Vermont using the Happiness Alliance’s survey instrument in 2011 

(GHNUSA, n.d.). GNHUSA used the survey in 2011 to generate conversation and interest. The 

following year, in 2012, GNHUSA joined forces with the University of Vermont Center for Rural 

Studies to conduct a random sampling of Vermont using the Happiness Alliance’s survey instrument 

(GHNUSA, n.d.). The random sampling was funded by a single donor, and the university provided 

the analysis of the data. A report was issued in 2012 (Center for Rural Studies at the University of 

Vermont, 2012). The data collected by the random sampling was compared to the entire data set 

collected by the Happiness Alliance.  

Following the report, GNHUSA convened policy makers and nonprofit leaders in a data laboratory 

(Common Good Vermont Coordinator, 2012) where policy makers and community organizers were 

taught how to use the survey data and to consider results-based accountability (T. Barefoot, personal 

communication, May 30, 2014). The data were also included in a statewide database called Building 

Bright Futures, which was created to inform policy makers about issues related to children’s well-

being (K. Paterson, personal communication, May 29, 2014).  

In 2016, the University of Vermont Center for Rural Studies, working with Barefoot, set plans in 

motion to conduct a second random sampling of Vermont. Again, the organization planned to use the 

Happiness Alliance’s survey instrument (M. Moser, personal communication, August 11, 2016) to 

measure progress compared to the prior data set for towns and communities in the state of Vermont 

(T. Barefoot, personal communication, May 30, 2014). 

Vermont’s use of random sampling for a geographic region makes its efforts a good example for other 

areas. A random sample yields data that policy makers can defensibly rely on, where a convenience 

sample does not necessarily guarantee representative results. Vermont also sets an example by 

being one of the first areas to convene policy makers and teach them how to use survey-based 

subjective well-being data.  

Lessons From Community-Based Efforts 
Each of the efforts described in the section above demonstrate different and important lessons for 

communities measuring and managing happiness. In addition to these five examples, there are other 

noteworthy examples (see Appendix A) that reinforce the lessons explained below. This section 

identifies lessons learned from the efforts described above and in other areas, concluding with a list 

of best practices. To ensure the success of an effort to measure and assess happiness, project leaders 

should consider (a) flexibility in the use of language, (b) mindfulness of the social–political climate, 

(c) ability to gather political will in support of the project, and (d) availability of resources, 

particularly diverse sources of non-monetary resources and volunteers, to promote project success 

and resilience. The sections below support these claims.  

Flexible Terminology and Cultural Relevance 

In any project associated with measuring or assessing happiness, language is fundamental to project 

success. The term happiness can impede or foster the success of project, depending on the local 

culture. In the United Kingdom, the media and political parties objected to use of the word happiness 

(Whitby et al., 2014, p. 8) causing the national government to replace the term Happiness index 

(BBC, 2013, p. 1) with measuring national well-being (Office for National Statistics, n.d. p. 1). In 

Bristol, the term happiness is used in spite of this, but with the understanding the efforts are local 
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and community-driven. The project in Creston was called the Better Life Project, instead of using the 

term happiness. Santa Monica’s project terminology also changed from happiness to well-being. In 

municipalities in Mexico, the word happiness is used widely to describe projects involving the use of 

subjective well-being indicators.  

Religious belief and culture are also important to consider with terminology choices. For Buddhists, 

happiness is conceived as sukha (translated as ease, bliss), a state that emerges through balance and 

awareness (Walsh, 2013). In Chinese, meanwhile, xingfu is the translation for happiness that is used 

in the term xingfu zhishu (translated as Gross National Happiness). Xingfu refers to a state of good 

fortune arising from external circumstances and interpersonal relationships. This can be perceived 

as very different from the Western concept of happiness, where happiness is an object to be pursued 

or found individually (Polley, 2012). Western psychological instruments are generally reliable and 

cross-culturally valid for measurement of subjective well-being in China (Zhang & Norvilitis, 2002). 

However, comparisons between measurements of subjective well-being among Chinese and Western 

populations are not entirely straightforward, due to a potential cultural response bias in which, for 

example, commonly held beliefs relating to Confucian and Taoist philosophy lead to different 

concepts of modesty, and different interpretations. In Brazil, culture also plays a role in terminology 

decisions.  Many Brazilians struggle in regards to their standard of living, health, and education 

(World Bank, 2015), yet they are known to be a happy people nonetheless (“Brazil Isn't Growing,” 

2013). This may be because the cultural values are different from those of Northern America. In the 

IVF’s GNH/FIB projects, happiness is linked to love and the concept of sustainability (Nesh Fotos e 

Videos, 2012), rather than wealth and status. 

Investigation into the basis of cultural belief systems, and how they relate to human needs, and how 

they translate into happiness and well-being indicators may be warranted when measuring 

happiness and well-being at a community level in various cultural settings. With these differences in 

mind, it is important that the questions to gather data about affect, eudemonia, and satisfaction with 

life, as well as the conditions of life, measure comparable concepts that reflect universal human 

needs. This can be ensured, in part, through accurate translations in different languages of 

happiness survey questions.  

Some misinterpret the issue of cultural relevance to mean that affect, satisfaction with life and the 

conditions of life, and eudemonia have lesser or more importance depending on the culture, and so 

happiness and well-being indicators should measure different things depending on the culture. If 

this were the case, then in the United States, a survey instrument measuring subjective well-being 

may include questions about material well-being and work, but not necessarily include questions 

about arts and culture, community, and the environment, and in Brazil, the opposite might be the 

case. This is confusing basic needs and rights, which transcend boarders and time (Maslow, 1943; 

Max-Neef, Elizalde, & Hopenhayn, 1992) with cultural values, which change over time and differ 

across geographies. All people have basic and higher needs, ranging from sustenance and shelter to 

freedom and self-actualization (i.e. realizing one’s full potential), and the well-being of everybody on 

the planet is dependent upon a healthy environment. Moreover, culture may place a higher value on 

a condition of life, such as wealth, consumption and status, at the detriment of people’s happiness 

and well-being.  

The use of the term happiness or well-being raises a question about the differences and similarities 

between types of indicators used to address quality of life, well-being, happiness, sustainability, and 

progress beyond GDP. Some claim that one of the most important distinguishing factors is whether 

an indicator is survey-based (happiness indicators) or objective (well-being indicators). Others claim 

it depends on whether the goal of collecting data is to inform policy (well-being or beyond GDP 
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indicators) or not. The differences may be merely semantic or politically motivated. One factor that 

most all of those using the various terms and indicators have in common is that they share the goal 

of broadening the use of indicators for economic and social policy whereby public policy is more 

closely tied to people’s happiness, well-being, quality of life, and planetary sustainability.   

The lesson to be learned regarding terminology is that local leaders should stay focused on the goals 

of an effort, and be flexible in response to a community’s reactions and circumstances with regard to 

terminology. The lesson to be learned regarding cultural relevance is to ensure that the basic 

concepts and questions in a survey instrument reflect the needs that all humans share in common, 

and that if questions in a survey instrument are translated, the terminology conveys comparable 

meaning.  

Supportive Political–Social Climate 

The political–social climate can have a substantial impact on a happiness project. The national 

government of the United Kingdom was among the first in the Western world to develop and use 

happiness or “well-being” (Dundee, 2014, p. 9) indicators within the context of the happiness and 

beyond GDP movement. The U.K. Office of National Statistics regularly gathers and publishes 

subjective and objective happiness and well-being data, thereby setting a national context for 

community effort. With the national government measuring happiness and well-being, the idea of 

measuring happiness is not foreign or new. Funding of local projects is part of the national 

government’s efforts (Big Lottery Fund, n.d.). This lays a rich foundation for community-level work. 

Resources that would otherwise be needed to raise awareness, educate, and inform people about 

what happiness and well-being metrics are and whether happiness can be measured, can instead be 

used in other ways. The availability of resource to conduce a variety of projects in Bristol may be in 

part because of the social–political climate.  

The lesson regarding political-social climate is to tailor the goals of an effort to the circumstances of 

the community. If the concept of measuring and managing for happiness and well-being is new and 

unknown to the community, then an effort to measure happiness might be more productively framed 

as a way to open dialogue, rather than inform policy makers, as was done in the first use of a survey 

instrument in Vermont.  

Political Will 

The political environment can influence whether a happiness project will be lasting or a one-time 

event, as well as the extent of the project’s impact on policy. If an effort is dependent upon political 

will, it may be vulnerable to political changes. The project in Guelph (see Appendix A) provides an 

example of how detrimental the loss of political will can be. After an election, the new mayor ended 

the city’s efforts to measure and manage happiness and well-being. Every trace of the project was 

removed from the city website on the new mayor’s orders (B. Smale, personal communication, 

October 16, 2016).  

In contrast, when efforts are undertaken by multiple entities with different interests that derive 

various benefits from the project, the effort may have a greater chance at longevity. In Melbourne, 

the dearth of subjective well-being data collected by the national government spurred the Australian 

Centre on Quality of Life’s (n.d.c) efforts. In São Paulo state and municipalities of Mexico, academic 

institutions engage in research while partnering with local governments and community 

organizations. These partnerships helped ensure the efforts had an impact on policy makers, and did 

not fizzle if political will were to wane.   
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The lesson regarding political will is twofold. Like the lesson regarding the political–social climate of 

a project, it is important to tailor the goals of a project to the circumstances of the community. The 

second lesson is to involve enough community organizers and organizations that the effort is not 

entirely dependent upon one entity, and so can survive the withdrawal of support from any one 

partner.  

Adequate Resources  

Some of the most valuable resources in community-based efforts are the community organizers 

themselves. It is important to have a diversity of community organizers, each able to give their 

unique contribution and gather a benefit from participating in the effort. The project in Melbourne, 

whereby an academic institution and business each derive value from gathering data, is a good 

example of this. Creston’s effort demonstrates how media can be an invaluable resource. When 

diverse collaborators are fully engaged in a project, a media plan is likely to emerge and be 

implemented through the group’s experience and connections. Projects in Victoria, British Columbia, 

Canada, and Seattle, Washington, United States, also provide examples of this (see Appendix A). 

Community-based efforts tend to draw heavily on volunteers and other non-monetary resources. 

When these run out, the efforts do too. Most efforts in North America are examples of institutional 

and individual volunteers successfully implementing projects in the short term but not the long 

term. In these projects, inadequate resources, both monetary and nonmonetary, resulted in the 

projects floundering. The happiness projects in São Paulo state and Melbourne are in stark contrast, 

where institutional dedication has kept happiness projects alive for a long time.  

The lesson regarding resources is to convene partners who will give, and gain unique resources from 

the project on a continual basis. It is also important to involve media support through as many 

channels as possible.  

Summary of Lessons Learned 

As mentioned above, optimally, community-based effort to measure happiness should have the 

following components: (a) flexible terminology and cultural relevance, (b) supportive political–social 

climate, (c) political will, and (d) adequate resources. This is not to mean that a community-based 

project must have all of these components to be a success, particularly in the short term. Rather, 

communities can draw on this essay and the examples within to determine the scope and purpose of 

their own effort to measure and manage happiness and well-being in their community. Ultimately, 

short-term projects seed the future for longer-term projects, and are also crucial to the development 

of the happiness movement. 

How to Use the Happiness Alliance’s Happiness Index  
A community organizer, policy maker, researcher, student, or other person seeking to measure 

happiness and well-being has three choices: (a) develop a unique set of indicators, (b) use the same 

indicators of another area or organization, or (c) adapt an established set of indicators. The second 

two options contribute towards the standardization of indicators, which allows for comparisons 

between areas and over time. Comparability is an important factor in relation to one of the goals of 

the happiness movement: the adoption by policy makers of happiness and well-being indicators in 

lieu of a singular focus on GDP. The first and third option allows for harmonization, by which 

different areas use different indicators to measure different aspects of an area’s conditions. The third 

option allows for both standardization and harmonization.  
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The Happiness Alliance is a nonprofit that has been providing a happiness and well-being index to 

communities since 2011. Its mission is to improve the well-being of society by increasing 

understanding and appreciation of the factors that lead to life satisfaction, resilience, and 

sustainability. The Happiness Alliance provides a freely available subjective well-being survey 

instrument, called the Happiness Index (also called the GNH Index), as an online tool at 

www.happycounts.org. It has been translated into many languages, including Arabic, Brazilian 

Portuguese, Chinese, French, Italian, Japanese, Korean, and Spanish. The subjective well-being 

index has been scientifically validated internally and externally, and can be customized by adding 

questions (Musikanski et al., 2017). It has been used to measure the well-being of populations 

ranging from small informal groups to states and countries. Examples of communities that have 

used the Happiness Alliance’s survey instrument can be seen at the OECD Wiki-Progress site 

(http://wikiprogress.org/data/organization/happiness-alliance).  

The Happiness Alliance also provides collateral support for use of the survey instrument. These 

include access to an entire data set from over 65,000 respondents to researchers, community 

organizers and others aligned with the mission of the organization so long as they sign an agreement 

to protect personal data (although profile information is never shared). In addition, explanations and 

tools for community organizers using the survey instrument are freely available at 

http://www.happycounts.org/happy-community-toolkit.html.  

When measuring happiness and well-being, each effort will unfold in its unique way in response to 

its unique circumstances. When undertaking the measurement of happiness and well-being with the 

intent of encouraging policy makers to use wider measures of well-being, in addition to the lessons 

outlined above, several key factors should be kept in mind: (a) know the purpose of the project and 

ensure the purpose is realistic in the political-social climate of the project, (b) start small or conduct 

a trial run with a test group, (c) involve community members and organizations with a continually 

open door, (d) develop a robust and community-driven media plan before launching the survey 

instrument, (e) develop and implement a plan for analyzing and reporting the data that involves the 

community members and the public at large, and (f) have a long-term vision for the project and 

communicate it within the community and outside of it.   

The Happiness Alliance and other organizations like it are in support of the measurement of 

happiness to support communities in the transition toward a sustainable future and to encourage 

local and national policy makers use of wider measures of well-being in lieu of GDP or analogous 

local economic metrics. The different uses of a subjective well-being survey described in this essay 

are just a few of the ways to contribute to the happiness movement. It is hoped this essay will inspire 

further development of the uses explained, as well as new uses of subjective well-being survey 

instruments measuring happiness and well-being. It is also hoped that this essay will inspire more 

community organizers, policy makers, researchers, students, and others to join the happiness 

movement in transforming governments and society so that happiness, well-being, resilience, and 

sustainability become the primary driving force and goal for all nations, communities, and people.  

Conclusion 
Cities, states, and communities around the globe are measuring happiness and well-being in order to 

gain insight on current happiness and well-being levels, gather data to inform policy, promote 

greater well-being and happiness, and contribute towards the use of wider measures of well-being. 

This essay focused on five examples of states, cities, and communities that are leading the way with 

respect to happiness measures and assessment, and described many others.  This essay was written 

to explain examples of community projects measuring happiness and well-being and inspire 

community organizers, policy makers, researchers, students and others to join the happiness 
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movement by using survey instruments to measure subjective well-being. The Happiness Alliance’s 

subjective well-being instrument can be used by anyone and is freely available at 

www.happycounts.org. 
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Appendix A 
Happiness and Well-Being Surveys in Other Areas 

This appendix covers community efforts to measure happiness and well-being using survey 

instruments that reinforce the lessons identified in this essay. It covers ten areas listed in 

alphabetical order. The intent of this appendix is to provide additional resources and information for 

community organizers, students, researchers and policy makers inspired to measure happiness and 

well-being and join the happiness and well-being movement.  

Copenhagen, Denmark  

In Copenhagen, the Happiness Research Institute, a nonprofit, issued the Happy Danes Report in 

2014. It analyzed aspects of happiness data collected from various sources and identifies policies, 

programs, and projects that their research indicates are highly correlated to satisfaction with life 

and feelings of happiness. The report draws from many data sources, ranging from the OECD Better 

Life Index, to Danish pension and life insurance company Danica Pension’s happiness survey of 

about 10,000 Danes (Happiness Research Institute, 2014).  

The Happy Danes Report identifies governmental policies that are the basis for people’s happiness. 

These include public policy programs including (a) access to preventative and traditional healthcare, 

(b) assistance for elders, (c) democratic institutions such as political festivals, (d) ensuring all who 

want a job have a job, (e) low cost housing for students, (f) the highest government spending on social 

policy relative to national expenditure in the world, and (g) vacation and sick leave laws. Cultural 

qualities identified in the Happy Danes Report include (a) high degrees of autonomy at work, (b) high 

levels of volunteering, (c) high valuing of social relationships as evidenced by the habit of people 

visiting with friends at least once a week on average, (d) low levels of workaholism, (e) societal 

support of parents as demonstrated by the practice of leaving a baby in a stroller outside a store 

while a parent shops, and (f) trust in people as evidenced by self-service food stands. 

Denmark has a reputation for being one of the happiest countries in the world (VisitDenmark, n.d). 

An informal survey asking residents what it was about Copenhagen that makes them happy 

conducted by Booth (2014) indicates there is little distinction between city and national level factors 

leading to well-being. This factor could potentially act as a disincentive for community-based 

happiness indicator efforts at the neighborhood, city, or regional level.  

Guelph, Ontario, Canada  

In Guelph, the Canadian Index of Well-Being, a nonprofit, formed a set of subjective indicators of 

well-being for the mayor of the city of Guelph, using an index that drew from the Happiness 

Alliance’s Happiness Index in 2013 (M. Hilbrecht, personal communication, September 6, 2013). The 

Canadian Index of Well-Being conducted a survey of the citizens of Guelph, and was working with 

city policy makers to use the results, when elections resulted in a change in administration 

(Canadian Index of Well-Being, n.d.). The new administration terminated the indicator project, and 

all references to it on the city website were deleted under orders from the new mayor (B. Smale, 

personal communication, October 16, 2016).  
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Macau, China  

In Macau, the Macau Quality of Life Report considered happiness and well-being in the city of 

Macau between 2007 and 2012 (Rato & Davey, 2012). Quarterly surveys were taken over a 3-year 

period in Macau from 2007 to 2009, providing a longitudinal perspective on subjective well-being at a 

community level (Rato & Davey, 2012). In 2012, the Macau Quality of Life Report began using a 

measurement scale called the Personal Well-Being Index, developed by the International Well-Being 

Group (Davey & Rato, 2012) in Australia. The measurement of Personal Well-Being Index in Macau 

measures eudemonia and satisfaction with life, as well as the domains of community, health, safety, 

security, social support, spirituality, and standard of living. 

Like Melbourne’s Australian Unity Well-Being Index, the Macau Quality of Life Report was a 

public–private partnership between business and academics. The company involved provided 

consulting services and published a business magazine, and the data was collected by scholars and 

used for publication (Australian Center on Quality of Life, n.d.d).    

Municipalities of Mexico  

In Municipalities of Mexico, Fundación Imagina, a nonprofit, worked with the University of Puebla 

to conduct a survey of 26,500 people in 100 municipalities across Mexico in 2012. The survey 

instrument included life evaluation and affect questions as well as questions about the domains of 

community, culture, economy, education, environment, health, government, safety, social support, 

spirituality work, time balance, and work (INEGInforma, 2014a). The data was used to inform over 

20 social and economic governmental programs that ranged from daycare centers, family 

development programs, and financial benefits to workshops for the elderly (INEGInforma, 2014a).   

San Pedro, Mexico 

In San Pedro, García of the University of Monterrey worked with the San Pedro Municipality to 

conduct a subjective well-being survey in 2008 and 2011(INEGInforma, 2014b). They used to the 

data to identify populations suffering from economic deprivation, and identify interventions that 

alleviate the negative social, political or emotional impacts that are exacerbated or caused by income 

inequality (INEGInforma, 2014b). Their survey included questions about personal well-being as well 

as the domains of community, education, economy, family, government, health, leisure, security, and 

work (INEGInforma, 2014b). The result of the survey informed the municipality’s social policy 

agenda (INEGInforma, 2014b). 

Santa Monica, California, United States  

In Santa Monica, the mayor was awarded one million dollars by the Bloomberg Philanthropies’ 

Mayors Challenge to become the first mayor to measure happiness in 2013 (Stevens, 2013). The city 

created an index that included objective data from the city’s database, social media data, and a 

survey. The project is called The Well-Being Project. The survey measured affect, eudemonia, and 

satisfaction with life (using the Cantril Ladder), as well as the domains of community services, 

culture, environment, eudemonia, neighborhoods, safety, time balance, and work (The Well-Being 

Project, 2014). The city conducted the survey in 2014 and 2016. They issued an online report for the 

2014 survey data organized in to seven areas: community, demographics, economic opportunity, 

health, learning, place, and outlook (The Well-Being Project, n.d.). To date, Santa Monica’s Well-
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Being Project does not appear to contemplate the application of happiness and well-being data to city 

policy.  

Seattle, Washington, United States   

In Seattle, Sustainable Seattle, a nonprofit that was one of the first organizations to create regional 

sustainability indicators (Holden, 2006), worked with the Seattle City Council to measure citywide 

happiness in 2011 and issue a report (Happiness Initiative, 2011). The project was inspired by the 

efforts of Victoria (KCTS9, 2011).  

In 2010, Seattle City Council issued a happiness proclamation (King 5, 2011) that included plans to 

use happiness data to inform policy and budgeting decisions (KCTS9, 2011). The goals of the effort at 

the onset were to provide data for Seattle policy makers (Happiness Initiative, 2011) and to provide a 

replicable model for  campuses, cities, communities, and companies, as Sustainable Seattle had done 

in the 1990s (Holden, 2006). In 2011, the Seattle City Council used the report to inform budgeting 

decisions, including not closing down community centers in spite of citywide budget cuts (R. Conlin, 

personal communication, November 14, 2011). By late 2011, other areas had launched their own 

efforts to measure happiness using the same survey instrument (Council Connection, 2011). 

The effort spun off from Sustainable Seattle in 2012 to become a nonprofit, the Happiness Alliance 

(Happiness Alliance, n.d.). The Happiness Alliance was formed, in part, to provide resources, 

including a survey instrument measuring subjective well-being freely online. Four other community-

based efforts using these resources (undertaken in Creston, Vermont, and Taiwan) are included in 

this essay and this appendix.  

Somerville, Massachusetts, United States 

In Somerville, the mayor’s office formed a subjective well-being index that included questions about 

affect and overall satisfaction with life, as well as the domain of community services in 2011 

(SomervilleMA.gov, 2011). The mayor’s office issued the Somerville, MA: A Report on Well-Being in 

2011. The report was issued with extensive media coverage (SomervilleMA.gov, 2011), and a TEDx 

event (Firestone, 2012). The mayor’s office used the data to allocate resources to the traffic and 

parking departments and to inform “new policies and important policy considerations for the future” 

(SomervilleMA.gov, 2011, p. 13).  

Republic of China (Taiwan) 

In Taiwan, Pendery (2015), a professor concerned for the well-being of his students, conducted a 

convenience sampling of students at four different universities using the Happiness Alliance’s survey 

instrument in 2014. The data was analyzed and reported in an article, with suggested policies for the 

four university administrations (Pendery, 2015).   

Also in Taiwan, Walsh (2013), a graduate student, used the Happiness Alliance’s survey instrument 

to examine the impact of Buddhism on individual and cultural happiness in 2011. The survey 

instrument was administered to students of Buddhism and to the general student body on one 

campus in Taiwan. Data gathered on a campus in the United States were included in the analysis. 

Walsh concludes his study as the “first-known evidence of Buddhism’s promotion of happiness” (p. 

123) of its kind.   
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Victoria, British Columbia, Canada   

In Victoria, the mayor was joined by various organizations including the health authority, 

university, and the Victoria Foundation to survey the city using a version of Bhutan’s GNH Index in 

2009 (Victoria Foundation, n.d.). A public meeting was held in which the data was shared with the 

public and an artist recorded the proceedings in drawings (K. Stratford, personal communication 

April 11, 2011). Victoria Foundation used the data for its annual report (Victoria Foundation, 2009).  
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Appendix B 
Poster of Cultivating Happiness in Creston and District Process (Creston and 

District Community Directed Funds, n.d.c) 
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