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ABSTRACT 

The objective of this research is to explore urban Bhutanese high school youths’ 

conceptions of happiness in relation to Bhutan’s dominant cultural discourse of Gross 

National Happiness (GNH). This research is undertaken in context of a limited 

understanding of youth happiness in Bhutan, particularly from the perspective of its 

Eastern collectivist cultural conceptions. Moreover, it is undertaken in a context in which 

Bhutan’s government has launched an initiative called Educating for Gross National 

Happiness, which aims to bring Bhutanese young people more fully into the project of 

balancing the country’s stated emphases on spiritual and economic growth. I argue that 

Bhutan is on the cusp of social change that necessitates an inquiry into its contemporary 

understandings of happiness. Framed within a social constructionist paradigm, the 

research situates the happiness-related narratives of over 16 Bhutanese youth – all of 

whom were interviewed individually or participated in focus groups – within a web of 

contexts, in which their responses were inductively thematized and analyzed in relation to 

the concept of GNH. Using a narrative inquiry approach, the youth's stories of happiness 

are explored in context of their personal and social domains. Psychological, sociological, 

and Bhutanese cultural theories of happiness (GNH), as well as emerging critical 

discourses of happiness, likewise inform the design of the inquiry. This dissertation 

contributes to a deepening of understandings of happiness from Bhutanese youth’s 

perspectives, and adds to the ongoing Bhutanese discourse on Educating for GNH. It 

reveals a paradoxical situation in which there exists a philosophical resonance between 
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GNH and youths’ values and beliefs, but a tension in terms of the ways in which these 

resonances are put into practice institutionally, particularly in schools. The dissertation 

further highlights the need for continued scholarly deliberations on the discourses and 

practices of happiness in Bhutan, in order to translate it meaningfully into school cultural 

practices and structures that can enhance young people’s wellbeing.  
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Chapter I: Introduction 

My dissertation is a study of perceptions of happiness among Bhutanese youth. 

Happiness is a concept that continues to be defined differently by scholars depending on 

their field of study. In psychology, happiness is commonly known as subjective 

wellbeing (Diener, 2013) or flourishing (Seligman, 2011). In sociology, happiness is 

related to satisfaction with life (Veenhoven, 2015b) while philosophers often associate 

happiness with a virtuous life (Cahn, 2009; Waterman, 1993). In this chapter, I explain 

the context for this study, describe the educational landscape of Bhutan, and highlight 

issues that many urban young people contend with in Bhutan. I end the chapter by 

describing my personal and professional motivations to pursue this study on urban 

Bhutanese youth conceptions of happiness, and I provide the broad research questions 

that anchor the study. 

Bhutan is distinct among nations of the world because of its adherence to the 

development philosophy of Gross National Happiness (GNH). The proponents of GNH 

advocate that a balance between socio-cultural, environmental, and economic 

development is the way to achieve sustainable happiness. This philosophy is founded on 

the Buddhist ontological view of interconnectedness. Hence, the pursuit of happiness 

from the GNH perspective comes from cultivating the wisdom of ‘cause and effect’, 

balancing economic pursuit with spiritual growth, and conditioning ones’ mind to seek 

happiness ‘within’ rather than from the material world (Thinely, 2004; Thinley, 2005; 

Thinley, 2009; Gross National Happiness Commission, 2013). However, Bhutan is 

changing socio-culturally and economically, and is experiencing social issues that were 
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foreign to the country until quite recently (Choden, 2015; Pek-Dorji, 2016; Phuntsho, 

2015) such as the emergence of discotheques and karaoke bars, youth unemployment, 

increasing incidences of substance abuse, and suicide. Recognizing the changing socio-

cultural make-up of the country, the first ever democratically elected government 

initiated a program called Educating for Gross National Happiness (EfGNH) in 2009, 

which identified education as a primary vehicle for nurturing the values and principles 

that supposedly lay the foundations for sustainable collective happiness (Thinley, 2009).  

My interest in studying urban Bhutanese youths’ perceptions of happiness was 

sparked by observations of changes in the society on the one hand, and the government’s 

effort to transform a generation through integrating school curricula with the values and 

principles of GNH on the other. In addition, with my academic and professional 

background in psychology and education, I look at youth as a stage distinct from 

adulthood and childhood (Eryilmaz, 2012) that merits exclusive treatment rather than 

applying adult perceptions of happiness to them. Furthermore, I noticed a dearth of 

research on happiness from Eastern cultural perspectives in happiness literature, 

particularly perspectives that look at the concept from the integrated lenses of sociology, 

psychology and cultural perspectives, the combination of which can be vitally important 

to the work and perceptions of educators.  

In light of this context, drawing on the theoretical paradigm of social 

constructionism, this qualitative study explores youths’ experiences of happiness situated 

within the contexts of family, friendship and school. It seeks answers to three broad 

questions:  

a) What are urban Bhutanese high school youth’s understandings of happiness?  
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b) How do different aspects of the school affect youth's happiness?  

c) How do youth’s conception and approaches to happiness compare with GNH?  

This study inductively analyzes the narratives of sixteen urban high school youths 

to draw out themes of happiness grounded in youth’s experiences. The findings from the 

study are then analyzed against dominant GNH discourses to check for similarities and to 

understand how the philosophical tenets of GNH permeate into the institutional culture 

and practices of their schools.  

The motivation for this study stems from both my personal and professional 

experiences having been a part of the education system in Bhutan for more than a decade. 

It also stems from a scholarly motivation to contribute to gaps in the existing literature on 

youth happiness and also to contribute to implementing wellbeing programs and practices 

in schools. In particular, I undertook this study with the intent to add to the limited 

knowledge of the concept of happiness from an East Asian collectivist cultural 

perspective. This research seeks to study happiness from youth’s perspectives and 

analyze it in the context of the dominant notion of GNH. This research aims to enrich the 

discourse on Educating for Gross National Happiness (EfGNH) and render useful 

information for policy and program interventions to enhance youth happiness within the 

context of Bhutan.  

Context 

Bhutan is a developing economy and a fledgling democracy tucked in the solitude 

of the Himalayas. It is also the birthplace of the Gross National Happiness initiative. 

Sometimes known as the last Shangri-La, Bhutan is on an uncharted path to development 
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with the philosophy of Gross National Happiness that seeks to balance economic 

development with cultural promotion, environmental conservation, and spiritual pursuits 

(Gross National Happiness Commission, 2013). Ingrained in the Bhutanese cultural and 

philosophical outlook, the idea of happiness as a societal goal existed long before the 

fourth King, Jigme Singye Wangchuk in the 1970s, popularized it. The concept of 

happiness is enshrined in the 1729 legal code of Bhutan that upholds happiness as the 

responsibility of the state to its people (Ura, Alkire, Zangmo, & Wangdi, 2012).  

According to according to Jigme Y. Thinley (2009; 2005), the first democratically 

elected Prime Minister of Bhutan and an ardent advocate of GNH, the premise of GNH is 

founded on the belief that a disciplined and enlightened mind, rather than the capitalist 

ideology of consumerism and materialism, is the path to sustainable happiness. Hence, 

the crux of the philosophy is the balance between economic development and spiritual 

growth. The same goal is enshrined in the constitution of the democracy (Royal 

Government of Bhutan, 2008). Bhutan’s commitment to wellbeing remains evident in its 

ongoing assessment of policies and development plans against its GNH index by a panel 

of members constituted from various professional groups (Gross National Happiness 

Commission, 2013). 

Bhutan: A country in transition. Once Bhutan emerged from a self-imposed 

seclusion in the early 1960s, development progressed in huge strides. Currently, Bhutan 

sits at a cusp of change, arguably inclining towards consumerism as an import-driven 

economy. The country is fast changing, accelerating through advancement in technology 

to the extent that its indigenous culture faces perils of extinction (McDonald, 2004; Ura, 
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2005). As of June 2016, for a population of a little over seven hundred thousand, Bhutan 

has 533,914 Internet subscribers and 686,227 mobile subscribers (Dahal, 2016). 

According to Dahal, Bhutanese youth are “drowning in a torrent of information” (p. 93) 

while parents remain either clueless or too busy to guide them. The access to the “global 

cultural supermarket” (Mathews, 2012, p. 299) is just a click away. Bhutanese youth are 

experiencing a fusion of culture (Lu & Gilmour, 2004) with the omnipresence of 

Bollywood, Hollywood, and Korean pop culture. Noting the onslaught of foreign cultural 

influences prompted by the media and the entertainment industry, Choden (2015) 

describes Bhutan as a “culture in transition” (p. 31). Currently, there are 56 officially 

approved television channels of which only two are national channels, while other 

channels are censored (Cheki, 2017). Advancement in information and communication 

technology (ICT) presents many opportunities, however, it is also likely to give rise to a 

number of new issues like diffused identity, social disconnectedness, and increasing 

materialism. 

Culturally, Bhutan is a hierarchical society and Bhutanese people are accustomed 

to being instructed. When the country transitioned from an absolute monarchy to a 

democratic constitutional monarchy in 2008, the Bhutanese, especially the older 

generations, are unlearning being subjects to a King and learning to be citizens of a 

democracy with the responsibility of self-governing and holding elected government and 

leaders accountable (Pek-Dorji, 2016). This may be a paradigm shift for many older 

generations while the new generation is born into this culture. At the cusp of such 

transition, I believe that tensions could arise between a new set of values and century-old 
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customs of the older citizens that could impinge on the happiness of the young whose 

transition is not as big.  

The state of Bhutanese education. Before western education in Bhutan, 

monastic education served the religious needs of the people. In 1914, the first king of 

Bhutan, Ugyen Wangchuk, established the first modern school in the country that taught 

Dzongkha, English, Hindi and arithmetic, and by the 1960s there were only eleven 

schools with 400 students. In 1962, English was adopted as the medium of instruction in 

recognition of its international ascendency, its utlility in contexts of global trade and 

commerce, and its status as a vehicle for the broad exchange of ideas within such 

contexts (Dorji, 2005).  

When Bhutan adopted planned development in 1961, the country grew 

significantly. Currently, there are 551 schools for 172,393 students and the net enrolment 

rate for basic education, which is from kindergarten to grade 10, stands at 93% and the 

youth (15-24 years) literacy rate at 86% (Ministry of Education, 2014a). There are two 

teacher education colleges in the country under the Royal University of Bhutan serving 

the teacher needs of the country. The Ministry of Education (MoE) determines both 

teacher deployment and the school curriculum. Despite success in quantitative measures, 

many observers would suggest that much remains to be desired within the education 

system.  

Before 1961, the primary goal of modern education in Bhutan was basic literacy, 

numeracy and arithmetic (Dorji, 2005). Dorji contends that the educational goal 

broadened after planned development to produce “skilled workers” to meet the emerging 
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needs of the growing economy and to “transmit the culture and tradition” to the younger 

generation (p. 52). Later in 1976, Dorji wrote that in congruence with the concept of 

holistic education to prepare “physically, emotionally and ethically sound” graduates (p. 

130), the curriculum further diversified to include games and sports, dances and drama, 

values education and fine arts. The introduction of the New Approach to Primary 

Curriculum (NAPE) in 1985 marked another milestone in curricular reform in the 

country. This new approach required a shift from teacher-centric lecturing and evaluation 

to facilitation of learning experiences with continuous assessment for learning embedded 

in the process (Dorji, 2005).  

In the mid-2000s, when I was a faculty member at the college of education in 

Paro there was a public outcry over a perceived decline in the quality of education and 

notions of quality were heavily debated among educators and policy-makers. Responding 

to the outcry, in 2007, efforts towards improving the quality of education began with the 

conception of a number of projects under the aegis of the Royal Education Council 

(REC). A comprehensive and systemic approach to overhauling the education system was 

undertaken that targeted reforming the school curricula, examination system, teacher 

education, and education policy. When I began work with the REC, the premise of the 

reform work stemmed from the general perception that graduates lacked social skills, 

critical thinking and employability qualities in the face of increasing unemployment 

problem. The project team was assigned to envisioning quality school education for all 

and to develop strategies and make policy recommendations to realize that dream. 
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Emerging youth issues. Traditionally an agrarian society with limited natural 

resources, Bhutan now faces paradoxical issues. There is increasing fallow land in the 

villages (Dorji, 2015) on the one hand while there are high rates of youth unemployment 

(9.6%) (Ministry of Labour and Human Resources, 2014) on the other. The young and 

able-bodied youths are migrating to urban cities in search of white-collar jobs (Walcott, 

2011).  Unlike a decade or two ago, graduation is often a bittersweet moment. A high 

number of graduates remain unemployed after they graduate (Ministry of Labour and 

Human Resources, 2018). 

An analysis by Lhadon (2014), using anonymized data with the Royal Bhutan 

Police, showed that the frequency of suicide increased from 72 in 2009 to 96 in 2013, 

which added up to 378 cases of suicide in five years. She also found higher incidence of 

suicide among youth below the age of 20 (76 cases). An alarming finding is that suicide 

among students is high (57), next only to farmers (64) so that on average 41.6 people die 

by suicide every year from 2009-2013.  

The increasing rate of suicide is symptomatic of increasing mental health issues 

among youth in Bhutan (Dorji, et al., 2015). An analysis of data with the national referral 

hospital shows depression and anxiety as the most common mental health problem 

among youth (Dorji, et al., 2015). Mental health issues are believed to be on the rise and 

the government is yet to apportion more than 1% of the total health services fund (10% of 

the GDP) to mental health care in the country (Pelzang, 2012). Evidence also points to 

increasing substance abuse among youth. Of the 1,413 people involved in a crackdown 

on drugs from December 2013 to September 2015, 195 were students (Samal, 2016). 

Data with the Royal Bhutan Police shows that crimes committed by youth has also been 
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on the rise, triggered by a combination of risk factors such as dysfunctional families, 

poverty, drug use, unemployment and so on (Dorji, et al., 2015).  

Over the years, modernization has changed the fabric of the Bhutanese way of 

life, which has become increasingly individualistic (Pek-Dorji, 2016). Young people 

remain vulnerable to the uncritical consumption of exaggerated foreign cultural 

influences and hidden values aired over a disproportionately high number of foreign 

television channels (Cheki, 2017; Dorji, 2017). Bhutanese youths are also engaged in 

drug and alcohol use in significantly greater proportions than previously reported 

(Kuenselonline, 2018; Yangchen, 2017). There are more bars (666) (Samal, 2016) and 

drayangs (bars with live singing and dancing) (14) than all libraries (2), art galleries (5) 

and music schools (2) (Dorji, 2015) in the capital city. Capturing the unwitting side 

effects brought about by modernization in the capital city, Pek-Dorji (2016) writes: 

Modernization has influenced the way Bhutanese live, determined our needs and 

affected our values. The urban setting means a “bar cum grocery” shop in every 

apartment block, and the television set has become the centerpiece of the family’s 

social time. (p. 37)  

Our ideals about what counts as a good life or good humans, or the idea of beauty, 

are shaped by foreign advertisement industries. “Individualism is on the rise … the 

extended family culture is increasingly being replaced by nuclear families” (Phuntsho, 

2017, p. 17). This marks a significant social change and an arguable fraying of social ties, 

at least in comparison to the traditional Bhutanese ways of life that preceded them. 
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Youth wellbeing initiatives. Amidst such emerging issues in the country, the first 

democratically elected government aimed to counter consumerism and unsustainable 

development through a vision of society centered on “Educating for Gross National 

Happiness” (EfGNH) (Thinley, 2009). In his opening address to a gathering of national 

and international conference participants, Thinley said: 

I am absolutely convinced that there is no more effective, comprehensive, and far-

reaching way to put GNH fully into practice and to realize our shared vision and 

goals…than to infuse our education system fully and properly with the humane 

and ecological principles and values of Gross National Happiness. (p. 4) 

Educating for GNH, a top-down initiative, called for the transformation of the 

consciousness of the new Bhutanese generation towards a notion of economic 

development balanced with spiritual development and to tame external material pursuit 

with internal mental contentment (Thinley, 2009). However, the reality of the school 

context at the time of this initiative is intriguing to note. A study commissioned by the 

Royal Education Council in 2009 found 75% of the teachers were dissatisfied with their 

work for multiple reasons, including: heavy workload, multiple roles and poor working 

conditions (Educare Co-operative Ltd, 2009). Against such a grim situation, the GNH 

initiative aimed to infuse the school curricula and culture with specific values and 

principles: compassion, integrity, fairness and assertiveness (Ministry of Education, 

2014c).  

The Department of Youth, Culture and Sports (DYCS) under the Ministry of 

Education (MoE), established in 1996, caters to non-academic goals of education that 

contribute to holistic development. Its primary responsibilities include provision of 
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programs related to health, sports, culture, and guidance and counselling. A closely 

related wellbeing program is the Life Skills Education (LSE) that the MoE adopted in 

2008. The LSE initiative was based on the premise that education should facilitate the 

realization of full potentials of a child. The program taught essential social, emotional 

and cognitive skills such as: effective communication, self-reflection and discovery, 

making friends, creative and critical thinking, problem-solving, decision-making, 

countering negative peer-pressure, managing stress and negative emotions and building 

confidence. The program also aimed to cultivate specific values congruent with GNH 

including: compassion, integrity, fairness and assertiveness (Ministry of Education, 

2014c).  

A recent review of the program shows that though schools vary in the provision of 

LSE, it has been nevertheless effective in building essential life skills and values. The 

report concludes that the achievement of these skills and values, which are “proxies to 

Educating for Gross National Happiness” (p. 56), are an indication of the positive results 

of the LSE and EfGNH intiative (Ministry of Education, 2014c). However, the 

inconsistent implementation of LSE across all schools suggest lower priority accorded to 

these non-academic pursuits. Also, inherent in the study is the assumption that youth’s 

understanding of happiness coheres with GNH as politically conceptualized – it is not 

grounded in their conceptualization in their own experiences.  

Rationale for the Study 

 I have been a part of the Bhutanese education system for almost 15 years and was 

involved in education reform projects in the country that aimed to comprehensively 
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revamp the quality of education by addressing school curriculum, teacher preparation, 

and education policy simultaneously. I began my teaching career as a school counselor, 

looking after the wellbeing of youth and guiding them through personal problems. Later, 

as a faculty member at the College of Education in Paro, aside from teaching 

undergraduates, I was involved in preparation of in-service teachers as counselors and 

mental health facilitators. My experience of school education and teaching at the college 

served me well in working on reform projects at the Royal Education Council. While 

working at the Royal Education Council, I was also involved with the Ministry of 

Education as one of the national core facilitators to train the first cohort of school leaders 

on Educating for Gross National Happiness (EGNH), and I have observed its 

implementation in schools. 

Currently, as a member of a civil society organization, my work continues to 

revolve around youth, educating them on citizenship, democracy and leadership, and 

advocating citizens’ participation, voice and action as central tenets of strengthening 

democracy. I continue my association with other civil society organizations that work 

towards empowering women and youth. I have always been interested in youth and 

youth-related issues. My motivation to study happiness, particularly from young people’s 

perspectives, stems from four main rationales explained in the ensuing sections.  

 However, at a personal level, a poignant realization dawned on me a couple of 

years back when I experienced professional disillusionment. I realized that I was happier 

as a kid in tattered clothes and ignorant of human vices than I was as an independent, 

autonomous adult. The disenchanting work ambiance, the growing cynicism and 

complacency of people around me, and the conflict of these with my nature and 



 

 

 

13 

aspirations colored how I began to view life. It challenged the very principles I had 

internalized – to persevere for the greater good in life. Losing a sense of meaning and 

personal satisfaction in what I believed in thus far, I decided to replenish my soul 

meaningfully and productively with a journey to learn more about happiness. This 

doctoral study is as much a personal journey as it is an academic pursuit.  

Youth: A distinct stage of development. Youth is a complex stage of human 

development with unique challenges and opportunities. It is the stage when rapid physical 

and cognitive development takes place (Eryilmaz, 2012). Growing abstract thinking 

abilities during this stage allows young people to engage in socio-economic and political 

consciousness and thought with greater intensity; it is also the stage when youth begin to 

assert greater independence from familial relationships and the influence of peers 

becomes stronger. More importantly, the stage is marked by the heightened exploration 

and formation of identity (Meeus, Iedema, Helsen, & Vollebergh, 1999; Waterman, 

1982).  

Hence, understandings of happiness gleaned from adult research participants 

cannot be uncritically applied to youth, which psychologists suggest is a distinct phase of 

human development (McLellan & Steward, 2015). The nature of social context, priorities 

and needs can vary across life stages and so may their form and effects on happiness 

(Kroll, 2014). Evidence, in fact, points to difference in types and levels of happiness 

across different life stages (Deeming, 2013; Haller & Hadler, 2006; Helliwell, Huang, & 

Wang, 2015; Kroll, 2014), but this remains underexplored (Deeming, 2013). As a 

marginalized group and often voiceless, the data on youth wellbeing or happiness 
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remains “fragmented, inconsistent and nonexistent” (Goldin, Patel, & Perry, 2014, p. ix). 

Youth spend a majority of their formative years in schools that shape their character and 

values. However, qualitative research on youth happiness in relation to school 

experiences remains scarce (Noble & McGrath, 2012; Suldo, Riley, & Shaffer, 2006) in 

context of happiness literature. Schools, therefore, provide an important venue to situate 

youth’s experiences of happiness in order to understand how their construction of the 

concept is shaped.  

Top-down implementation of Educating for Gross National Happiness. 

Drawing on my professional experience, I believe that educational practices and policies 

on wellbeing can be enriched immensely if our understanding of wellbeing or happiness 

is grounded in the lived experiences of youth. This conviction also follows from the 

argument that for ideas to impact practice, its implementers need to see its significance 

and share its philosophical resonance (Schneider, 2014). However, inherent in EfGNH is 

the assumption that both youth and adults have the same understanding of happiness. In 

light of the changing socio-cultural reality in Bhutan, it would be useful to see if there are 

resonances between the GNH conception of happiness and youth’s own perspectives of 

happiness.  

My concern as an educator is that a noble goal such as GNH may be lost due to a 

limited understanding of happiness grounded in the experiences of youth. This misgiving 

stems from emerging evidence of the paradoxical effect of a direct pursuit of happiness 

(Mauss, Tamir, Anderson, & Savino, 2011). Also, scholars who are critical of the pursuit 

of happiness as a development goal make compelling arguments that are worth heeding. 
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In her critique of positive psychology for promoting optimism as a way to happiness, 

Ehrenreich (2009) says, “the exhortation to think positively is an additional burden to an 

already devastated patient” (p. 42). Others point out potential dangers of interest groups 

misusing it as a political tool (Prycker, 2010) to create “false consciousness” (Duncan, 

2014, p. 9) or discriminate against one group of individuals over others (Ahmed, 2010; 

Johns & Ormerod, 2007).  

If Bhutan is to realize aspirations relating to GNH, a part of the reality that needs 

to inform policy and practice is a deeply informed understanding of youth perspectives 

on happiness. However, no study has been conducted that explores youth’s 

understandings of happiness in Bhutan, or compared it with GNH, or other dominant 

constructs of happiness. 

The dominance of the Western-centric conceptions of happiness. In recent 

years, there has been a heightened interest in happiness studies due to its association with 

higher academic achievement (Adler, 2016; Hayward & Colman, 2010), creativity and 

emotional resilience (Frederickson, 2001), income (Graham, Eggers, & Sukhtanker, 

2004) and general success in life (Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005) stemming largely 

from the field of positive psychology. However, as noted above, there is limited research 

on adolescent happiness (Suldo, Riley, & Shaffer, 2006) and happiness from an Eastern 

cultural context is even scarcer.  

Broadly speaking, it is possible to distinguish between Western individualistic 

and Eastern collectivist cultures that put forth very different ideologies about self and 
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being. This difference in ideology gives primacy to differing sets of beliefs and values 

that determine conceptions of happiness (Joshanloo, 2014). An increasing number of 

scholars argue for a culturally grounded inquiry into happiness (Christopher & 

Hickinbottom, 2008; Joshanloo, 2014; Kitayama, Markus, & Kurokawa, 2000; Uchida, 

Norasakkunkit, & Kitayama, 2004). Yet, most happiness constructs, correlates and 

determinants remain ethnocentric to a Western cultural context (Christopher & 

Hickinbottom, 2008; Proctor & Linley, 2013). The Eastern conception of happiness 

remains much more limited in academic spheres. 

Educational and psychological benefits of wellbeing. According to Bhutan’s 

government, the drive for happiness education is motivated by concerns about the 

sustainability of wellbeing due to imbalance caused by excessive consumerism, 

exploitation of the natural environment and the need for an alternative development 

paradigm (Thinely, 2004; 2005). Another motivation stems from the perceived fraying of 

the social fabric due to the changing structure of social institutions, gender roles and the 

increasing evidence of mental health issues. In response to this, the first democratically 

elected government was convinced that education would be the vehicle for realizing the 

goals of a happy society. The crux of GNH as an alternative development paradigm is 

that sustainable happiness or wellbeing doesn’t depend on material progress (Thinley, 

2004, 2005, 2009). This argument indeed finds support in the income-wellbeing paradox 

exposed by Easterlin (1974), as well as arguments put forth by economist turned ardent 

advocate of happiness Layard (2003). Easterlin’s seminal research showed that increase 

in income and happiness does not go hand-in-hand, rather happiness stabilizes after 
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attainment of a certain level of income. This finding was an insight into the limitations of 

material growth as the sole indicator of development and human wellbeing.  

Likewise, there are an increasing number of scholars from diverse fields who 

advocate happiness as an educational goal.  A philosopher and a feminist scholar, Nel 

Noddings (2003), the ‘father’ of positive psychology, Martin E. Seligman (2011), and an 

economist, Richard Layard (2007) are few of the notable scholars among many others 

championing the happiness agenda. Termed “positive education” (Seligman, Ernst, 

Gillham, Reivich, & Linkins, 2009) and defined as meeting both academic and wellbeing 

goals, there is a push from positive psychology to redefine the goals and practices of 

education. Some schools across the globe indeed are already integrating wellbeing 

programs. Examples include the Mindfulness in Schools Project, DotB in England, 

Mindful Schools and MindUp in the USA, Mindful Education in Canada, Mindful 

language in Israel, and The Alice Project in India (Waters, Barsky, Ridd, & Allen, 2014). 

In addition, aside from Educating for GNH in Bhutan (Ministry of Education, n.d), other 

countries like Singapore, the Republic of Korea, Japan and Vanuatu too have accorded 

happiness and wellbeing a priority position in their education policies (UNESCO, 2016). 

While conclusive results are yet to be established, there is some robust evidence of 

benefits from investing in youth wellbeing. The controlled evaluation of positive 

psychology curriculum at the Penn Resiliency Program (PRP) in the US and the before-

after-evaluation of positive psychology curriculum that included teaching gratitude, 

resiliency, building relationships and discovering signature strengths at Geelong 

Grammar School in Australia showed multiple benefits (Seligman, 2011). The benefits 



 

 

 

18 

included reduced depression, anxiety and problem behavior, increased student 

engagement in learning, and enjoyment of school and higher academic achievement. 

Similarly, Frederickson (2001) found that promoting positive emotions like joy, 

contentment, pride and love “broaden people’s momentary thought-action repertoire”, 

“undo lingering negative emotions”, “fuel psychological resilience” and trigger 

“enhanced emotional wellbeing” (p. 224). An extensive review of longitudinal, cross-

sectional and experiential studies by Lyubomirsky, King and Diener (2005) suggests that 

happiness may be a precursor to socially desirable outcomes rather than an end state. The 

study suggests that happier people are more satisfied with their work and marriage, earn a 

higher income, live longer, have better health and more warm relationships. Though this 

finding is not conclusive, it reiterates the importance of investing in happiness, especially 

for school children. Experimental studies in Bhutan, Mexico and Peru provided evidence 

of enhanced academic performance as a result of wellbeing intervention in schools 

(Adler, 2016). 

An understanding of youth happiness, grounded in their culture and experience, is 

necessary if the agenda of educating for Gross National Happiness is to be taken 

seriously. Imposing centrally defined adult notions of happiness need careful 

consideration, as adolescence is a stage with unique developmental challenges of its own. 

Investing in youth happiness is more urgent than ever as Bhutanese society confronts 

issues like unemployment, suicide, and substance abuse. I hope that this study will 

contribute to deepening an understanding of happiness from the perspectives of youth and 

enriching discourses on happiness. More importantly, I hope that findings from this 
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research will inform program and policy proposals in the country in addition to 

prompting a bottom-up approach to wellbeing initiatives in Bhutan’s education system.  

 In order for a well-formulated theoretical framework to guide my research and 

make meanings in light of existing conceptions of happiness, I begin Chapter II by 

reviewing the literature on happiness.
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Chapter II: Understanding Happiness from Multiple Perspectives 

For the purpose of this research, I draw on the theoretical paradigm of social-

constructionism. The underlying premise is that objects and phenomena by themselves do 

not inhere meaning but are constructed when human consciousness engages with them 

and shapes them through historical and social contexts (Creswell, 2013; Crotty, 2010; 

Guba, 1990). I also draw on the notion that humans as conscious beings do not passively 

accept cultural beliefs and values, but draw on their prior experience as well as personal 

suppositions to negotiate their ideologies and beliefs in relation to the larger culture 

(Mathews, 2012; Moses & Knutsen, 2007). This paradigm resonates with my cultural 

view of interdependent existence and construction of meanings. According to Buddhist 

philosophy, all phenomena are devoid of inherent meaning, but it is human’s ability of 

perception, molded by their experience and beliefs, that give meaning (Das,1997; Lama, 

2014; Sherab & Dongyal, 2006). I elaborate on this later in the chapter. 

I approach this research with the view that knowledge is socially constructed and 

is influenced by historicity, cultural context, and personal beliefs and values. Thus, to 

understand adolescents’ understanding of happiness, I draw on multiple perspectives: the 

psychological, the sociological, and Bhutanese development philosophy of Gross 

National Happiness (GNH).  
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A Brief Account of the Growth of Happiness Studies 

Today, there is a heightened interest in happiness among scholars from diverse 

disciplines (Fissi, 2014; Frawley, 2015), to the extent that wellbeing or happiness now 

often enters social discourse as an alternative development paradigm. For example, the 

keen interest in happiness is prompted by some persuasive studies in the field of 

economics (see for example, Easterlin, 1974). The study cast serious doubts over the 

adequacy of economic indicators as measures of wellbeing. Layard (2003), an economist 

and an ardent advocate of happiness, argues that the goal of development is not so much 

to increase income but human wellbeing. He contends that there are non-economic 

factors that need to be accounted for in measuring a country’s development.  

Another event that set the impetus for keen interest in happiness was Martin 

Seligman’s introduction of Positive Psychology as a strength-based model to nurture 

human flourishing in the late-1990s (Frawley, 2015). Seligman (2011) posited that 

overcoming depression and flourishing required different sets of skills and focusing on 

deficits alone was ineffective in helping people flourish. In recent decades, evidence of 

neural bases of emotion and happiness (Davidson & Schuyler, 2015) has elevated the 

status of happiness as an achievable goal and Eastern practices of meditation or mind 

training is gaining popularity in the Western world.  

There is increasing political support for policies that strive to enhance wellbeing 

and happiness (Veenhoven, 1993). Led by the Bhutan government, happiness and 

wellbeing was thoroughly deliberated as a new economic paradigm at a high-level 

meeting in 2012 at the United Nations Headquarters (Royal Government of Bhutan, 
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2012). That said, happiness is not a new political goal even in the West. The 1776 US 

Declaration of Independence granted all citizens the indisputable freedom to pursue 

happiness (Haller & Hadler, 2006). However, in spite of more than two thousand years of 

philosophical inquiry, “defining happiness remains notoriously elusive” (Frawley, 2015, 

p. 63) and the debate about happiness as a sound political goal continues (Duncan, 2014; 

Johns & Ormerod, 2007; Prycker, 2010). 

Multiple Conceptions and Issues Surrounding Happiness 

 Inquiry into the meaning and pursuit of happiness is prevalent in academic and 

non-academic discourses alike. In fact, it seems uncontroversial to suggest that it is as 

much of a focus and priority to the learned as it is to those without formal education. But 

often when I share that I am studying ‘happiness’ I am met with raised eyebrows and a 

question: “Really? Isn’t happiness too subjective? Can you measure happiness? Can it be 

studied?” Implicit in such remarks is insight into the complexity of happiness as a 

concept: too fluid to take a definite form, and too elusive to be captured in a simplistic 

definitional statement that resonates with all human beings. Rightly so, even the 

academic literature on happiness is replete with disparate conceptions. The existence of a 

multiplicity of conceptual and operational definitions suggests that an understanding of 

happiness is still under construction despite burgeoning literature on happiness (Diener, 

2000; Lyubomirsky, 2007; Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008; Seligman, 2002; Seligman, 2011)  

The determinants of happiness. Psychological theories of happiness point to 

broadly three groups of determinants: genetic disposition, macro-social conditions, and 

volitional activities (Csikszentmihilyi & Hunter, 2003; Seligman, 2011). Findings from 
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personality and emotionality studies with twins suggest a substantial genetic basis of 

human happiness, as high as 50% of the variance (Tellegen, Lykken, Bouchard, Wilcox, 

Segal, & Rich, 1988). Similarly, extroverted and optimistic personalities were found to be 

happier than those who were introverted and neurotic (Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 

1999). Studies with accident patients and winners of the lottery also suggest that human 

beings adapt to situations and return to a “set point” in the long run and that pursuit of 

happiness is akin to being on a “hedonic treadmill” (Brickman & Campbell, 1971 as cited 

in Diener, 2000 p. 36). Such findings imply that the pursuit of happiness can be an 

untenable goal. Reminiscent of a Buddhist saying, “greed is like sea water. The more you 

drink, the more you want,” These findings cast serious doubts on the pursuit of happiness 

as a development goal. 

Macro-social conditions such as economic and political environment and micro 

conditions such as health, wealth and marital status, which aren’t entirely under ones’ 

personal control, are found to influence human happiness, accounting for 10% of the 

variance (Csikszentmihilyi & Hunter, 2003; Lyubomirsky, 2007). Studies show that 

people are happier in countries that are wealthy and democratic, where they enjoy 

economic freedom, equity, and safety (Veenhoven, 1993; Veenhoven, 2015a). Similarly, 

politically stable nations with a well-instituted welfare system (Haller & Hadler, 2006) 

are experienced as happier places. A consistent research finding is that social capital such 

as a strong familial relationship, trust in one’s neighborhood, and religious and 

community participation (Helliwell, Huang, & Wang, 2015; Helliwell & Putnam, 2004; 

Veenhoven, 2015a) are strong indicators of happiness. 
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These socio-economic determinants suggest that happiness is not entirely a 

subjective state but has its origin in external socio-economic conditions. It implies that 

perhaps happiness is a worthy goal and by putting conducive socio-economic conditions 

in place, happiness is attainable. Although the assumption here is that all human beings 

value similar socio-economic conditions, it doesn’t take into account individual and 

cultural differences.  

Prominent psychologists believe that one’s behavior and choices account for a 

huge variance in happiness: as high as 40% (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Lyubomirsky, 

2007; Seligman, 2011). They contend that human habits and coping behaviors, such as 

hope and optimism, can be cultivated, and individuals can learn to choose the right goals 

to pursue in life and to attain happiness.  

While such claims from positive psychology give much optimism, they are not 

without contention. Martin (2008), for instance, argues that humans do not always have 

accurate foresight about what would make them happy. He reasons that obsessing about 

happiness can rob humans of pleasures from other sources of joy and hence it may be 

unwise to pursue happiness directly. Supporting this theoretical argument is evidence 

from an experimental study that shows that approaching happiness directly leads to 

disappointment rather than more happiness (Mauss, Tamir, Anderson, & Savino, 2011). 

The researchers contend that in a positive situation when the participants are already 

feeling optimistic, they set high standards of happiness, and when this expectation is 

unmet, they get disappointed. This finding supports Mill’s (1893/1989, p.117) contention 

that happiness is best enjoyed as a by-product rather than aiming at it directly (Ryff & 
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Singer, 2008). 

Western Philosophical Conceptions of Happiness 

Philosophers often talk about two broad conceptions of happiness: eudaimonic 

and hedonic. The eudaimonic view has its root in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, and 

from this perspective happiness is “[an] activity of the soul in conformity with perfect 

virtue” (as cited in Cahn, 2009, p.112). It is also understood as living a life “in 

accordance with daimon” (Waterman, 1993, p. 678) or realizing one’s full potentials or 

qualities valued by individuals as well as the society (Waterman, Schwartz, & Conti, 

2006; Waterman, 1993). In other words, Waterman claims that the eudaimonic state 

occurs, “when people’s life activities are most congruent or meshing with their deeply 

held values and are holistically or fully engaged.” In such a circumstance, individuals 

experience a sense of vitality (fully engaged), and authenticity (a sense of being oneself 

and doing what one is meant to do) (as cited in Ryan & Deci, 2001, p. 146). Understood 

thus, eudaimonic happiness is a sense of destiny as a result of achieving a harmonious 

state between one’s beliefs, values, goals, abilities and life activities. Eudaimonic 

happiness is not without challenge or stress but according to the eudaimonic conception, 

the effects of these unpleasant emotions fade into oblivion as one attains self-

actualization or the realization of all potentials (Ryan & Deci, 2001). 

Inherent in the eudaimonic view is the notion of what is of value, and hence, what 

ought to give happiness. Waterman, Schwartz and Conti (2006) define it as a feeling that 

results from “doing what is worth doing and having what is worth having” (p. 43). Such 
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an understanding suggests that positive affects may not necessarily accompany happiness 

but rather self-restraint, sacrifice and compromise might. Take for example what John 

Stuart Mill said about happiness: 

Those only are happy, I thought, who have their minds fixed on some object other 

than their own happiness, on the happiness of others, on the improvement of 

mankind, even on some art or pursuit, followed not as a means, but as itself an 

ideal end. Aiming thus at something else, they find happiness by the way. (as 

cited in Ryff & Singer, 2008, p. 19) 

Evident in Mill’s view is happiness as a “byproduct” (Huta & Waterman, 2014, p. 1427) 

of the pursuit of virtuous deeds and self-less acts. It assumes happy individuals as 

inherently good and altruistic, and is insensitive to diverse life situations. Such an elitist 

view ignores the plight of individuals whose every single day is a struggle for life and 

survival like those in slums or in war-torn countries. Happiness for people in such 

situations may be driven by individualistic needs for self-preservation and survival rather 

than altrusim and sacrifice. The eudaimonic conception of happiness also poses the risk 

of denegrating the happy feelings of the homeless on getting a warm meal, or a safe 

shelter to enjoy a sound sleep, though this may be their sole purpose given the situation. 

The hedonic view of happiness stems from Aristippus, who in the fourth century 

BC, stated that the “goal of life is to seek pleasure, regardless of its sources” (as cited in 

Huta & Ryan, 2011, p. 736). The primary concern of life in the hedonic tradition is 

whether a life experience produces pleasure, comfort and satisfaction or not (Deci & 
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Ryan, 2006; Huta & Waterman, 2014; Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, & Linkins, 

2009). If positive emotions outweigh negative emotions, then a life is deemed happy 

regardless of the sources of the feelings. For instance, Layard (2003) contends that 

“happiness is feeling good – enjoying life and feeling it is wonderful” (p. 4).  

The hedonic and eudaimonic conceptions of happiness appear to be at odds with 

each other. The eudaimonic notion of happiness extolls virtuous living, and hedonia on 

the other hand disregards the morality of the source of the feelings. Eudaimonia is 

associated with personal growth that entails challenge and exertion while hedonia is 

associated with pleasant affect and the absence of stress and effort (Ryan & Deci, 2001). 

The danger of the hedonic view is for a human life to be consumed with self-indulgence 

and disregard for the consequences of their actions. Such a view inheres the risk of social 

degeneration and disintegration, where each claims a right to their individualistic pursuits 

devoid of moral judgment.  

While there are obvious differences between the two philosophical traditions of 

happiness, recent research also points to overlaps between the two. Waterman, Schwartz 

and Conti (2006) found a positive correlation between scales measuring eudaimonic and 

hedonic enjoyments. However, the scholars also found that engaging in activities that 

matched ones’ potential resulted in both hedonic and eudaimonic enjoyment. On the 

other hand, engaging in activities unrelated to one’s potential gave only hedonic 

enjoyment. Similarly, another study by Huta and Ryan (2011) found that a combination 

of both hedonic and eudaimonic pursuits contribute to higher wellbeing in humans than 

just eudaimonic or hedonic pursuit on their own. It also resounds with the common adage 
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that variety is the spice of life. A hedonic life may be filled with pleasure but empty, 

where as a eudaimonic way of life may be fulfilling but draining. These studies suggest 

happiness as a multifaceted concept.  

Indeed, more recent conceptions extended by the field of positive psychology in 

particular support happiness as a multifaceted concept. But a question still remains about 

whether happiness is too subjective to elude measurement and pursuit, or whether it 

comprises an objective element that lends itself to quantification, elevating it to the status 

of worthy policy goal. These issues are discussed in the following sections. 

Psychological Conceptions of Happiness 

One of the most popular psychological conceptions of happiness in the literature 

is Ed Diener’s (2000) subjective wellbeing (SWB). According to Diener, people 

experience higher SWB or happiness “when they feel many pleasant and few unpleasant 

emotions, and when they are engaged in interesting activities, when they experience 

many pleasures and few pains and when they are satisfied with their lives” (p. 34). In 

brief, happiness relates to cognitive and affective evaluations of life as satisfactory and 

filled with more positive affects than negative ones (Diener, 2000; Diener, Lucas, & 

Oishi, 2002; Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999; Pavot & Diener, 1993). Happiness as 

SWB resounds of a hedonic view that regards a happy life as filled with “pleasures, 

enjoyment and comfort” (Huta, 2013, p. 140). 

Seligman (2011) extends a more comprehensive understanding of happiness as a 

flourishing life. In Seligman’s estimation, happiness comprises positive emotions (P), 

engagement (E), supportive relationships (R), meaning in life (M) and a sense of 
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achievement (A); all valued for their own sake and not as a means to another end. 

Highlighting the primacy of relationship to happiness, Seligman contends that social 

connections give meaning to life, and “people are the best antidote to the downs of life 

and the single most reliable up” (p. 21). However, he makes a distinction between 

happiness and wellbeing (or a flourishing life) in the sense that the latter concept 

subsumes ‘happiness’ which has a notorious connotation of “being in a cheerful mood” 

(p. 13).  

 With a strong eudaimonic resonance, Seligman (2002) contends that foundational 

to authentic happiness is the six ubiquitous virtues (wisdom and knowledge, courage, 

temperance, justice, love and humanity, and spirituality and transcendence) that can be 

cultivated through "signature strengths" (p. 134). Signature strengths are “strengths of 

character that a person self-consciously owns…and exercises” (p. 160) in everyday life. 

For Seligman (2011), there are twenty-four signature strengths that relate to the six 

virtues, such as loyalty or dedication, a sense of fairness or equity and humane leadership 

under the virtue of justice. Similarly, qualities such as appreciation of beauty and 

excellence, forgiveness, and a sense of hope or optimism, gratitude, and purpose 

demonstrate the virtue of spirituality or transcendence. Seligman (2011) contends that in 

using signature strengths, one will experience a sense of authenticity and invigoration 

rather than a dreading sense of incompetence and exhaustion. The premise here is that 

knowing one’s signature strengths and finding new and more ways of employing them 

contribute to wellbeing or a flourishing life.  

A similar idea propounded by Csikszentmihaly is the concept of flow 

(Csikszentmihalyi & Row, 2000; Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). He describes the state of flow 
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as an intense engagement with an activity that optimally utilizes one’s potentials and 

competencies to the extent that the individual loses self-consciousness and a sense of 

time. It is “an exhilarating feeling of transcendence” and “absolute absorption in an 

activity” (Csikszentmihalyi & Row, 2000, para. 2). From this perspective, to attain 

happiness is to seek out activities that match one’s abilities and optimal functioning. 

Extolling the benefits of flow, Lyubomirsky (2007) states: 

The experience of flow leads us to be involved in life (rather than be alienated 

from it), to enjoy activities (rather than to find them dreary), to have a sense of 

control (rather than helplessness), and to feel a strong sense of self (rather than 

unworthiness). All these factors imbue life with meaning and lend it a richness 

and intensity. And happiness. (p. 183) 

Drawing on the theoretical underpinnings of related disciplines like developmental 

psychology, humanistic and existential psychology, and clinical psychology, Ryff and 

Singer (2008) postulate that psychological wellbeing (PWB) is a multidimensional 

construct. Reminiscent of eudaimonic notions of happiness, PWB comprises of 

embracing in oneself all the virtues and vices of self-acceptance, a sense of autonomy, 

and mastery over ones’ environment, a perception of personal growth, a belief in a larger 

purpose in life beyond oneself, and the ability to forge and maintain positive 

relationships. The World Health Organization also views wellbeing holistically as “a state 

of complete physical, mental, and social wellbeing” and not just the absence of disease or 

disability (Scoffham & Barnes, 2011, p. 536).  

Similarly, self-determinism theory postulates that human beings are innately 

curious and motivated by the need for personal growth and integration (Niemiec & Ryan, 
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2009). This theory posits that human beings experience a sense of wellbeing in contexts 

that support pursuit of intrinsic goals valued for their own sake, and where they enjoy 

freedom of volitional acts to pursue self-determined intrinsic goals (Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 

2008). The theory specifically suggests, “the basic needs for competence, autonomy and 

relatedness must be satisfied…for an individual to experience an ongoing sense of 

integrity and wellbeing” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 74). Social context, thus takes a key 

position as it can nurture independence, engender a sense of competence in individual’s 

pursuit of personal growth, and facilitate strong relationships or thwart the fulfillment of 

these needs.    

A large body of research has inquired into adult happiness (Goldin, Patel, & 

Perry, 2014; Mathews, Kilgour, Mori, & Hill, 2015; Suldo, Riley, & Shaffer, 2006), but 

scarcely has it delved into students’ constructions and perceptions of the concept from 

their perspectives (Chaplin, 2009; Noble & McGrath, 2012). The comparatively few 

definitions of happiness offered from youth’s perspective construes the concept as, “a 

positive emotional state resulting from the harmony between the sum of specific context 

factors and the personal needs and expectations towards school” or the degree to which a 

student is “functioning effectively” (Noble & McGrath, 2012, p. 18).  

The pursuit of happiness from a psychological perspective. In recent years, the 

literature on happiness has shown some convergence in its focus on Buddhist 

philosophical views and psychological theories. For instance, Csikszentmihilyi (2003) 

contends, “the impact of external phenomenon on happiness is mediated by one’s values 

and interpretations of the mind” (p.186). Similarly, Lyubomirsky (2007) states that 
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happiness is “not to be found” but rather is “inside us” (p. 39-40). The emphasis on the 

strength of the individual’s striving is where Buddhist and psychological pursuits of 

happiness concur. The onus for happiness is placed on the individual. Lyubomirsky 

(2007) maintains, “When the source of positive emotions [or happiness] is yourself, it is 

renewable” (p. 266, original emphasis). 

Though there appears to be a huge genetic basis to happiness (as stated earlier, 

almost 50%), positive psychologists, in particular, believe that its effect is mediated by 

behaviors, attitudes and perceptions that can be cultivated, and by choices that can be 

learned to a large extent (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Lyubomirsky, 2007; Seligman, 2011). 

Positive psychologists like Csikszentmihaly (1997), Lyubomirsky (2007) and Seligman 

(2011) contend that human habits and coping behaviors, such as hope, optimism, 

resilience and the ability to experience flow can be taught, and individuals can learn to 

choose the right goal to pursue in life  

Seligman (2011) contends that finding varied ways of using one’s signature 

strengths is one route to happiness or wellbeing. In a similar vein, Lyubomorsky (2007) 

suggests that the ability to find the perfect match between activities and one’s values, 

interests and needs is a key to finding happiness. She elaborates a list of “happiness-

inducing strategies” (p. 256) such as practicing gratitude and positive thinking, 

developing effective coping skills, living in the present, and investing in relationships 

besides taking care of physical health and spiritual wellbeing and so on. However, she 

also cautions for the need to vary these strategies, find the one that suits one’s life styles 

and needs, and be committed to the strategies until they become habitual.  
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Psychological strategies, though effective, may be useless unless the broader 

school culture and the curriculum are aligned to youth wellbeing. The emphasis of 

psychological strategies is on equipping the individual with skills alone and neglects the 

context in which the individual resides. Any intervention on youth wellbeing may fall 

short unless it takes into consideration the school culture and the curriculum in tandem.  

Limitations of psychological conceptions of happiness. The psychological 

conception of happiness suggests knowing oneself, honing one’s skills and strategies, and 

making wise choices about what will presumably make humans happy. However, its 

proponents neglect the fact that humans are social beings who shape and in turn are 

shaped by social conditions (Crotty, 2010; Held, 2002). From a social-constructionist 

perspective, the meanings humans give to objects or phenomena are "culturally derived 

and historically situated" (Crotty, 2010, p. 67). By this logic, the ontological assumptions, 

ethical values, and beliefs that differ across cultures are key to determining happiness 

(Christopher & Hickinbottom, 2008; Joshanloo, 2014). But the psychological conception 

of happiness is individualistic and remains silent on these underlying ontological 

assumptions. 

In a Western culture influenced by individualism, self is an independent entity, 

and identity stems from expressions of uniqueness and self-actualization (Christopher & 

Hickinbottom, 2008; Joshanloo, 2014; Kitayama, Markus, & Kurokawa, 2000). Self is 

the locus of motivation, thought, and action, and individual freedom and choice 

determine social relations (Uchida, Norasakkunkit, & Kitayama, 2004). In Eastern 

collectivist cultures, however, the self exists in relationship to all other beings and 
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phenomena (Christopher & Hickinbottom, 2008; Joshanloo, 2014; Kitayama, Markus, & 

Kurokawa, 2000; Lama & Cuttler, 1998; Uchida, Norasakkunkit, & Kitayama, 2004). 

The boundary between self and others is obscure, and a sense of self emerges from 

identification with significant others in life (Christopher & Hickinbottom, 2008). This 

difference in ideology gives primacy to different sets of values that influence different 

understandings, motivations, and determinants of happiness. Autonomy, self-

determinism, independence, self-actualization are values that are essential constructs in 

Western conceptions of happiness. On the contrary, Eastern societies value harmony (to 

fit in), self-control (versus mastery over environment) and relationships (Joshanloo, 2014; 

Kitayama, Markus, & Kurokawa, 2000; Uchida, Norasakkunkit, & Kitayama, 2004).  

Consider Pavot and Dieners’ (1993) Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) below. 

Reflecting Western individualistic values, the scale asks respondents to agree or disagree 

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) on five items to measure an individual’s 

level of subjective wellbeing. The statements are open to individual interpretations; the 

scale does not define either the domains or the standards to judge their life against, but 

gives individual respondents the freedom to choose their own version of happiness. The 

scale also doesn’t delve into the socio-cultural prescriptions or the normative aspect of 

what constitutes a happy life: 

1) In most ways my life is close to my ideal. 

2) The conditions of my life are excellent. 

3) I am satisfied with my life. 

4) So far I have gotten the important things I want in life. 
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5) If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing. (Pavot & Diener, 

1993, p. 172).  

Similarly, Seligman asks, “All things considered, how satisfied have you been 

with [your life as a whole] during the past four weeks?” on a scale of 1 (very dissatisfied) 

to 10 (very satisfied) (Seligman, 2011, p. 131). These questions ask respondents to 

evaluate their lives against self-chosen standards and domains reflecting Western 

individualist cultural paradigms. But they also overlook the possibility that cultures could 

differ in processes of life evaluation. Christopher and Hickinbottom (2008) argue that 

respondents from individualistic cultures may most likely rely on individual emotions 

and self-chosen values while those from collectivist cultures may use cultural norms or 

appraisals by family members and other significant others. A research methodology 

embedded with an individualistic ideology not only fails to capture the depth of cultural 

differences but distorts the understanding of happiness in cultures that subscribe to 

different ideologies about life and existence (Christopher & Hickinbottom, 2008). To 

address this weakness, I chose to study happiness inductively applying multiple 

theoretical perspectives incorporating sociological and psychological views to understand 

the Bhutanese notion of Gross National Happiness.  

There is an increasing body of research rooted in social and economic 

perspectives (Deeming, 2013; Helliwell & Putnam, 2004; Kroll, 2014; Mathews, 2012; 

Nussbaum, 2011; Veenhoven, 2008) that points to the role of external conditions in 

informing happiness. For instance, macro-social condition such as a stable political 

environment, a prospering economy, a good educational and a health care system that 

correlate positively with levels of happiness at the country level (Haller & Hadler, 2006; 
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Veenhoven, 1993) are not sufficiently addressed in psychological conceptions. Socio-

demographic factors like age, gender, marital status, educational attainment, economic 

factors like employment and incomes, and institutional factors like the right to political 

participation all affect happiness (Frey & Stutzer, 2002; Rojas, 2004). Psychological 

conceptions of happiness are therefore inadequate without due consideration to the 

intricate interplay of the subjective and culturally normative factors. 

Positive psychology has made immense contributions to happiness literature and 

its application in furthering human happiness and wellbeing, however, it remains 

dominantly Western-centric. There is limited literature and research based in East-Asian 

cultures. Happiness research is also dominantly quantitative, influenced by psychological 

positivism more than by a tradition of qualitative studies. That said, select work on 

happiness in a variety of disciplines does exist, namely in sociology (Veenhoven, 1993; 

Veenhoven, 2008; Veenhoven, 2015b; Veenhoven & Ouweneel, 1995), economics 

(Easterlin, 1974; Easterlin & Agelescu, 2009; Layard, 2003; Layard, 2007) and cultural 

studies (Kitayama, Markus, & Kurokawa, 2000; Lama, 2014; Lama & Cuttler, 1998; Lu 

& Gilmour, 2004; Mathews, 2012), and these lend insights into the intricacy of the 

concept as I will discuss it in the following sections. Still, happiness studies within these 

disciplines remain confined to their own theoretical perspectives and limited in visions 

that apply multiple perspectives in unpacking this complex concept.  

Sociological Conceptions of Happiness 

Supplementing the individualistic psychological perspective of happiness are the 

sociological conceptions that recognize the influence of social and environmental 
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contexts. Some regard happiness as an outcome of social comparison. The belief is that 

humans construct shared notions about life and how a happy life ought to be defined and 

lived. A favorable social comparison or “surpassing the Joneses” (Veenhoven, 2008, p. 5) 

thus results in a positive evaluation of life as happy. Such a view of happiness regards it 

as an untenable goal, yet some like Veenhoven refute the idea of happiness as stable 

across time or situation, and see it as subject to external conditions (1993, p. 145) 

Veenhoven (1993) defines happiness as “the degree to which an individual 

evaluates the quality of his/her life-as-a-whole positively” (p. 106). In this view, 

conducive external conditions (“liveability of the environment”), opportunities and the 

ability to cope with life challenges (“life-ability of the person”) and the perception of life 

as meaningful (“utility of life”) contribute to happiness (“satisfaction with life”) 

(Veenhoven, 2015b, pp. 3-4). People experience their lives as happy when the social 

“provisions and requirements” of the society they live in “fit the[ir] needs and capacities” 

(Veenhoven & Ouweneel, 1995, p. 3). Social conditions such as economic progress, 

political stability and freedom, and good education and health services are found to 

support human flourishing (Haller & Hadler, 2006; Veenhoven, 1993). Similarly, social 

capital measured through supportive relationships, trust and community vitality are also 

found to correlate with higher levels of happiness (Helliwell & Putnam, 2004). 

Veenhoven’s (2015b) “life-ability,” or the ability to cope with life challenges (p. 

3) is similar to Nussbaum’s (2011) concept of “capability”. The central thesis of this 

social justice approach to wellbeing is that development should be measured by whether 

conditions are conducive for humans “to do and to be” (capabilities) (Nussbaum, 2011, p. 

33). In other words, enabling conditions that support the pursuit of what one likes and the 



 

 

 

38 

freedom to be oneself are essential conditions for human development and wellbeing 

(Robeyns, 2005, p. 95). Implicit in Nussbaum’s capability approach is the idea that 

happiness or wellbeing is being oneself and doing what one values in life, but the merit of 

the approach is the recognition of individual differences in the ability to convert 

resources and opportunities in the environment to their advantage (Nussbaum, 2011).  

The idea of life-ability, and capabilities in particular, argues for the provision of 

varying levels of support in resources and opportunities to enable humans to attain 

wellbeing. For instance, construction of schools across a country may be with the intent 

to provide equal educational opportunities. However, people with disabilities may still be 

left out of education if the physical design and facilities are not inclusive. Thus, to be 

equitable to all, from a capability-based approach, it is essential to make special 

provisions and considerations so that people with disabilities can also get the same 

educational experiences. Nussbaum’s (2011) approach to happiness recognizes that while 

all humans desire similar ends – to be happy – not everybody starts from the same level 

playing field. There are individual differences, and some of them are as a result of socio-

cultural expectations, that are necessary for policy consideration if happiness is to be a 

national goal.  

In essence, Nussbaum regards happiness as an evaluation of a person’s life 

satisfaction from the perspective of the freedom and the opportunity to realize what one 

values and aspires to in life. It recognizes happiness as an “outcome of an interaction 

process between individual [capabilities or] aspiration and expectation on one side, … 

and the micro and macro social conditions on the other side” (Haller & Hadler, 2006, p. 

171). Unlike the psychological proponents of happiness, the sociological advocates of 
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happiness make no suggestion of happiness-enhancing strategies. Their discourse stops at 

laying down the conditions conducive to happiness. It remains silent on whether young 

and adults value the same conditions.  

Youth Happiness 

In spite of huge strides in happiness research, many scholars contend that young 

people’s understanding of happiness remains underexplored (Goldin, Patel, & Perry, 

2014; Mathews, Kilgour, Mori, & Hill, 2015; Suldo, Riley, & Shaffer, 2006). From a life-

course perspective, the change in nature of social contexts across life influences the 

happiness of individuals differently. For instance, socializing strongly correlates with 

happiness for the young and the old while civic engagement correlate strongly for the 

middle-aged (Kroll, 2011). Also, as a stage characterized by unique developmental tasks 

(Eryilmaz, 2012; Meeus, Iedema, Helsen, & Vollebergh, 1999; Waterman, 1982), youth 

or adolescents merit exclusive treatment in understanding happiness from their 

perspective. Identity exploration and formation is a huge developmental milestone during 

the stage of adolescence (Coatsworth, Palen, & Sharp, 2006; Meeus, Iedema, Helsen, & 

Vollebergh, 1999; Waterman, 1982). Adolescence is often known as the stage of “storm 

and stress” (Arnett, 1999, p. 317) marked with heightened conflict with parents, risky 

behaviors, and mood changes. 

A review of the literature on happiness shows that youth happiness is studied 

using slightly different terminologies like wellbeing, happiness, good life, satisfaction 

with life and subjective wellbeing. However, to a large extent, literatures converge on 

some of the factors that relate positively to youth happiness such as supportive 
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relationships with significant people in their life and psychological states of feeling 

worthy, autonomous, and valued that are facilitated by an enabling environment. For 

instance, Gilman and Huebner (2006) found that youth who report high life satisfaction 

also enjoy more positive relationships, less stress, experience academic success, have 

higher hopes and a sense of personal agency. Mathews, Kilgour, Mori and Hill (2015) 

report that youth happiness comprises social relationships, material possessions and a 

sense of safety. Family and friends, followed by school and personal attributes (such as 

optimism and positive self-image) (Suldo, Frank, Chappel, Albers, & Bateman, 2014), 

and coping abilities (Frydenberg, Care, Freeman, & Chan, 2009) positively affect their 

sense of happiness. In addition, participation in organized activities outside of school 

(Gilman, 2001), and perception of goal attainment were also found to influence youth’s 

perception of satisfaction with life (Suldo, Frank, Chappel, Albers, & Bateman, 2014).  

More focused inquiry of schools as institutions of socialization confirm similar 

findings. Suggesting a democratic school environment as facilitative of student 

happiness, a large scale mixed method study in Australia shows “having a say” 

(Anderson & Graham, 2016, p. 359) as a prominent feature in students’ perception and 

conception of wellbeing. Students see the right to voice their views in school matters as 

indicative of being cared for, valued and recognized as worthy individuals. They 

understand wellbeing as a state of being loved, cared for and feeling safe. Anderson and 

Graham (2016) see young people’s articulations of happiness as inclusive of having 

voice, social support, equality, privacy and confidence in oneself. Additionally, self-

acceptance, being able to look after oneself and make autonomous decisions and engage 

in altruistic acts is perceived as wellbeing (Graham, Fitzgerald, Powell, Thomas et al., 
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2014). Research consistently points to supportive relationships with significant others 

(e.g. teachers, friends, parents) as playing an instrumental role in student wellbeing 

(Anderson & Graham, 2016; Graham et al., 2014; Suldo et al., 2009). Students feel a 

sense of worth, of being valued and of being empowered in relationships and 

environments characterized by the aforementioned qualities (Graham, Fitzgerald, Powell, 

Thomas, & Anderson, 2014). Similarly, existing literature on young people’s conception 

of a good life consists of supportive family and caring friends, financial security, 

opportunities for self-expression, achievement of personal goals, good health and doing 

things that one enjoys (Bronk, 2008).  

Facilitating youth happiness. UNESCO (2016) defines a happy school as one 

that promotes holistic development. Calling for a broad curriculum that caters to a range 

of students’ potentials and not just market needs, scholars propose academic learning 

balanced with social, emotional and ethical grooming as a curricular approach to youth 

happiness (Cohen, 2006; Noddings, 2003). In addition, teachers’ capacity to forge and 

maintain positive teacher-student relationships is posited as foundational to youth 

happiness (Cavanagh, 2008; Noddings, 2012a, 2012b). This position stems from the 

ontological belief that “Every human life starts in relations, and it is through relations that 

a human individual emerges” (Noddings, 2012a, p. 771). Such a view regards happiness 

as a relational concept and underscores the quality of social interactions and the ambiance 

created thereof as critical to youth flourishing. Resounding this idea, UNESCO (2016) 

propagates the idea that a happy school should comprise of fair, kind, warm, and friendly 

teachers who can forge collaboration with all members of the school community and 
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facilitate student creativity and engagement in a free learning environment. In a similar 

vein, Csikszentmihalyi and Hunter (2003) state: 

[Youth] happiness will increase to the extent that individuals are provided with 

the means to learn skills that can be deployed to meet reasonable challenges; that 

they are given freedom to express themselves within bounds of responsibility; that 

they are allowed to experience the joy of interaction with peers of one’s choice 

and with adults that care for their wellbeing. (p. 198) 

While youth happiness shares factors common with adult notions of happiness, a 

literature review suggests that some factors may be more pertinent to youth like the sense 

of freedom to express their views or exercise their rights. Similarly, friends and teachers 

appear to play a more significant role in youth happiness. As education is one major task 

at the stage of adolescence, factors related to school appear central to youth’s perceptions 

of happiness.   

On the whole, the literature I have reviewed suggests that happiness is a multi-

dimensional construct. Personal and social factors interact in complex ways and affect 

happiness. The genes that one inherits, the choices and decisions one makes, and social 

circumstances (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Lyubomirsky, 2007; Seligman, 2002; Seligman, 

2011) determine happiness. Further, collective notions of happiness in one’s culture 

shape the understanding and pursuit of happiness (Christopher & Hickinbottom, 2008; 

Joshanloo, 2014; Kitayama, Markus, & Kurokawa, 2000; Uchida, Norasakkunkit, & 

Kitayama, 2004). But different theoretical perspectives of various disciplines have 

resulted in multiple conceptions of happiness and approaches to enhancing it. Though 

some schools in few countries around the world have initiated youth wellbeing programs, 



 

 

 

43 

as Noddings (2003) notes, schools remain highly academically focused. This research on 

happiness, framed within multiple theoretical lenses that incorporates psychological, 

sociological, and Bhutanese notions of happiness, is intended to highlight a culturally 

sensitive and nuanced understanding of youth happiness. Given Bhutan government’s 

political decision and initiative on Educating for Gross National Happiness, it is certain 

that happiness is an educational goal. This political initiative provides me with an 

opportunity to explore the school contexts to understand happiness from youth 

perspectives. 

Conception of Happiness in the GNH Paradigm 

Gross National Happiness is a development paradigm advocated by Bhutan. 

According to this development philosophy, sustainable happiness can be achieved 

through equitable and sustainable socio-economic development, preservation and 

promotion of its culture and traditional values, optimum utilization of its environmental 

resources, and through the promotion of a just and fair system of governance (Thinley, 

2009; Ura, Alkire, Zangmo, & Wangdi, 2012). According to Ura, Alkire, Zangmo & 

Wangdi (2012), Bhutan measures happiness of its people along nine domains: 

i. psychological wellbeing: satisfaction with life, emotional balance and 

spirituality; 

ii. health: physical and mental health; 

iii. education: literacy, level of education attainment, knowledge of Bhutanese 

tradition and customs, and the five moral values of not killing, stealing, lying 

and engaging in sexual misconduct or creating disharmony in the society; 

iv. community vitality: community support, quality of family and community  

relationships and incidence of crime; 
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v. cultural vibrancy: knowledge of local language, artisan skills, participation in 

socio-cultural activities and practise of driglamNamzha, Bhutanese etiquette; 

vi. governance: political participation, perception of human rights, effectiveness 

of service delivery and efficiency of the government in various areas; 

vii. time use: work-life balance; 

viii. ecological diversity and resilience: level of environmental consciousness, 

incidence of human-wild-life conflicts, and level of concerns around urban 

issues like traffic congestion, shrinking green spaces and pedestrian streets; 

ix. living standards: household income, assets, and the quality of housing. 

 Bhutan’s first elected prime minister and an ardent advocate of GNH suggested 

that, “happiness is not fleeting, pleasurable ‘feel good' moods.” Rather, he asserts that, 

“… true abiding happiness cannot exist while others suffer, and comes only from serving 

others, living in harmony with nature, and realizing our innate wisdom and the true and 

brilliant nature of our own minds” (Thinley, 2009, p. 6). This conception of happiness is 

strongly reminiscent of Buddhist approaches (Tashi, 2004; Wangmo & Valk, 2012). 

Echoing the existential view of interconnectedness, the philosophy argues that happiness 

or wellbeing resides in the balance between economic progress and spiritual growth 

(Thinely, 2004; Wangmo & Valk, 2012). It is evident that the conception of happiness 

within the GNH paradigm lies in maintaining harmony or balance in life between 

material and spiritual pursuits, and in taming the mind to have the right perception or 

wisdom about life. This perspective views happiness as subjective and within individuals’ 

control and places much emphasis on individuals’ ethical conduct.  
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Educating for Gross National Happiness. In an effort to infuse school curricula 

and practices with the principles of GNH, Educating for Gross National Happiness 

(EfGNH) laid the following qualities expected of a GNH graduate:  

i) understand reality as an interconnected whole; 

ii) genuinely care and respect self, others, nature, and culture; 

iii) have the right attitude and competencies to deal effectively with change 

and increasing materialism; and  

iv) choose right livelihood and partake in community engagement (Hayward 

& Colman, 2010).  

 
The implication of such an educational goal is to cultivate an existential view of 

interconnectedness and its implications, impart ethical lessons on right attitude and right 

choice in life, and to strengthen community vitality through fostering an attitude of 

compassion, respect and altruism. Such a goal of educating for happiness is reminiscent 

of the Buddhist view of life as interconnected, and wisdom and mind-training as the 

means to enlightenment from suffering (elaborated in the ensuing section). The goal of 

EfGNH brings to the fore the centrality of an interdependent worldview, of training in 

ethics, of critical thinking and of taming the mind as essential for attaining sustainable 

happiness individually and collectively as a nation.  

In support of the national initiative of EfGNH, Powdyel (2014) asserts that all 

children are whole beings whose needs extend beyond academic and physical growth. 

Drawing upon the analogy of nurturing the environment, Powdyel proposes eight 

elements of “greening” for student happiness: natural, social, cultural, academic, 

intellectual, aesthetic, spiritual and moral greening. The implication of Powdyel’s eight 
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aspects of greening, besides the traditional goal of academic and intellectual 

enhancement, include teaching children: 

i. to appreciate the role of the environment in sustaining lives (natural 

greenery); 

ii. recognizing the interconnected existence of phenomena (social greenery); 

iii. cultivating cultured thought, speech and action (cultural greening); 

iv. promoting creative expressions (aesthetic greenery); 

v. peace and tranquility (spiritual greening); 

vi. stimulating a sense of fairness and justice (moral greening).  

 
In short, Powdyel’s (2014) EfGNH is strongly reminiscent of a holistic education 

that nurtures all domains of learning - cognitive, affective, physical, creative, aesthetic, 

spiritual, ethical and social dimensions, while maintaining the Buddhist existential view 

of reality and the imperative of ethical conduct.  

Powdyel (2014) does not provide a definition of happiness, but indirectly provides 

a description of it. It can be gleaned from the eight elements of greening that happiness is 

constitutive of realizing one’s potential, cultivating good human nature and living in 

harmony with the natural and social environment. Educating for happiness, according to 

his proposition, is to provide a wholesome education that stimulates all domains of 

learning in addition to producing graduates who are spiritual, ethical and cultured.  

 



 

 

 

47 

Philosophical underpinnings of Gross National Happiness. A brief discussion 

on some of the Buddhist philosophical thoughts is essential to understanding the GNH 

conception of happiness and its underlying existential assumptions.  

From a Buddhist perspective, suffering is a part of life. Theorized as the Four 

Noble Truths, in a Buddhist view: 

i) reality is full of suffering; 

ii) the causes of suffering are identifiable; 

iii) one can end suffering; and  

iv) one can attain enduring happiness through disciplining the mind (Harvey, 

2013, Lama, 2002; Lama, 2014; Lama & Cuttler, 1998). 

 
The world is believed to be devoid of a permanent existence, but its manifestation 

is the result of many causes and conditions converging. As explained by the Dalai Lama 

(2002), “[all phenomena] do not exist in their own right, but only have an existence 

dependent upon many factors, including a consciousness that conceptualizes them” (p. 

145). What this means is that all phenomena in life come into existence because of their 

“interdependence” with other factors (Ricard, 2014, p. 15). For instance, a widely used 

positive statement during challenging times - “This too, shall pass” – points to the 

understanding of all phenomena as transitory, manifesting only as a result of the causes 

and conditions coming together at that moment. Furthermore, from a Buddhist 

perspective, it is human consciousness that gives meaning to phenomena in life, which on 

their own are neither inherently joyful nor saddening (Das, 1997; Lama, 2014; Sherab & 

Dongyal, 2006). Closely related to this concept of interdependence is the Buddhist belief 

of life as dynamic (Rinpoche, 1993) or in a constant state of change. As the causes and 
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conditions change so do the manifestation of phenomena – they appear and disappear 

depending on the converging of factors that cause and support it.  

From a Buddhist perspective, ignorance, attachment and hatred, called the Three 

Poisons, are the causes of sufferings. Buddhist scholars contend that humans distort 

reality and perceive things in the way they want, rather than seeing things as they are, 

and so misconstrue reality. For instance, misunderstanding ‘self' as an independent entity 

with inherent existence lures humans to hold excessively onto the notion of ‘I' versus 

'others'. Such unhealthy attachment generates negative feelings of jealousy and hatred. 

And this eventually is believed to destroy the tranquility of the mind (Das, 1997; Ekman, 

Davison, Ricard, & Wallace, 2005; Lama, 2000; Lama, 2002; Lama & Cuttler, 1998; 

Ricard, 2014). In essence, from a Buddhist perspective happiness and unhappiness are 

mental constructions; they depend on individual perceptions of the phenomena, because 

all phenomena on their own have no meaning or existence.  

The Buddhist approach to happiness. From the Theraveda tradition of 

Buddhism, training in i) ethics and morality, ii) cultivation of a disciplined mind and iii) 

realization of the wisdom about the nature of reality are the routes to enduring happiness 

(Das, 1997; Lama, 2002). These three practices give rise to eight ethical conducts that 

lead to enlightenment called the Eight Fold Path. Preparation for ethical or moral conduct 

includes i) Right living, ii) Right action and iii) Right speech. Cultivating mental 

discipline includes iv) Right effort, v) Right concentration, and vi) Right mindfulness. 

Realization of the wisdom about reality includes vii) Right view, and viii) Right intention 

(Das, 1997; Lama, 2002).   
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Right living is doing what needs to be done, driven by love and compassion. It 

also means choosing a meaningful vocation and freedom from vices. Right action is 

being good to all sentient beings and not harming or creating factions between people. 

Right speech is speaking the truth, speaking kindly and listening with sensitivity. Right 

effort refers to one's determination to avoid and overcome negativity and cultivate and 

maintain positive thoughts and attitudes (Das, 1997; Lama, 2002). The Dalai Lama calls 

this cultivation of antidotes of love, compassion and altruism to counter afflictive 

emotions of ignorance, attachment and hatred (Lama & Cuttler, 1998; Lama, 2002). 

Right mindfulness means to live in the present moment with awareness. Right 

concentration refers to the motivation or the discipline to maintain mindful awareness 

(Das, 1997; Lama, 2002). 

Thus, from a Buddhist perspective, it is argued that humans can end suffering and 

attain happiness by cultivating antidotes to negative emotions. Yet more potent is to 

develop the wisdom of emptiness and interdependence and to perceive reality as it is 

without superimposing mental constructs (Lama, 2014; Lama & Cuttler, 1998; Ricard, 

2014; Rinpoche, 1993; Tashi, 2004).  

As a born-Buddhist, it makes sense to me that suffering is as much a part of life as 

joy is. I believe suffering should be embraced, no matter how unpleasant. This existential 

belief presents a non-dichotomous view of life as grim and hopeful at the same time. It 

teaches the value of acceptance of reality as it is. The view of life as in an ever-changing 

state of flux teaches humans not to develop excessive desire or attachments with animate 

or inanimate possessions in life. It assures that just as pleasures are fleeting, unpleasant 

circumstances are also temporary. And lastly, Buddhist philosophical view of 



 

 

 

50 

consciousness as the meaning-making element gives primacy to taming one’s mind to 

refrain from automatic reactions to situations, and to respond with positive emotions of 

love, compassion, and altruism.  

Mindfulness Meditation: The Buddhist Practice of Mind-training 

In his advocacy for GNH, Thinley (2009) asserts that happiness is in realizing the 

‘innate wisdom’ and ‘true nature of the mind” (p. 6). Aside from environmental 

conservation, teachers are given training on pedagogical skills to infuse the values and 

principles of GNH in the curriculum, including strategies to lead meditation sessions that 

supposedly cultivate mindful minds (Ministry of Education, n.d). Such an approach to 

happiness is directly borrowed from Buddhist meditation practices, in which monks 

spend years mastering meditation after philosophical and theoretical study. 

The Dalai Lama (2002) contends that the human “mind is like a mirror, reflecting 

any object, any conception, ... the mind has a nature of mere luminosity and knowing, of 

mere experience" (p. 129). He explains that leaving the mind without preoccupation with 

the past or future, and without any constructions will reveal its true nature. Once this 

stage is attained, he argues that thoughts will dissolve as they form, and will lose their 

impact on the being (Das, 1997; Lama, 2002). Such a stage is attained through meditation 

which, according to French Buddhist practitioner Ricard (2014), consists of “cultivating a 

new way of being and perceiving the world and mastering our mind” (p. 29). 

The two most commonly cited practices of meditation are Samatha and Vipasana 

(Das, 1997; Harvey, 2013; Lama, 2014; Sherab & Dongyal, 2006).  Samatha refers to the 

foundational stage of meditation. It involves centering or maintaining the mind in a 
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constant, unchanging state of tranquility (Das, 1997; Sherab & Dongyal, 2006), or 

calming the mind to a neutral state by focusing on the breath (Lama, 2002; Lama, 2014; 

Sherab & Dongyal, 2006; Tashi, 2009). Such a state of stability or calmness is a 

precondition for cultivating what are said to be virtuous qualities of mind (Lama, 2014) 

and for investigating the nature of reality.  

Vipassana is the more advanced stage of practice, also called analytical 

meditation (Lama, 2002). Once the mind is in a calm unchanging state, as thoughts and 

feeling arise, their sources and origin are analyzed to gain insight into their nature of 

existence (Sherab & Dongyal, 2006). From a Buddhist perspective, an honest and deep 

analysis of phenomena leads to a realization that nothing exists independently on its own; 

that everything is a composite of conditions temporarily coming together, and phenomena 

are devoid of inherent existence (Das, 1997; Lama, 2014; Rinpoche, 1993; Sherab & 

Dongyal, 2006). Such realizations about the nature of reality as temporary without 

inherent existence are then believed to nullify the effect of any phenomena on the being.  

 Educating for Gross National Happiness has borrowed from Buddhist practices of 

meditation. School principals and teachers are trained to lead mindfulness exercises or 

practices of centering, cultivating virtuous qualities and contemplating the interdependent 

nature of all existence (Hayward & Colman, 2010; Ministry of Education, n.d; Thinley, 

2009). However, there is no extensive documentation on the content and process of 

teacher preparation on meditation, and also there is no evaluation of its implementation in 

schools in Bhutan. 

 The practice of mindfulness is gaining popularity in Western fields of therapy 
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made possible by Kabut-Zin (2011). It has given birth to a number of approaches like 

MBCT (Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy), MBSR (Mindfulness-based stress 

reduction), DBT (Dialectic behavior therapy) and ACT (Acceptance and commitment 

therapy) to treat mental health issues (Bruke, 2010). Kabut-Zin promoted Buddha as the 

“awakened one” and mindfulness as a universal human quality of being wakeful, wise 

and compassionate (p. 283). In therapy, mindfulness is operationalized as “a way of being 

and a way of seeing” (Kabut-Zinn, 2011, p. 284). It is “the awareness that emerges 

through paying attention on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally to the 

unfolding of experience moment to moment (Kabut-Zinn, 2003, p. 145 as cited in Siegel, 

Germer, & Olendzki, 2008). Mindfulness therapy also recognizes the centrality of loving-

kindness, compassion and sympathetic joy as precondition to its success. Advocates of 

mindfulness recognize that without these values in grounding the self, when confronted 

with an intense situation, it is difficult to “experience the emotional state as an object of 

attention and mindful experience” (Hoffmann, Gorssman, & Hinton, 2011, p. 1128) and 

one tends to be overwhelmed by the intensity of the emotions.  

Bruke (2010) explains that the process of mindfulness consists of three 

interrelated components – “attitude, attention and intention” (p. 134). An unconditional 

positive regard and compassion is foundational to initiate the mindful state of being. 

Attention includes skills of focusing and switching from one stimulus to another. The 

third element, intention, refers to a purposeful or conscious decision to direct, switch or 

sustain attention instead of reacting on auto mode.  
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Thinking Through the Literature 

 The Western philosophical notion of happiness emphasizes virtues and realizing 

one’s potential (Cahn, 2009; Waterman A. S., 1993). Similarly, the Bhutanese notion of 

Gross National Happiness underscores the importance of perception, interconnectivity as 

the nature of all phenomena, and therefore, maintaining a balanced state of mind as 

happiness. Psychological theories (Diener, 2013; Diener, Lucas, & Oishi, 2002; 

Lyubomirsky, 2007; Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005; Ryff & Singer, 2008; 

Seligman, 2002; Seligman, 2011) regard happiness as a subjective state of mind that 

ensues from positive emotions, engagement, a sense of purpose, achievement of valued 

goals and quality relationships. Sociological theories (Veenhoven, 2015b; Veenhoven & 

Ouweneel, 1995) give primacy to enabling external conditions that nurture self and the 

realization of valued pursuits.  

The current literature on happiness shows that there is no consensus on one global 

conception of happiness. Based on their theoretical perspectives, each field presents a 

slightly differing understanding and emphasis. While psychological theories emphasize 

the individual, the GNH and sociological perspectives focus on the socioeconomic 

conditions and cultural contexts. Similarly, while psychological and philosophical stances 

place the source of happiness on the individual, others recognize contexts as important 

determinants. However, the current understandings from different fields are not in 

opposition but remain open to convergence for a more nuanced and intricate 

understanding of happiness. I integrate these theoretical perspectives of happiness to 

formulate a framework that guides the study. 
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Chapter III: Research Methodology 

In this chapter, I describe the methodological approach that I have taken to the 

research, including the broad theories and principles that underpin the study, as well as 

the methods of data collection employed. I state the key research questions and describe 

the theoretical paradigm within which I framed the research and the principles of 

narrative inquiry that I drew upon to inform my approach. It explains the research method 

- the site of the research, the recruitment of participants, instrumentation, and the process 

of thematic analysis used to construct the themes relating to happiness, and the 

delimitation and limitations of the study.  

Research Questions 

 The main objective of the study is to understand conceptions of happiness from 

the perspectives of urban Bhutanese high school youth and to analyze its coherence with 

the dominant cultural notion of happiness – GNH. The study seeks to understand the 

following broad questions: 

1.  What are urban Bhutanese high school youth’s understandings of happiness?  

2.  How do different aspects of school affect youth's happiness? 

3.  How do youth’s conception and approaches to happiness compare with GNH?  

A series of sub questions follow the three broad questions to seek in-depth 

understandings of the values and beliefs that underpin youth’s conception of happiness, 

their determinants and the pursuit of happiness. Questions are framed to elicit 

participants’ narratives of happiness situated in four contexts that shape youth 

development – family, school, friendship and neighborhood. The questions on their 
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neighborhood did not generate enough data and was discarded in the subsequent 

interviews. The study explores the participants’ school context in much detail to 

understand the social context and how various aspects of the school affect youth 

happiness (See appendix A: Interview protocol). 

Theoretical Paradigm: Social Constructionism 

This inquiry into urban Bhutanese youth’s understanding of happiness is framed 

within the theoretical paradigm of constructionism. From a constructionist perspective, a 

reality is "culturally derived and historically situated" (Crotty, 2010, p. 67). It exists in 

the form of multiple mental constructions (Crotty, 2010; Guba, 1990; McKinzie & Knipe, 

2006) and is relative and subjective (Guba, 1990). Crotty sums up the constructionist 

perspective thus:  

For each of us when we first see the world in meaningful fashion, we are 

inevitably viewing it through lenses bestowed upon us by our culture. Our culture 

brings things into view for us and endows them with meaning and, by the same 

token, leads us to ignore other things (p. 54).  

From this perspective, humans exist in relationship to all other beings, objects, 

and phenomena in the world. Meanings do not reside in the objects and phenomena on 

their own but are constructed when human consciousness engages with them. And the 

meanings ascribed to a phenomenon or experiences are influenced by the historical and 

social contexts in which conscious beings reside (Creswell, 2013; Crotty, 2010; Guba, 

1990).  
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It is evident in Crotty's view (2010) that culture can be both enlightening as well 

as blinding with its indomitable forces. However, humans as conscious beings do not 

blindly accept all cultural tools but draw on their prior experience and personal 

presuppositions in making sense of the world (Moses & Knutsen, 2007). As Moses and 

Knutsen (2007) state, "For the constructivist, the truth lies in the eyes of the observer, and 

in the constellation of power and force that supports that truth" (p.12).  

Thus framed within a social-constructionist paradigm, I undertook this research 

with the view that individuals construct their understanding of happiness. The cultural 

notions of how life ought to be and a dialectical process between individual 

presuppositions on one side and social conditions on the other influence conceptions of 

happiness (Haller & Hadler, 2006; Mathews, 2012; Placa & McNaught, 2013; 

Veenhoven, 2008) 

An integrated framework of psychological, sociological and Bhutanese cultural 

perspectives of happiness guided this research (as illustrated in Figure 1). Inquiry into 

youth’s narratives was loosely guided by theories of happiness within positive 

psychology, sociology, Gross National Happiness and emerging critical discourses of 

happiness. Using a systems’ perspective, I situated the research participants within a web 

of cultures, but inquired into the domains of self, family, friends and the school 

environment (Suldo, Frank, Chappel, Albers, & Bateman, 2014) to focus largely on 

youth’s conception of happiness from their school experience.  

Incorporating sociological and psychological views with GNH perspectives of 

happiness is deemed essential for two important reasons. Firstly, this view prompted a 

lens for understanding the dialectical relationship between personal and social values, 



 

 

 

57 

beliefs and the cultural contexts. Secondly, a culturally sensitive theoretical framework is 

respectful of my participants and contributes to the trustworthiness of the interpretations 

of the research findings. 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework 

Principles of Narrative Inquiry  

I also draw on the principles of narrative inquiry and in particular the views of 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) that share close resonance with social constructionism. 

According to Clandinin and Connelly, “People are individuals and need to be understood 

as such, but they cannot be understood only as individuals. They are always in relation, 

always in a social context" (p. 2). As such, in this research, I situate my research 

participants in three important contexts of development – family, school and friendship – 
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and elicit their narratives of happiness. There is no one definition of a narrative in the 

literature (Fraser, 2004; Riessman, 2008; Squire, Andrews, & Tamboukou, 2008). It 

refers to stories people tell about their lives, events or experiences. But not all stories are 

narratives. In social research, narrative refers to stories, either spoken, written, or in 

visual form, that have a context, a story line and characters (Riessman, 2008), connected 

by either time or meaning (Jovchelovitch & Bauer, 2000). In this research, I elicited oral 

accounts of personal experiences of happiness by inquiring into the broad contexts of 

family, school and friendship of the participants. Thus, narrative here is any account of a 

lived experience that has a context, character and a storyline.  

Connelly and Clandinin (2006) propose “three commonplaces” of narrative 

inquiry - sociality, temporality, and space, respectively (cited in Clandinin, Pushor, & 

Orr, 2007, p.23). They likewise define the three aspects of sociality as comprising the 

personal, the social and the relationship; all of which influence the individual and the 

reality he or she constructs. Here, the personal aspect refers to an individual’s feelings, 

beliefs, and dispositions that influence the meanings one ascribes to an experience. The 

social aspect refers to the larger context in which the human being resides, such as the 

socio-economic, the political and the organizational environment and their forces on the 

individual. The relationship aspect refers to the quality and characteristics of the 

relationship between the inquirer and the inquired. Connelly and Clandinin (2006) finally 

suggest that space in the research site is “the specific concrete, physical and topological 

boundaries of place or sequence of places where the inquiry and events take place” 

(Connelly and Clandinin 2006, cited in Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007, p. 23).  
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Narrative inquiry, thus, allows for the understanding of how youth’s personal and social 

lives are intertwined, and how their experiences shape, and are in turn shaped by, larger 

institutional, social and cultural contexts. To inquire narratively means to attend to the 

influences of sociality, space and temporality in the development of the meaning of 

happiness.  

As such, my interview questions were designed to inquire holistically into the 

personal, social and the interactional contexts of my participants. The interviews 

generated detailed accounts of participants’ ‘personal’ views while I relied on myself, as 

an agent who shared a cultural context with the youth I interviewed, to draw on how the 

‘social’ aspect could influence their constructions of reality. As a native Bhutanese who 

shares a socio-cultural context with the participants, and having been involved with the 

school system for over a decade, I drew upon my experience and sense of the larger 

social environment to attend to how ‘personal’ and ‘social’ aspects shaped their 

perspectives of happiness.  

I was also sensitive to my position as an adult outside of the school system and 

how it could influence what youth were willing to share with me. The potential 

motivations of the participants in sharing their personal experiences with me – whether to 

be heard, to contribute to the research goals and outcomes, interest in the research topic, 

or the cathartic relief that can come from sharing – was constantly on my mind. While as 

the researcher, I hold the power to ultimately interpret their experiences, I was also aware 

of the power the participating youths could exercise in censoring events, feelings and 

perspectives (Karnieli-Miller, Strier, & Pessach, 2009) that could influence my 

interpretation of their experiences.  
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Mindful that space or the site of the inquiry can affect the construction of 

meanings, I conducted the interviews and the focus groups in my office, a somewhat 

more neutral place than their school as it was away from the eyes of the school 

administration. However, I am also mindful that this location doesn’t fully resolve the 

power I have over the participants considering my age and professional background. I 

also inquired into the participants’ experiences of happiness as young children and their 

aspirations in life to discover the values and beliefs that could underpin their conception 

of happiness (See appendix A: Interview protocol) 

While the research was informed by the principles of narrative inquiry, as 

explained in the preceding paragraphs, I used Braun and Clarke’s (2006) method of 

thematic analysis framed within the social-constructionist paradigm to code the responses 

of my participants and to construct the themes of happiness that these elicited. But in 

analyzing the “quotable quotes” from the data, I paid particular attention to “sociality” 

(Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007) as one of the common places of inquiry. The meaning 

and themes were constructed as I engaged with the participants’ stories - attending to 

their personal beliefs and values, and construing meanings using my personal 

presuppositions and knowledge of the shared cultural context. This is further explained in 

the latter part of the chapter titled “Process of thematic analysis.” 

Research Site 

This study was conducted in Thimphu, the capital city of Bhutan. Deemed one of 

smallest but fastest growing economies in South-East Asia (The World Bank, 2017), 

Thimphu is modernizing rapidly as evidenced by the increasing popularity of western-
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attire, changing food-habits, festivities, preference of leisure activities, and life-style in 

general. There is a stark difference in the way-of-life between Thimphu and other parts of 

the country. The interviews and the focus groups were conducted in my office, away 

from the participants’ schools, to allow for more candid sharing of experiences.  

The two schools from where the participants come are public schools with 

students from diverse socio-economic backgrounds. Located in the same city, both the 

schools share the same macro context, follow the same curriculum prescribed by the 

Ministry of Education (MoE), and all teachers have the required professional 

qualifications to teach.  

Recruitment of Participants 

After receiving approval from the University of New Brunswick’s Research 

Ethics Board, I identified two of the oldest and the largest public schools in Thimphu for 

this research. This ensured the purposeful selection (Creswell, 2013, p. 194) of urban 

high school youth as my research participants. I approached the Bhutan Ministry of 

Education (MoE) for approval to recruit participants for the study from the schools 

identified. With approval from the MoE, I explained the purpose and process of the study 

and shared a copy of the Letter of Information with the principals. The school 

management allowed me to interact with the class of students who were free at the time 

of my school visit. By using an opportunistic method (Squire, 2008), I solicited 

participation from grade 11 classes that I was allowed to visit in both the schools. I 

explained the research purpose, process, and the time commitment required of the 

participants and asked for volunteers. Mindful that English is a second language in 
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Bhutan, I explained the content of the Letter of Information and Consent Form in both 

Dzongkha and English and sent the documents with the youth to get their consent as well 

as consent from their parents/guardians. I had 19 volunteers; however, three dropped out 

after the first meeting and I could interview only 16. Of the 16 participants, nine were 

girls and seven were boys.   

School 
Pseudo-

nym 

Participant 
Pseudonym 

	
  
	
  

Age Gender Participated in 
Individual 
Interview? 

(Y/N) 

Participated in 
Focus Group? 

(Y/N) 

 
 
 
 
 
Sherig 
High 
School 
 

Chador Wangmo 	
   16 F Y Y 

	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
  
Yeewong Choden 	
   16 F Y Y 
Sampa Lhundrup 
 

	
   18 M Y Y 

Tobjur Dema 
 

	
   17 F Y N 

Nachung Lhamo 	
   17 F Y N 
Samten Tshering 	
   15 M Y Y 
Phurba Dorji 	
   18 M Y Y 

 
 
 
 
Jambay
-Yang  
High 
School 

Yangden Penjor 	
   16 F Y Y 
Samten Peljor 	
   16 M Y N 

Tshering 
Yangzom	
  

	
  
	
  

16	
   F	
   Y	
   Y	
  

Wangay Dorji 	
   17 M Y Y 
Jamyang Choden 	
   17 F Y Y 
Sonam Tobgay 	
   16 M Y N 
Kinley Zangmo 	
   17 F Y Y 
Yangchen 
Lhamo 

	
   15 F Y N 

Dorji Drakpa 	
   17 M Y Y 
 	
   Total 16 11  

 
Table 1. List of Participants 

 
 

There were six girls and five boys, a total of 11 participants, for the two 

subsequent focus group discussions. By October 2016, individual interviews were 
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completed. The focus group discussions were organized in May and October of 2017. 

The participants were given the choice to speak in the language they felt most 

comfortable with. To a large extent, the participants spoke in English except for Sampa 

Lhundrup who mostly spoke in Dzongkha.  

It is important to note right from the outset that of the sixteen youths interviewed, 

five live in Thimphu with their local guardians, three with just one parent, and eight live 

with both parents. The reporting here on the participants’ household profiles is not meant 

to imply any generalization but rather to suggest, as I explain in the findings chapters, 

that social context plays a significant role in shaping youth development and their sense 

of happiness. 

Data Collection 

Both individual interviews and focus group discussions were used to collect 

youth’s narratives of happiness. Individual interviews preceded focus groups to allow 

participants to share in depth. Focus group discussions followed after individual 

interviews to fill gaps, and to gather richer data to triangulate the preliminary analysis 

from the individual interviews. 

I met the volunteers in three groups for a pizza lunch prior to completing our 

individual interviews to establish rapport and to get to know each participant outside of 

the researcher-participant and school context. Interview dates were fixed, and the signed 

consent forms were collected. I invited questions or concerns about the study from the 

volunteers and from their parents/guardians. Other than the participants’ curiosity about 

why I chose to study youth, no ethical concerns were raised. 
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Individual interviews. Framed within a social-constructionist paradigm, I drew 

on the view that while individuals construct their understanding of happiness, their 

conceptions are influenced by cultural notions of how life ought to be (Haller & Hadler, 

2006; Mathews, 2012; Placa & McNaught, 2013; Veenhoven, 2008). According to this 

view, the meanings and measures of happiness are constructed through a dialectical 

process between individual aspirations and character on one side and social conditions on 

the other (Haller & Hadler, 2006). The broad research objective to understand youth’s 

conception of happiness and how schools support their happiness guided the development 

of the interview questions. I created a set of semi-structured interview questions designed 

to inquire into the youth’s personal as well as the social contexts that play an integral part 

in their development (See appendix A: Interview protocol). As such, I situated the 

participants within a web of cultures and inquired into the domains of self, family, friends 

and the school environment (Suldo, Frank, Chappel, Albers, & Bateman, 2014). 

The interview protocol included open-ended questions (Rabionet, 2011) and 

progressed from a more general exploration to an in-depth inquiry (Galletta, 2013) into 

youth’s experiences of happiness in school. A conversational interviewing technique with 

flexible wording (with emphasis on the meaning) and sequencing of the questions 

(Conrad & Schober, 1999; Ennis & Chen, 2012) was used. Such an approach to 

interviewing was essential given the hierarchical nature of Bhutanese culture where we 

defer to age and those in positions of power and influence. The conversational approach 

to interviewing allowed for a more relaxed and natural flow to our interaction. 
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I avoided targeted questions such as, “What does happiness mean to you?” 

Rather, I used an indirect approach to understand youth’s conception of happiness 

through eliciting the context, personal feelings, beliefs, values and aspirations in their 

accounts of happiness. It was not until towards the middle of the interviews that I asked 

what happiness meant to them. In my introduction, I explained that there are many words 

that describe happiness like joy, feeling good, satisfaction, contentment, peace, pleasant, 

being comfortable and so on. The participants were asked to use any word that best 

described their state of happiness. This was a deliberate instruction because happiness is 

often associated with cheerfulness or sensory pleasure (Seligman, 2011) and I wanted to 

give youth the freedom to express their understanding of happiness from their personal 

experience and not be confined by popular notions of the concept. I reiterated that the 

objective of the study was to understand happiness from youths’ perspective and it was 

not to judge their conceptions with existing theories of happiness from psychological and 

sociological perspectives or the Gross National Happiness paradigm. This reiteration at 

the outset was necessary to absolve the participants of the pressures to conform to their 

perception of what I, an adult in Bhutanese culture, thought was happiness.  

Seven young people from Sherig School and nine from Jambay-Yang School 

(pseudonyms) were interviewed. Three dropped out of the study due to issues with 

timing, as these participants became busy with their school concerts and then with 

preparation for annual examinations. I followed up with phone calls with participants 

whenever there were clarifications or elaborations needed. The follow-up calls began by 

reminding the participants about what they had said in response to a question during the 
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individual interviews. I followed up with Wangay Dorji and Dorji Drakpa to seek 

clarifications on similar incidents they narrated about abusive treatment of students by 

some teachers.  I also called Chador Wangmo to understand her familial relationship 

better. Consent to speak on the phone were sought from the three youths before 

proceeding with the clarifying questions. All three participants consented to the request. 

Focus groups. Focus group questions were developed after a preliminary analysis 

of the individual interviews for an in-depth collective inquiry (Beitin, 2012; Kamberelis 

& Dimitriadis, 2005; Litosseliti, 2003) into some of my initial findings, and to fill in 

gaps. Preliminary findings pointing to some relation between happiness and hair, co-

curricular activities, friendship and teacher-student relationships were further explored. 

The focus groups questions served only as a guide to the discussion. Since adequate 

rapport was already established, the participants jumped right into their discussions, and 

this rendered fluidity and naturalness to the conversation. This said, a few participants 

were more reserved and I had to make conscious efforts to facilitate participation from all 

(Creswell, 2013) so that the analysis was not influenced by a few strong personalities 

(Litosseliti, 2003). The number of participants from Sherig School dropped to five during 

the focus group discussion. 

The focus group was useful in confirming the significance of some of my study’s 

initial findings – like the role of friendship and positive teacher-student relationships, and 

the need for agency – as the group collectively shared and validated each others’ 

experiences. The group also disagreed on some of my initial perspectives (for example, 

the relation between positive teacher-student relationships and academic motivations). 
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The focus groups helped clarify that while some students were self-motivated, others 

were dependent on the quality of relationship with teachers. It was also evident that 

happiness concerns were not in the young peoples’ consciousness except when they 

experienced negative emotions and challenging situations.  

Thematic Analysis 

 Drawing on the principle of narrative inquiry, the initial plan was to use the three-

dimensional narrative framework of Clandinin and Connelly (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000; Creswell, 2013; Ollerenshaw & Creswell, 2002) – sociality, temporality and space 

– to organize data and to identify themes of happiness. However, I found this framework 

too cumbersome to organize the data from multiple participants. Instead, I found the 

process of thematic analysis outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) and Attride-Stirling 

(2001) useful. Braun and Clarke and Attride-Stirling’s approaches suggested engaging in 

an open coding of the data from multiple participants and categorization into themes 

common across the participants.   

Thematic analysis is defined as the “method for identifying, analyzing and 

reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79). Braun and Clark 

have provided a framework to guide the process of analysis, including: becoming familiar 

with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining 

and naming themes and writing the report. After reviewing and refining the themes and 

before writing the report, I employed Attride-Stirling’s (2001) thematic network. A 

thematic network “is a web-like network” (Attride-Stirling, 2001, p. 388) that offers a 

way to organizing and illustrating the themes at different levels, moving from sub-themes 
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to organizing and global themes. In the following section, I explain the process of 

thematic analysis in constructing the themes, at the same time using Clandinin and 

Connelly’s (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007) three aspects of ‘sociality’- personal, social and 

the relationship – in analyzing excerpts from the data and making interpretations. 

Influenced by a social-constructionist paradigm, it is worth reiterating that the 

patterns or themes identified in this research are in fact social constructions as I actively 

engaged with participants’ stories and gave them meanings by drawing upon my own 

cultural, educational and professional experiences and background. The themes 

constructed here are not untainted constructions of the youth in question, but rather are 

my interpretation of their conceptions of happiness based on the interaction of my 

consciousness with their stories.  

Data organization. The schools and the individuals were assigned pseudonyms 

to anonymize the participants including the people and places they referred to in their 

stories (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Creswell, 2013; Josselson, 2007). A document with 

these pseudonyms was maintained separately in a file in my password-protected personal 

computer. 

The interviews were transcribed verbatim (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and organized 

into tables with columns on the left for codes and on the right for marginal remarks 

(Tuckett, 2005). I recorded emerging themes and other ideas about the text segments and 

gaps in information in the marginal remark column.  

Data familiarization and coding. The initial plan to re-transcribe and condense 

the data before coding was also discarded, as I wanted to maintain the integrity of the 
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participants’ narratives with all its complexities and nuances as I began coding. I used an 

inductive approach to thematic analysis. An inductive approach allows the data to speak 

without imposing a coding framework or a preferred theory (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Coding began without the use of a coding framework, or of superimposing the research 

questions onto the data, but by dispensing all theoretical conceptions as much as I could. 

At the same time, I acknowledge that it is impossible to bracket oneself and construct 

meaning in an “epistemological vacuum” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 84).  

I read and re-read the transcripts holistically to familiarize myself with all the 

participants’ narratives. During the third reading of the transcripts, I noted initial codes in 

the left column and marked off the corresponding “meaningful and manageable” 

(Attride-Stirling, 2001, p. 391) segments of the transcripts that appeared to have 

“something important in relation to the overall research questions” (Braun & Clarke, 

2006, p. 82). Codes here refer to a word or a phrase that encapsulates the meaning of a 

segment of information within the verbatim text (Birks & Mills, 2011; Tuckett, 2005; 

Vaismoradi, Turunen, & Bondas, 2013). In assigning these labels to segments of the data, 

as advised by Tuckett (2005) I asked myself: What is being described in this segment? 

What is the meaning given to the context, event, or interaction in the text? Is it related to 

the research focus? In addition, wherever relevant, I made marginal notes (Tuckett, 2005) 

on the right column of the transcript. These included the recording of emerging themes, 

contradictions, and a reminder for me to fill in informational gaps during follow-ups.  

Identification of themes. Borrowing Braun and Clarke’s (2006) definition, a 

theme is a “patterned response” (p. 86) within the data set. Identifying themes included a 
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process of “sorting the different codes into potential themes and collating all the relevant 

data extracts within the identified themes” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 89). The process of 

identifying themes brought to light the important question of what qualifies as a theme. In 

judging the “keyness” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 82) of a theme, I assessed them against 

the following criteria discussed by Braun and Clarke: whether information shared was 

related to the broad research interest or not; if it was prevalent across some of the 

participant responses or not; and if it was supported by rich accounts or not.  

Going back to the coded transcripts, the text segments marked off with codes 

were extracted and transported into excel sheets. These data extracts with similar codes 

were then collated (Braun & Clarke, 2006) in separate excel sheets. At this stage, the data 

was reduced (Tuckett, 2005) from long raw transcripts to a collection of only the 

meaningful excerpts, and this resulted in a long list of codes. The codes were then further 

refined (Attride-Stirling, 2001) scrutinizing the excerpts and collating some of the codes 

with similar or related meanings (Creswell, 2013; Ryan & Bernard, 2003) into basic 

themes and extracting the organizing themes (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Braun & Clarke, 

2006). An excel file was created that contained sheets of potential themes with codes and 

data excerpts. Some of the themes that had limited numbers of codes were either 

combined under broader themes or were parked aside for integration later. Identifying the 

themes was an iterative process. It entailed moving back and forth between coded 

transcripts and the extracts. At the end of this process, the excel sheets were renamed 

with tentative organizing themes.  
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Construction of thematic maps. Using the excel sheet to construct the codes into 

themes paved the way for constructing the “thematic network” (Attride-Stirling, 2001), 

also called “thematic map” (Braun & Clarke, 2006). It aided in structuring a visual 

representation of the themes and facilitated a systematic approach to understanding the 

relationship between clusters of organizing themes (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Braun & 

Clarke, 2006), and in postulating the main tenets (global themes) of youth’s experience of 

happiness.  

The dual criteria of “internal homogeneity” and “external heterogeneity” (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006, p. 91) were used to refine the different levels of themes. Each theme was 

scrutinized for “internal homogeneity” maintaining coherence in the sub-themes, codes 

and the extracts, and also for “external heterogeneity” ensuring that each theme was 

distinct enough, avoiding overlaps as much as possible. Those with similar ideas or with 

related content were categorized into organizing themes. Organizing themes are basically 

clusters of basic themes cohering around shared issues. Organizing themes are then 

combined under a global theme that encapsulates the main postulations common across 

the organizing themes (Attride-Stirling, 2001). Appendix E, F and G illustrate the process 

of coding and construction of global themes from lower level themes.  

Constructing the network for each theme was an iterative process. Writing on the 

candidate themes at this stage and the process of analyzing the excerpts prompted further 

refinement of the themes (e.g. renaming and merging the themes etc.). As a result, the 

thematic networks were revised. For those networks that were sparse (e.g. Flow- the state 

of being happy), I went back to the transcripts, read them closely and coded for additional 

themes.  
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Writing the themes. I used the various networks as a guide to write and explicate 

each global theme. I extracted the excerpts under each basic theme and embedded them 

within the analytic narrative (Braun & Clarke, 2006). At this stage of analyzing the 

excerpts and writing on a theme, I drew on Connelly and Clandinin’s three aspects of 

‘sociality’ – personal, social and interactional (as cited in Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007, 

p. 23). As I engaged with each excerpt, I asked myself: (i) What does this show about the 

participants’ personal beliefs, aspirations and moral dispositions? (ii) What related 

discourses and forces exist in the larger social context in which the participants (and I) 

are embedded? (e.g. school, family, and the society)?  

Lastly, I was mindful of the researcher-participant relationship between us. Some 

of the participants shared candidly, looking upon me as an adult willing to listen to their 

stories; others were more reserved in general, and some were selectively candid, avoiding 

sensitive areas. Some of the participants shared more about unhappiness though the focus 

of the interview was on happiness. Having introduced myself as an adult outside of the 

school system and interested in youth wellbeing, the participants at times used me as a 

channel to vent their negative emotions and complaints. My tendency was to empathize 

completely with the participants, and I had to remind myself that what I was hearing was 

youth’s perception alone and that this needed to be understood in the context of the larger 

social environment. Three global themes were constructed from the data set as outlined 

here: 

i. Supportive relationships: The foundation of happiness  

ii. Freedom for agency: Fulfilling the need to be and to do 

iii. Cultivating the Good: Beyond hedonic pleasures 
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 Integration of the themes. Taking guidance from Attride-Stirling’s (2001) 

analysis of the thematic networks, I went back to the research questions and reviewed the 

thematic chapters looking for responses to the key research questions and they are 

answered specifically in the concluding chapter: 

i. What are urban Bhutanese high school youth’s understandings of happiness?  

ii. How do different aspects of school affect youth's happiness? 

iii. How do youth’s conception and approaches to happiness compare with GNH?  

  In my concluding chapter, I synthesize the ideas from the three thematic chapters. 

Returning to the research questions required extrapolating salient and key crosscutting 

ideas and pulling them coherently together, resulting in a deepening of the inferences 

made in each thematic chapter. I have made recommendations and point out future 

avenues for research based on my study data in Chapters V and VI.  

Ensuring Data Trustworthiness 

Throughout this research, I was acutely conscious of the dominant discourses in 

Bhutanese society relating to Gross National Happiness. As the intent of this research 

was to derive a conception of happiness inductively from youth’s experience, I had to 

ensure an adequate framing of my interview questions. I did not use “Gross National 

Happiness” in my interviews because the purpose of the study was not to query youth’s 

conceptions of the term. I also did not use the term “wellbeing” because of its strong 

association with physical and psychological health in Bhutanese contexts. It was, thus, a 

conscious decision to ask the youth to describe a happy experience, moment or event in 

their lives where happiness could mean anything from wellbeing, to contentment and 

satisfaction, to joy and fun. It was up to the youth to discuss any accounts that struck 
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them as happy thereby avoiding any lead from me, the researcher, towards a particular 

conception. During the course of data analysis, I temporarily suspended my review of 

literature to immerse myself within the data and its potential meanings, however, I am 

aware that bracketing isn’t possible.  

 Member checking. After I had transcribed the sixteen individual interviews, the 

transcripts were shared with the participants electronically to verify accuracy in 

transcribing and also to seek their consent to the data for analysis. All the participants 

consented. Members were also contacted about focus groups to seek their consent to 

participate in discussions. Before the focus groups began, I shared preliminary findings 

based on the interviews and checked with the members if my analysis resonated with 

their experience. I began the focus groups with snacks and informal conversations to 

make the environment casual and relaxed and to neutralize power relations as much as I 

could. The participants’ comfort within the space was imperative, as I had to validate my 

preliminary findings with the participants. Aside from minor disagreements amongst the 

participants about the influence of teacher-student relationships on their motivation in a 

subject, there was no disagreement or objection with the findings.  

Peer review. A summary of the research findings was presented during a meeting 

on Citizenship and Participatory Democracy in Paro in December 2017 where teachers 

and students were present. The presentation was made with the intent to check on the 

resonance of my analysis and interpretation with the experiences of the participants at the 

meeting, and to solicit any differing perspectives. Questions and comments were 

solicited, but there were no questions raised aside from heightened interest in the topic of 
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happiness and wellbeing and comments that the findings resonated with their views.  

Naturally, time constraint (fifteen minutes) limited full sharing of the findings and 

discussion. In addition, the Bhutanese hierarchical culture may have inhibited the 

students from sharing or asking questions given my positioning as a researcher.  

Ethical Considerations 

A Letter of Information was shared with the participants’ parents/local guardians 

and their consent and the participants’ assent were sought prior to engaging the 

participants in the interview (See appendix C & D). The participants were recruited 

without the presence of any authority figures from the school. Maintaining participants’ 

anonymity was a conscious effort throughout the research process. The participants’ 

names, and the places and people in their accounts were anonymized with pseudonyms. 

A codebook was developed at the beginning of the analysis process and the participants’ 

original profile and the pseudonyms were recorded electronically in my password-

protected personal computer.  

There were instances in this report where I had to maintain a fine balance in 

giving away details and protecting the participants’ identities. Not to provide details 

meant limiting the background information that relates to the analysis, but to do so risked 

exposing the identity of the participants in a small country and well-connected 

community like Thimphu. It is for this reason that aside from generic information on the 

participants, no specific participant profiles are provided here.  

Throughout the writing phase I reminded myself of the narrative privilege 

accorded to youths as research participants and to the absence of voices of other key 
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players in the school. I was also mindful of my language to avoid positioning participants 

in opposition to the subjects whose voices are not captured here.  

Limitations of the Study 

This study was based on the accounts of happiness and lack of happiness of 16 

high school youths. The findings from this study are not intended for generalization given 

the sample size. The conception of happiness is from urban high school students’ 

perspectives alone and it may not resonate fully with diverse groups of students. 

Relatedly, the research participation was voluntary. It is therefore possible that the 

research is from the perspective of only those who were willing to engage in a 

conversation with me, or are interested in the topic of student wellbeing or happiness.  

Though one of the research questions was designed to assess the coherence of 

youth’s conception and approaches to happiness within a context of GNH, this study was 

not intended as a comprehensive evaluation of GNH or its implementation. I did not pre-

select the GNH domains as a framework to discuss my research findings. Rather, the 

study used inductive analysis. What this implies is that the study does not discuss what 

the data did not reveal. Silence on any particular domain of GNH in this research should 

not be taken as indicative of its irrelevance or failure of implementation of Educating for 

GNH. It simply means that the youth’s accounts did not shed any light on it and any 

interpretation on an absent domain or central GNH tenet would be farfetched and 

inappropriate.   

While this research is based on the experiences of the urban youth, it is in no way 

a representation of their “voice”; rather it is my interpretation of their understanding of 
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happiness excavated from the various accounts shared. In addition, as the study is only 

from youth’s perspectives the conclusions drawn here about school context may not 

resonate with other key players. This study can therefore be further enriched with 

perspectives from other key players such as teachers and educational leaders in schools. 

The study also assumes that the participating youth have the required self-awareness and 

the ability for deep self-reflection. 

Lastly, I wish to point out that there is limited literature on EfGNH and its 

conception and implementation of happiness in the schools. The analysis of youth’s 

conception of happiness found through this research could only be analyzed against this 

limited existing literature on EfGNH. There is a need to expand and deepen the discourse 

of EfGNH to make better sense of it. 

This qualitative research draws on the theoretical paradigm of socio-

constructionism (Crotty, 2010) and situates the young research participants within 

interrelated development contexts of the home environment, school and friendship. This 

research uses multiple theoretical conceptions of happiness including the dominant 

political notion that draws on Buddhist philosophical values and principles –Gross 

National Happiness.  I inquired into their experiences, using semi-structured interviews 

and focus groups within these development contexts, to understand the concept of 

happiness from their perspectives and compare these with the dominant political notion 

of Gross National Happiness.  

The data is analyzed inductively for themes guided by the processes of thematic 

analysis laid out by Attride-Stirling (2001) and Braun and Clarke (2006). The narrative 

spaces popularized by Connelly and Clandinin (2006 as cited in Clandinin, Pushor, & 
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Orr, 2007), and in particular the concept of sociality proved to be a useful lens that 

allowed inquiry into individuals’ personal beliefs, social contexts and the interaction 

between these two spaces. Conscious efforts were made to retain the authenticity of the 

youth’s narratives and to be true to their experience at different stages in data analysis 

through member checks and peer review. Due to participant size, the findings from this 

study may not be generalizable to other contexts and across other age groups.  
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Chapter IV: Freedom for Agency: Fulfilling the Need to ‘Be’ and to 

‘Do’ 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I discuss agency as a preferred value in youth, areas in which it 

manifests, and its relationship to happiness. Wherever relevant, I weave in my voice and 

understanding of the Bhutanese culture to put the youth’s accounts into context. A 

discussion section follows the findings of the study where I consider agency within the 

framework of Gross National Happiness. In particular, I analyze how agency as a value 

central to youth happiness is fostered or constrained by the very same domains of GNH. I 

discuss existing theories and studies that have relation to the findings of this study.  

In this research, 'agency' is defined as a state where an individual has the freedom 

and the ability to control and influence the state of ‘being’ and ‘doing’ in line with 

preferred values and self-determined objectives (Kotan, 2010). ‘Being’ here refers to 

one’s existential condition such as ‘being myself’; and ‘doing’ refers to the way things 

function or operate in one’s social spheres. There are two essential conditions to being an 

agentic individual: the ability to decide and judge for oneself (self-determination), and 

the social condition (freedom) that allows one to influence the ‘doing’ and the ‘being.' In 

simple terms, “agency means the power to act purposefully to [one’s] advantage” (Welzel 

& Inglehart, 2010). 

Consistent across the data set with youth participants was the suggestion that 

freedom to exercise agency is an essential condition of their happiness. This arguably 
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stems from the tension between their need for self-expression and protection of a self-

image on one side, and the social pressure to conform to cultural ideals on the other. This 

tension reveals the values that the youth cherish. Their accounts suggest a clear 

understanding of what they value - to look good and to be themselves, to be able to 

participate in determining what they learn, and to have a voice in influencing school rules 

that govern them. This research shows freedom for agency as one of the determinants of 

youth happiness. 

The study shows that the perception of a lack of ‘power’ over self-determination, 

the ability to influence their own ways of being (what I do and how I am) and state of 

affairs, is a large factor in what affects youth’s sense of happiness. This research brings to 

light a conflict between the increasing value of agency amongst youth and the social 

forces that limit its unfolding.  

The Freedom to ‘Be’ 

All participants interviewed from the two schools, and, in particular a majority of 

the boys, expressed frustration with the school rule on hair length. The schools require all 

boys to keep it as short as two to three millimeters. The schools organize regular mass 

haircutting sessions on the campus four times a year with the help of student volunteers. 

Girls can keep their hair long, but the schools prescribe the length of the fringe, the type 

of hair accessories, and the style of hairdo.  

As the accounts below suggest, the participants resent the hair rule because it 

stamps out expressions of individuality. They have a sense of identity of their own 

physical expressions, but these expressions conflict with cultural and institutional ideals. 
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Moreover, the enforcement of the unyielding hair rules denies them the power to 

determine and control their physical appearance. The participants position themselves as 

individuals capable of autonomous decision-making but are rendered voiceless by the 

institutional forces. They report low self-esteem each time they lose autonomy. They feel 

denied of their agency and the freedom to be who they want to be.  

The Individual – structural tension. Below is an excerpt from Wangay Dorji 

narrating his experience of a haircut at the school:  

Our school has this policy that 4 or 5 times in a year they will gather all the boys 

around and vrraaah vrrah…chay-thay! (Dzongkha word that means bald) Monks! 

… I understand where they are coming from; they believe in discipline [and 

think] that if everybody looks the same, then we may, you know, look tidy and 

all. They are doing it for appearance style; they asked a student what they thought 

of it. 95% of all male students hated this decision ‘cause it almost destroys your 

self-confidence on the spot. You have to understand that at the teenage stage 

everybody is self-conscious; they care about what others think.… And boys have 

tried to convey that message, but it falls on deaf ears. (Wangay Dorji) 

Wangay Dorji has experienced Western education and is vocal and articulate. He 

is also very conscious of his looks and is into exercising in gyms, bodybuilding, and he 

enjoys being popular amongst peers. He associates short hair with monkhood, a form of 

personhood that he does not identify with.  

This sentiment was reiterated by other youths. Here is an excerpt from one of the 

focus groups:  
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Yeewong Choden: Even in the town they [other people] say gaylong (monk) or 

chathey (bald). They [boys] are more used to their usual length of hair. Some they 

think they look bad with short hair and better in longer hair.  

Chador Wangmo: It [the school hair rule] is good and bad at the same time. Some 

boys keep their hair too long, and it looks messy, doesn’t look neat, and doesn’t 

look like a school student.  

Chencho Lhamu (Researcher): So, students means ‘short hair”?  

Chador Wagmo: Yes  

Phurba Dorji: Yes, I think that is the mentality. Our society is so 

systematic…monks mean shaved hair, students mean short…  

Yeewong Choden: And a gangster means long hair…  

It is evident that the young people associate shaved hair with monkhood. Public 

teasing further reinforces this stereotyping. Culturally, a person who has taken the vows 

of monkhood keeps their head shaved and is supposed to observe celibacy and lead a 

minimalist life. The resentment against the hair rule could be because the youth do not 

identify themselves with monks. Shaving students’ hair is described as akin to imposition 

of an identity that conflicts with their individual identity and values. But, from the 

perspective of school management, changes in physical appearances (and hair included) 

are the first telling signs of changes within students; well-kept hair supposedly reflects 

discipline. One student expressed such a sentiment below: 

[I] don’t like hair rule…. They shave [our hair] four times in a year…. Hair has 

nothing to do with studies. ...I think hair doesn’t hurt studies…they think 
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Bhutan’s culture is to shave, to have longer hair is not [the] country[‘s] culture. 

(Sampa Lhendrup) 

Sampa Lhedrup thinks that from the school administration’s perspective, short 

hair is in keeping with Bhutanese culture - “…they think Bhutan’s culture is to shave; to 

have longer hair is not [the] country[‘s] culture…” Couched in his remark is the 

challenge to what constitutes Bhutanese culture. Sampa Lhendrup’s statement echoes 

Phuntsho (2015), a Bhutanese scholar’s observation of how some advocates of tradition 

and culture in the country give narrow interpretation of cultural promotion to the 

detriment of evolution and progress. He contends that cultural preservation and 

promotion are narrowly understood as the continuation of age-old traditions rather than 

that of cultural progression and “change is seen as inimical to culture” (p. 55).  

The tension between youth's desires for self-expression and institutional demands 

for uniformity and cultural preservation is reminiscent of debates in the larger social 

context of Bhutan. Early this year, there was a public furor over the Thromde’s 

(Municipal) directive to schools to disallow students to wear sports gear except during 

health and physical education classes (Wangdi, 2017a; 2017b). The directive relating to 

sports gear has its origin in the country’s goal to preserve tradition and culture in a way 

that supposedly cultivates a sense of national identity and solidarity (Kuensel, 2017) and 

subsequently collective happiness. However, this directive came into conflict with the 

challenging realities of the school. Lack of lockers and changing rooms to provide safety 

and privacy, and difficulties in organizing health and physical education classes for the 

huge student population (Kuensel, 2017) challenged this ruling about tracksuits in the 

name of cultural preservation. Despite dissent from public and parents, the schools 
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complied with the directive in the national interest to preserve and promote culture and 

tradition. 

These accounts of youth also bring to light the conflict between a centrally 

envisioned ‘social good’ – that cultural preservation and promotion are integral to 

national happiness - with individual preferences and values. The debate also exposes the 

probable hegemony of GNH and the vulnerability of centrally defined and 

decontextualized determinants of happiness to misuses, as noted by eminent Western 

scholars like Ahmed, (2010), Duncan (2014), Ehrenreich (2009) and Frawley (2015). For 

instance, Prycker ( (2010) pointed out the risk of those in power and position embracing 

only those aspects of happiness that suit their interest while disregarding other aspects as 

irrelevant, no matter how pivotal it is to the happiness of the general public. Echoing 

similar concerns, Duncan (2014) asks, “What if the very idea of happiness forms that part 

of an ‘ideological smokescreen’ that serves only to uphold a ruling ideology and its 

associated power structures – a false consciousness?” (p. 90). Similarly, a zealous 

promotion of the Easterline paradox that shows the lack of a proportionate relationship 

between income and happiness (Easterlin & Agelescu, 2009; Easterlin, 1974) could 

manipulate the poor and the underprivileged into undermining the value of material 

wealth by reinforcing “the romantic ideals of ‘poor but happy’” (Frawley, 2015, p. 67). 

Such critical views point to the potential misuse and abuse of a well-intended societal 

goal that could inadvertently normalize oppressive social conditions.  

Expressions of individuality. The participants in this study question the 

normative cultural ideals of where one should find happiness. They rather value the 
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freedom to express individuality. Talking about how social forces shape its members’ 

outlook, Phurba Dorji says, “Our society is so systematic…monks mean shaved hair, 

students mean short…” Implicit in his account is the reference to suppression of 

individual authority. He goes on to argue that people are different and not everybody 

looks their best in a prescribed hairstyle. He says, “Not everyone looks like Kencho 

Wangdi (a popular Bhutanese actor) who looks good in short hair”. Phurba Dorji and 

Wangay Dorji believe that in the name of uniformity and discipline, bigger educational 

goal of nurturing diverse potentials is at stake.  

Everyone is made differently…that is the beauty of life. But if we impose such 

kind of things (hair rule), I think we are ignoring the beauty in life. I think 

indirectly our society is sending us through a machine so that everyone think[s] 

alike, look[s] alike…and act[s] alike…. We are being trained to follow [the] rules, 

…to blend in…(Phurba Dorji) 

Tshering Yangzom also asserts that uniform hairstyle is unfair because it limits 

individual’s opportunity to groom and present their best physical selves. She says, “… 

even though they want us to look the same, some people…they don’t look nice”.  

Yeewong Choden says, “Ponytail. We will come neatly…of course, it will not look 

uniform, but in our own ways it will be neat.” Implicit in this remark is the suggestion 

that ‘neat’ is subjective and there can be diverse ways to be ‘neat.'  

The issue of hair is as much about maintaining the integrity of self as it is about 

autonomy and self-esteem. What comes out strongly in my research is that youth value 

the freedom of exploration and self-expression, and when the autonomy to do so is 
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thwarted it generates negative affects such as resentment, frustration, and low self-

esteem.  

You have to understand that at the teenage stage everybody is self-conscious; they 

care about what others think. Now they are borderline-chay-thay (bald in 

Dzongkha), and it destroys so much self-confidence. And boys have tried to 

convey that message, but it falls on deaf ears. (Wangay Dorji) 

The excerpts below indicate the significance of hair to youth’s self-esteem and the impact 

the hair rule has on them: 

Our concert is approaching, and our hair is very short and looks howray.” 

(Howray is slang in Nepali, a dialect of the Southern Bhutanese, which translates 

to being idiotic or stupid.) (Samten Tshering) 

The boys feel irritated, and they just miss many classes because of this stuff [mass 

hair cutting]...because most people like fringe ... it gives them confidence…and 

make them happy... what will fringe do…It’s nothing, it is just hair. (Yangchen 

Lhamo) 

It is evident from the reports above that the youth value physical appearance, and 

being denied the autonomy to groom themselves adversely affects their confidence. The 

consequent negative effect on self-esteem is reported to have caused some boys to 

confine themselves to home and miss school. The young people’s accounts of friendship 

also demonstrate the need to be oneself and to be accepted as the following excerpts 

indicate:  

So I used to do dumb stuff, just so you know I can connect with people, and you 

know, used to act out in ways. I am [was] friends with everyone…but then I am 
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[was] not generally happy with that… I am myself now… I realized that when I 

was with friends like Penjor Dorji, Ugyen Sonam, and Sonam Wangchuk 

(pseudonyms), I was this person who I felt most natural with. I can always trust 

that these guys are real friends; they stick around. With people who I pretended to 

be friends, it was always like I was on eggshells around them. I am very secure 

with myself [now]. I don’t work out for other people; I work out because I like it. 

(Wangay Dorji) 

Usually I just like to stay with my friends…roam in the town…I get to stay with 

my friends ...with family it is [a] bit restricted but with friends, we can use slangs 

and all that stuff, but there is no one to scold us…so feels free. (Samten Tshering) 

The accounts of both the youths reveal the centrality of accepting relationships in 

supporting youth to be their genuine selves. Wangay Dorji describes such an environment 

as feeling more natural with himself. In other words, his internal values and beliefs 

concur with the external projection of his personality. Not being able to be oneself is like 

walking on “eggshells”, according to Wangay Dorji. Similarly, Samten Tshering enjoys 

being with friends because the accepting friendship gives him the freedom to be his 

naughty self. 

Friendship is one such relationship that is more accepting of individuality and 

supportive of self-expression. The excerpt below from the focus group discussion further 

supports freedom for self-expression as a significant need in youth, and fulfilling this 

need contributes to happiness.  

And they are the people who accept us as who we are. They accept our stupidity 

…feel free…no shackles on the legs…just be free. (Phurba Dorji) 
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With friends we can show our silly moves and our worst voice. (Sampa 

Lhendrup) 

Someone from the family will have something to say about what we are doing, so 

only friends understand our generation better. (Yeewong Choden) 

An important developmental task during the stage of adolescence is identity 

construction (Burrow, O'Dell, & Hill, 2010). “Identity refers to an individual’s mental 

representation of personal and social characteristics” (Groff & Kleiber, 2001, p. 318). An 

identity is achieved if the individual, having considered a range of alternatives, has come 

to accept self, internalized a set of preferred values, beliefs and goals, and thereby come 

to harbor a sense of personal uniqueness (Meeus, Iedema, Helsen, & Vollebergh, 1999; 

Waterman, 1982). 

 As noted by Synnott (1987) three decades ago, hair is a projection of identity, 

and it symbolizes group identity, femininity or masculinity, and may denote 

attractiveness. It is evident that the participants highly value their physical appearance, 

perhaps more so than in the past, which some ascribe to the influx of global Korean 

culture, style, and dress amongst young people (Choden, 2015). It seems clear that there 

is a relationship between physical appearance, self-esteem, and happiness, an idea that 

Mathes and Kahn (1975) put forward more than four decades ago. A favorable perception 

of the physical self boosts their self-esteem. Integral to positive self-esteem is thus the 

autonomy over one’s appearance.  

What the youth reported in the study is suggestive of obstructions in the process 

of identity construction and expressions of individuality. It is evident that the participants 

have a sense of uniqueness and their own idea of ‘good looks.' One of the “modes of 
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expression” (Waterman, 1982, p. 341) of their identity is through hairstyle, and an 

achievement of it hinges on social support in the cultural milieu. However, their “mode of 

expression” conflicts with the school’s cultural norm. In contrast, a majority of the youth 

identified their company of friends as among their greatest resources for happiness 

because friendship is a context that permits exploration and supports the expression of 

individuality.  

Literature on hair and identity suggests that the meaning accorded to shaven hair 

is contextual and relative (Niculescu, nd; Synnott, 1987). During the era of Second World 

War, a shaved head often evoked images of concentration camps and in the 21st century, 

a shaved head can alternately signify disease or fashion-forwardness, or gender 

expression, among other associations. For Buddhists, hair has long symbolized spiritual 

engagement and renouncement of worldly desires and attachments. In the context of 

school, shaven hair for youth in my research signifies loss of agency or control over 

personal matters. It represents a loss of control to an external force that stumps 

expression of individuality and uniqueness, akin to a violation of personal space and 

freedom.  

Autonomy to Control and Influence the ‘Doing’ 

A related sub-theme that emerged from the research is the autonomy over affairs 

that affect the ‘doings.' ‘Doings’ here refer to activities and processes that participants 

value or prefer to partake in. The student participants’ accounts point to the freedom to 

exercise their rights, to be treated fairly and to have the space for voice and choice in 

affairs of the school.  



 

 

 

90 

Respect for individual rights. Many youths in the research question the school’s 

interference with students’ personal affairs. They see it as an infringement of their rights. 

Samten Tshering, for instance, infers a series of rights restrictions having to do with the 

aforementioned hair rule. He adds, “We feel like we are not given our right. They [school 

administration] are controlling our life in minor ways but make great impact”. Similarly, 

Sampa Lhendrup says, “To be allowed to keep longer hair is like giving the right to make 

our own decisions”. Yeewong Choden claims, “It (school) is too strict…there is no 

freedom starting with the way you tie your hair…you have to go with their [school] 

rules.”  

Implicitly the young people also made a distinction between personal and public 

affairs. They regard hair—which is clearly a stand in for a much bigger issue about young 

people’s possibilities for expressions and realizations of individual rights—as a personal 

issue that the school management should not interfere with. Their studies and grades, in 

their view, are matters of the school that the administration should be concerned about, 

rather than their physical appearance. For instance, Sampa Lhendrup argues “…hair has 

nothing to do with studies…I think hair doesn’t hurt studies...” Similarly, Yangchen 

Lhamo says, “…what will fringe do… It’s nothing, it is just hair”. Many of the 

participants reported failure to understand because in their view schools have bigger 

objectives to fulfill than maintaining uniformity in students’ physical appearance. Lack of 

freedom and autonomy and infringement of personal rights are resounding issues 

reported as impediments to their happiness in the schools.  

   This finding suggests that the youth participants may be actively aware of their 

rights and not simply passive subjects in the face of school rules. It is also worth noting 
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that young people’s heightened awareness about this issue is a terrain where rights and 

traditions come into tension. It could be reflective of the country’s transition from 

monarchy to constitutional democracy and of the increasing space on social media for the 

exchange of diverse perspectives and critical discourses on numerous social issues.  One 

such issue includes the recent outcry, amongst many young social media users, over a 

defamation case against a young doctor and a freelance journalist (Arora, 2016; Tshomo, 

2016). The defamation case, which centered on issues and conflicts over social media 

sharing, sparked debates on the rights and responsibilities of citizens in a democracy that 

are now familiar across much of the world. More broadly, the views expressed here by 

Bhutanese youth suggest that they are actively interested in their rights and in issues of 

social justice. In this context, a dominant discourse often encountered within Bhutanese 

civil society is that democracy gave people the authority to govern themselves through 

the election of their preferred candidate into office. However, a common misconception 

is the perception of these rights as absolute freedoms. Considering the nascent stage of 

democracy in Bhutan, the participants’ struggle for their rights could be indicative of 

such a learning stage in the larger social context. 

Voice and choice in school affairs. The young people that I interviewed 

demanded fairness and transparency in school affairs. They feel disenfranchised when the 

school administration imposes rules without consulting them. The youths expressed their 

desire to be able to express their views and to make choices and decisions for themselves 

and to influence affairs of the school instead of being rendered voiceless, and out of sight. 

This finding is reminiscent of Ryan and Deci’s (2000) assertion that social contexts 
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should fulfill basic psychological need for competence, autonomy and relatedness in 

order for individuals to experience optimal functioning and wellbeing.  

Fairness and Transparency. Another aspect of school culture that seemingly 

affects youth happiness is the reported lack of fairness and transparency with school 

administration. The young people raised this issue when they were asked to share things 

they would change in the school to enhance their happiness. Many participants reported 

lack of transparency with school management. The excerpt below illustrates the youths’ 

perception of school administration.  

We have to pay a lot [of penalty] even for little things …like forgetting to bring 

rachu (women’s scarf, the color of which symbolizes one’s social standing in 

Bhutanese culture) or school ID (student identity card) card …or not braiding our 

hair. They ask for money when there are events and shows; at the end the… I 

don’t know…coz…I don’t know where the money goes… (Chador Wangmo) 

If you are late to school they collect 100. If you forget to bring your ID card, fine 

100. And still, they tend to collect money with their programs, so it is quite 

questioning where they are taking all those fine money. Sometimes the family 

background…100 is a big amount to some families (impassioned tone). 

(Yeewong Choden) 

Similarly, another youth points out how such school rules can be unfair for students: 

Fee collection in our school is too much…like if you forget to bring your ID you 

have to pay 100 bucks a day…then kabney (men’s scarf) like 50 bucks. I think it 

is unfair. It can never be fair also… some of them [students] could go unnoticed, 
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and then they are not charged…Those people who are caught would be those who 

are honest and good… so it is not fair. (Phurba Dorji) 

It is evident that the school collects money to support some programs (e.g., annual 

school concert) but also a monetary penalty is imposed to manage student behavior. 

Students are penalized for breach of school rules such as forgetting rachu and kabney 

(women and men’s scarves that depict one’s social standing and an essential accessory of 

the national attire that shows appropriate decorum), student identity cards, and failing to 

abide by the school hair rule.  

The participants find these school rules unfair. Firstly, it is not pragmatic for fair 

implementation. With a large student body, it is hard to monitor. Phurba Dorji’s account 

point out that innocent and conforming students get unfairly penalized while the cunning 

ones go scot-free. Secondly, the rules are often a financial burden on families of students 

from lower socio-economic class as pointed out by Yeewong Choden. The youth 

question the integrity of the administration because there is a lack of communication and 

transparent accounting of the money collected. The youth often feel powerless to raise 

questions related to such school practices.  Nevertheless, the student participants believe 

that changing this aspect of the school would enhance their happiness.  

Freedom of choice. The youth I spoke with value choice and voice as aspects that 

support their happiness. This is strongly evident in their responses. A majority of the 

participants indicated their wish to participate in decision-making to have the power to 

influence various aspects of the school that affect their wellbeing. They expressed their 

desire to have some say and choice in school affairs such as club activities, project works 



 

 

 

94 

and pedagogical approaches in addition to the freedom of hairstyle. In other words, the 

youth expressed the need to have the power to influence the school curricula consistent 

with their values and interests.   

I asked two interview questions in particular that sought to unveil school factors 

and conditions that support youth happiness (What aspects of the school make them 

happy? What aspects of the school would they keep the same/or change if given an 

opportunity?) In response to these questions, a majority of the participants highlighted 

co-curricular programs as one of the aspects of the school that is most favorable to their 

happiness. Narrating her experience of a previous school outside of Bhutan, a youth 

shares:  

I had some great experiences which I wouldn’t have [had] if I was staying 

here.…we had some extra-curriculum activities … Most of all I like water 

activities…like swimming, rafting, boating. So I think I miss more of those there. 

…here school is literally kind of a hell type-of-feeling coz all we have to do is 

study, study, study. And there when we compare school to them…it is [a] 

different kind of… Even if we were sick, we had the kind of urge to go to school 

there coz we didn’t want to miss what they were gonna do…so…yeah…that’s the 

difference. (Yeewong Choden) 

Yeewong Choden enjoyed her previous school because it offered a rich co-

curricular program unlike her current school in Bhutan that emphasis on academics 

exacerbating the stress of studying. Yangchen Lhamo and Samten Tshering accounts 

point to having a say in co-curricular programs as elements that contribute to their 

happiness in school. 
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The school gave [the] opportunity to come up with our own clubs. That’s very 

good thing. Like students feel very happy…because they can come up with clubs 

they are interested in. Came up with clubs like music, yoga and all… (Yangchen 

Lhamo) 

Clubs are based on our interest…. We like it…we can learn more about 

it…outside school program. It [Clubs] creates opportunities…participation… 

(Samten Tshering) 

It is evident from the accounts of the youth that co-curricular programs offer them 

choice and the autonomy to decide for themselves. This autonomy in co-curricular 

programs increases the likelihood of experiencing activities that are more in line with the 

personal interests and potentials that youth value. Resonating with this finding, 

Csikszentmihalyi (1997) writes that finding an activity that optimally utilizes one’s 

potential increases the chance of experiencing “flow”- a state that is equated to happiness.  

Space for student's voice. Being in a position to determine and pursue interests 

comes out as a high need in the participants. It is evident in reports of many youths who 

expressed displeasure with the lack of support for their self-initiated projects. In the 

excerpts below Yeewong Choden, Phurba Dorji and Sampa Lhendrup share their 

experiences of rejection of a student-initiated project and its effects on their motivation: 

Next year our class, we naturally have to do some memorable stuff … But this 

year our class...one of our classmate’s idea…wanted to build a clock tower. … 

And that’s gonna be … something gonna stand out in the history of [the school]. 
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All the class 11 students they agreed …we had the sheet where all [everybody] 

signed.  

She [the principal] agreed [to] it, but the management didn’t want us to do it.… 

coz we had [a] plan of collecting 350 each. But even next year when we do a class 

project we have to collect that much amount. But I don’t know why they weren’t 

in our support. They announced in the assembly saying that no one is allowed to 

collect money from the students until and unless it goes from the management. 

The next day when the boy who initiated it came and said that, I felt bad 

especially for him…He spent nights working on the design…he was drawing … 

and getting information (passionately) from the other experienced contractors 

about all the materials. He had everything planned out. I felt bad for him. That 

kills the motivation, no ma’am? You don’t feel like doing anything for the school 

after that. (Yeewong Choden) 

Yeewong Choden’s account reveals the joy in leaving a mark that would signify 

her association with the school for times to come. Her aspiration is symbolic of a sense of 

pride and belongingness with the school. However, when the principal changed her 

stance, Yeewong Choden was disappointed and devastated when the administration made 

a public announcement against student collections of funds without prior approval from 

the school administration. She argues that as graduating students, they will have to 

initiate a project the next year and funds will have to be mobilized in any event. The 

administration's decision did not convince her; rather it demotivated her. Another youth’s 

account sheds light on different aspects of the issue as follows: 
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Our class XI wanted to build a clock tower and collected Nu.350…but some 

teachers complained saying students are “over running” teachers…so didn’t get 

approval…the money collected had to be submitted to the class teacher, and Nu. 

250 was deducted as concert ticket…only Nu.150 was refunded…their intention 

is only to teach but not care about student happiness. They announced in the 

assembly that we cannot collect fund…so don’t feel good…. We did not do it for 

ourselves…but for school development…but teachers don’t understand…They 

think we are overrunning them. (Sampa Lhendrup) 

According to Sampa Lhendrup, the management’s disapproval of the collection of 

project funds was one issue. More importantly, he argues that the teachers felt threatened 

by the students’ initiative. His account implies that teachers see student initiatives as a 

loss of their authority in school affairs – a disruption of status quo in the school system. 

Because the school refunded only Nu.150 (equivalent to three Canadian dollars) and 

retained the balance for a school concert, he concluded that the school did not care about 

student happiness but their own. The most damaging to their motivation was the public 

admonishment from the school administration. Supporting this view, another student 

shares:  

She [the principal] actually approved the project, but I couldn’t get enough time to 

explain how we are gonna do…the plan, the budget…some of the parents called 

the teachers and … since most of them are [were] not informed, they were 

surprised (smiles)… they thought that maybe we might over-rule them something 

like that…. they canceled the fund, and they deducted it for the concert ticket. The 
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concert is compulsory in school…we have to buy at least one ticket. (Phurba 

Dorji) 

Students perceive the lack of support for their initiatives as indicative of teacher 

insecurities; that student-initiated projects challenge teachers’ competence in organizing 

and managing learning experiences. They also conclude, as illustrated by the excerpts 

below, that the administration does not give priority to students’ interests. 

What is more amusing about that is that when we want to do something for the 

school, the administration says that we have to understand that few people may 

not …uh…uh…[have the means to contribute] less privileged [poor]…or 

something like that, ma’am, but when it comes to the concert and stuff…They 

[administration] don’t give a shit. (Phurba Dorji) 

The apparent lack of teacher support to student-initiated activities was further 

discussed in one of the focus groups. It became evident that the youth value genuine 

interest in their initiatives and a listening ear from their school administration. The 

student participants shared this: 

Phurba Dorji: Last year they [the school administration] did not even listen to us 

when we approached them. But this year, they listened to us. The principal went 

through every detail, and he finally approved it. The reason it was possible this 

year is because of listening; they hear us out. Our work is also progressing 

rapidly. [We] feel that someone actually thinks that we exist. I think that is really 

important, no one likes to be ignored. Supporting means, “you are here, and I am 

here for you.”  

Sampa Lhendrup: Now they are listening to students. 
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Yeewong Choden: Finally they are considering our work in the way we are trying 

to contribute to school development.  

Samten Tshering: Finally a better principal has come. 

Sampa Lhendrup: Last management support[ed] only the teachers. This year [new 

management] support both teachers and students. They [the teachers] think that 

they are more powerful than us and they can go directly to the principal and tell 

that we are doing something wrong.  

Yeewong Choden: I think this year the principal tries his best to get students’ 

opinion, comes to our class and tries to interact with us. Last year, we never had 

the principal come to our class. It is [has] only [been] half [a] year, but this 

principal came three times to our class to talk about it [project].  

The focus group discussion confirmed that the youth value freedom of expression, 

and for their voice to be heard. By the time focus groups were organized, all the 

participating youth were in their final year of high school. They credited the progress of 

the project this year to the management’s openness to “listen” to their views, and to 

engage in discussion with them. Being heard by the management, the student participants 

felt valued and cared for equally as the teachers by the school administration. 

   The need to have a voice in school affairs is also demonstrated in youth’s 

experience of the student-centered pedagogical approach recently introduced in the 

schools across the nation. This aspect of the school was highlighted when the participants 

were asked what initiatives of the school enhanced their happiness. Accounts from 

Wangay Dorji and Dorji Drakpa in particular shed light on how introduction of the 

student-centered approach to teaching made their experiences more enjoyable: 
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Well our school…and many schools are trying to implement a new form of 

teaching style. And the new technique is kind of interactive. I like that activity 

[new approach]…it makes the students think more. I mean when it’s the teachers 

speaking it's very easy to block out, you can think of whatever you want and later 

you just copy from your friends. But when it’s suddenly like you…suddenly [you] 

got the responsibility, you can’t block it out coz you are gonna get embarrassed 

(smiles) if you do. So you gotta work it…. So I like this thing. (Wangay Dorji) 

The teachings. It’s kinda of good. We understand. They make it fun to study. 

Nowadays, they… there is that system … ‘brain break.' Brain break…in between 

studies - we get break…I can relieve myself with sleep…2 minutes sleep. I like 

the games we play…. What I like about the system is that students have to do the 

work…not just the teachers…like doing it on our own. (Dorji Drakpa) 

In 2015, the Ministry of Education conducted training for all the schools on 

student-centered pedagogical approaches. Both Wangay Dorji and Dorji Drakpa 

highlighted this as an initiative that contributed to their happiness. They found the new 

approach interactive where student could participate in discussion and share the onus of 

learning. This finding validates student voice as an important need, providing a space for 

free expression of their views and thoughts as social conditions conducive to their 

happiness.  

The youth’s accounts reveal fairness and transparency, respect for rights and 

diversity, and the freedom to choose and voice (autonomy) as some of the values central 

to their experience of happiness. The emergence of these aspects as preferred values in 

the participants is again reminiscent to the larger cultural shift in the country from 
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monarchy to democracy (which I will discuss in more detail below), and suggestive of 

democratic practices as prompting institutional cultures conducive to youth happiness.  

Discussion 

   In this section, and in subsequent discussion sections in later chapters, I build on 

the responses of my youth participants in preceding sections to more deliberately address 

my research questions. In doing so, I also bring my findings into conversation with 

existing theories of happiness, and in particular, with the Bhutanese conception of Gross 

National Happiness. The Bhutanese conception of GNH represents the conception, 

articulation, and promulgation of happiness that most directly seeks to inform the lives 

and schooling experiences of Bhutanese youth.  

The tension between cultural preservation and expressions of individuality 

GNH as a development paradigm shapes an interdependent view of self and articulates 

different sources and conditions of happiness for its people. It privileges pursuit of 

collective harmony over individual gains and pursuits. It propagates cultural preservation 

and promotion and good governance among others as conditions that contribute to 

happiness (Gross National Happiness Commission, 2013; Ura, Alkire, Zangmo, & 

Wangdi, 2012; Thinley, 2005; 2004). As a small country sandwiched between large 

Asian countries – China and India – preservation and promotion of its culture is viewed 

as a pragmatic approach of paramount importance in maintaining its sovereignty 

(Phuntsho, 2015).  

These intentionally selected national values manifest in the form of educational 

goals to reinforce a positive orientation towards sustainable and harmonious 
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development. The Bhutan Education Ministry’s training guide on educating for GNH 

highlights cultivating an interdependent worldview, nurturing virtues of tolerance, 

openness, spirituality, loyalty, preservation, and the promotion of culture and tradition as 

some of the important traits of a GNH graduate (Ministry of Education, n.d). 

However, the postulation that happiness resides in the pursuit of cultural 

preservation and promotion embedded in the GNH paradigm does not relate with the 

youth’s accounts of happiness. The participating youth see themselves as unique 

individuals and highly value physical appearance and autonomy in personal matters. 

They value free exploration and expression that is characteristic of their stage of active 

identity construction (Meeus, Iedema, Helsen, & Vollebergh, 1999; Waterman, 1982). 

They also value democratic principles such as freedom, rights, autonomy (voice and 

choice), diversity, and fairness and transparency. In other words, the participants value 

agency – the ability and the freedom to control and influence their sphere of life (Kotan, 

2010; Welzel & Inglehart, 2010).  

As evidenced in the preceding section, youth value individuality and expression 

of unique selves. However, national priority to preserve and promote culture limits these 

youth values. The apparent conflict between individual and collective value creates a 

“structure-agency” (Cöté, 2002, p. 118) tension that becomes a perpetual source of 

frustration for the youth. It can be inferred that youth value individualistic pursuits -- 

personal identity over national identity, personal goals to look good over the national 

priority to promote culture -- rather than drawing meaning in according primacy to 

socially and culturally determined priorities. This tension suggests an individualistic 

orientation of happiness (Lu & Gilmour, 2004) in the youth that is contrary to the value 
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of collectivism in the GNH paradigm (Gross National Happiness Commission, 2013; 

Ura, Alkire, Zangmo, & Wangdi, 2012; Thinley, 2005; 2004). However, this has to be 

understood in relation to the construct of happiness in other contexts. For instance, in 

relational contexts such as family and friendship in Bhutanese culture, the sanctity of 

relationship could reign supreme. In this context, youth subjugate individual pursuits to 

fulfilling social roles and expectations. Many participants maintain that they are happy 

seeing their friends and family happy though it means compromising their personal 

objectives (see theme on supportive relationships).  

This individual-institutional tension suggests a lack of congruence between 

youth’s conceptions of happiness and the philosophy of GNH especially in the area of 

identity. The assumption inherent in GNH is that national identity is an essential element 

of happiness as it secures sovereignty. However, this national conscientiousness is not in 

the consciousness of the youth I spoke with. This discrepancy may be attributed to the 

fact that the conception of GNH occurs at a macro level while many young people are 

more concerned about individual lives and more immediate experiences.  

More pertinently, my interviews reveal the need to redefine ‘cultural preservation 

and promotion’ if this precept is to promote both culture and wellbeing for all. A 

relentless promotion of ideas and practices that curb expressions of individuality and 

diversity may prove counterproductive to achieving collective happiness. Indeed, as 

suggested by what youths disclosed in this study, the manner in which this goal is 

pursued conflicts with common socio-political principles of good governance, which are 

discussed in the ensuing section. 
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The gap between espoused philosophy and the practice of good governance. 

Politically speaking, the good governance domain includes indicators such as political 

participation, political freedom, and peoples’ satisfaction with government’s delivery of 

key social services (Ura, Alkire, Zangmo, & Wangdi, 2012). At the school level, these 

determinants can be equated to student participation in school affairs, freedom to exercise 

constitutional rights and the availability of resources and services that support 

educational goals.  

As expressed in their accounts, these youth value fairness and transparency, and 

respect for individuals as autonomous beings with the right to ‘choice and voice’ in 

resonance with the ideals of good governance. However, not all these ideals are 

supported by their institutional culture. In instances when they enjoyed the space for 

participation and voice (e.g. choice of club activities and student-centered pedagogical 

approach), the youth reported happiness. The space for choice and voice was a validation 

of themselves as worthy of determining and directing their personal goals and affairs.  

This study, therefore, brings to light the gap between espoused GNH values and 

an institutional culture that inhibits the young from exercising those very values. 

Nonetheless, the study also points to coherence between values of the youth and those 

that are central to the concept of Gross National Happiness, namely the freedom of 

expression (voice and choice) and participation. It is evident that the organizational 

culture of schools is yet to see the full translation of GNH values into its institutional 

processes and practices. The individual-structural tension evident in the research could be 

indicative of the different pace at which the young participants and the organizational 

culture are evolving. It could also be reflective of diverging discourses in the public 
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domain, in which developmental ideas come into conflict with cultural preservation 

aspects promoted by the GNH framework.  

This study suggests that happiness manifests as a state of being when individual 

values are in harmony with philosophical ideas supported by an institutional culture. The 

youth I interviewed have a clear understanding of what they value. They value 

individuality, fairness, transparency, and autonomy (voice and choice) and they want to 

be empowered to influence the affairs of the school that affect them. An enabling socio-

cultural context emerges as a necessary condition to fulfill this agentic need. Simply 

stated, the study suggests democratic school governance as facilitative of youth 

happiness.  

 Respect for diversity and rights, fairness and transparency, autonomy, and 

freedom to voice and participate were some of the values embedded in the youth’s 

accounts of happiness and unhappiness. They allude to lack of liberty, limited rights, and 

lack of fair and transparent management as some of the school practices that impinge on 

their happiness. Conversely, they reported satisfaction in being able to choose school 

clubs and have a voice in the learning process. These preferred values of the youth 

enshrine essential democratic principles, and it is thus fair to surmise a democratic school 

environment as conducive to the happiness of the young people.  

The above inference has support in the already established relationship between 

happiness and democracy by scholars like Inglehart (2006), Frey and Stutzer (2000), and 

Dorn, Fischer, and Kirchgässner (2007). Inglehart’s (2006) analysis of the data from the 

World Values Survey and the Freedom House measure of democracy (political and civil 

rights) showed a positive correlation between happiness and democracy before the 
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democracy boom in the 1990s. Similarly, Frey and Stutzer (2000) carried out a cross-

country analysis of over 6000 people in Switzerland to see the effect of direct democratic 

institutions on happiness. Supporting the earlier claims, this study also showed that 

citizens are happier in regions that have more developed democracy (direct democracy) 

and that the process of democratic participation in itself is rewarding regardless of the 

outcomes. Furthermore, in a cross-national analysis using data from the International 

Social Survey Program, a significant positive correlation between democracy and self-

reported happiness was observed even after controlling for culture and economic status 

(Dorn, Fischer, & Kirchgässner, 2007). However, it is also important to note that 

democracy does not necessarily bring happiness on its own, as other factors such as 

economic condition and social stability, at the systems level, come into play (Inglehart, 

2006). Similarly, people’s expectation about democracy, the quality of its transition, and 

successful infusion of democratic principles in social structures make a difference in 

perceptions of happiness (Dorn, Fischer, & Kirchgässner, 2007). Certainly, the youth in 

this research espoused democratic values as conducive to their happiness, but the 

question remains if democratization of school culture is an answer to youth happiness.  

Happiness: Individual-structural harmony. This research sheds light on 

agency—the autonomy and the freedom to act purposefully to further one’s interest 

(Welzel & Inglehart, 2010)—as central to youth happiness. This finding concurs with 

Welzel and Inglehart’s claim that greater agency yields greater life satisfaction. It also 

supports the proposition of self-determinism theory that fulfilling innate psychological 

needs - competence, autonomy, and relatedness - contributes to human flourishing 
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(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2000). As discussed earlier in this chapter, the 

data point to autonomy as central to youth happiness. When the freedom to determine 

their looks and self-expression was thwarted, it resulted in feelings of frustration and loss 

of self-esteem in the participants. On the other hand, the youth reported being happy with 

the autonomy to choose club activities, interact in the learning process, and a sense of 

worthiness in being listened to by the school administration. Further, the youth being 

happy with interactive teaching approaches that solicited their participation supports the 

view of all humans – and by extension students – as being naturally curious and 

interested in their physical and social environment (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). It can be 

inferred that for the participating youths, happiness is fulfilling the agency need--the need 

for autonomy to control and influence one’s spheres of life. 

It is evident that fulfilling individual needs like agency is central to youth 

happiness. However, the study also suggests the importance of surrounding social 

structures in meeting these needs. As evidenced in the preceding section, the participants 

reported conflict between their preferred values and the school priorities and practices. 

The study also exposed inconsistencies between espoused development philosophies and 

institutional practices in schools. These conflicts and tensions were a common source of 

resentment and frustration for youth. The negative effects on youths from individual-

structural conflicts indicate that institutional practices are important social aspects of 

happiness. It implies that for individuals to be happy, their values and needs must be 

socially valued and institutionally promoted with enabling provisions.  

In this regard, the findings from this study resonate strongly with capabilities 

approach of Nussbaum (2011) that takes into consideration both individual and social 
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factors of happiness. The capabilities approach attends to “what people are actually able 

to do and to be” (Nussbaum, 2011, p. 33). It implies happiness as a state of being where 

the physical and social environment is enabling of what individuals want to be and to do. 

Firstly, the approach recognizes individuals as active agents with the ability to reason and 

the “right to make choice” (Gasper, 2007, p. 337). Secondly, it is based on the premise 

that different individuals require varying levels of resources to enjoy the same degree of 

functioning or achievement (Nussbaum, 2011; Gasper, 2007). In this way, in evaluating 

happiness the approach “advocates an evaluation of people’s capability sets, … [as well 

as] scrutinizes the context in which economic production and social interaction take 

place, and whether the circumstances in which the people choose from their opportunity 

sets are enabling and just” (Robeyns, 2005, p. 99).  

The youth in this study expressed values similar to those propagated by the 

capabilities approach. Their accounts revealed recognition and respect for diversity and 

the psychological need to have control and power (autonomy) over their life as an 

important element of their happiness. The participants also made references to lack of 

freedom constraining their autonomy and rights in the social environment. Where they 

enjoyed autonomy and engagement (choosing clubs, participating in learning activities, 

being listened to), the youth reported feelings of being happy and valued. 

The analysis of the data suggests happiness as a harmonious state of being where 

individual values cohere with socio-cultural ideals and practices. As implied in the 

capabilities approach, happiness is a state of contentment when socio-cultural factors 

enable optimal functioning – when institutional practices and factors support individual 

needs and goals. This supposition is also reminiscent of Veenhoven’s (1993) concept of 
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the “livability of a society” (p. 6) as critical to human flourishing. He contends that 

people are happier when the degree to which an organization’s, “provisions and 

requirements fit with the needs and capacities of its members” (p. 6).  

Conclusion 

 This chapter highlights the growing awareness of democratic ideals among 

youths. The youths I interviewed value self-expression and individuality and autonomy or 

control over their lives. However, these individualistic values come into conflict with a 

school culture that emphasizes conformity to cultural norms impinging on youths’ 

happiness. It thereby reveals the paradoxical situation of the convergence of youths’ 

values with the principles of good governance, a pillar of GNH, in which there is a latent 

conflict between youth’s values and school culture. It also suggests that happiness 

reflects harmony between individual and institutional values and beliefs. 

The youth discourses on rights, freedom, self-expression, voice and choice, 

transparency and fairness that came out in my conversations with them could also be 

reflective of the recent political change initiated in Bhutan when the country transitioned 

to democratic constitutional monarchy in 2008. The study points to democratic cultural 

reformation of schools as enabling of young people’s happiness. But to achieve this ideal, 

what is needed is an interpretation of how democratic governance may manifest at the 

school level and how students can exercise their rights within what is still a relatively 

new cultural context. Rights are not absolute; they are limited, in practice, by the 

possibilities and restrictions of context.
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Chapter V: Cultivating the ‘Good’: Beyond Hedonic Pleasures 

Introduction 

 The focus on happiness as a development goal has had its share of critiques. The 

reservation stems from the continuing conceptualization of happiness as a paradoxical 

phenomena not amenable to political developmental goals (Duncan, 2014; Johns & 

Ormerod, 2007; Prycker, 2010), its association with subjective evaluations of life 

(Diener, 2000; Diener, 2013; Diener, Lucas, & Oishi, 2002; Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 

1999; Pavot & Diener, 1993), its interpretation as a biological set point (Tellegen, 

Lykken, Bouchard, Wilcox, Segal, & Rich, 1988) and its negotiation as a form of hedonic 

adaptation (Brickman & Campbell, 197, in Diener, 2000). Despite on-going criticisms, 

Aristotle’s idea of happiness as “[an] activity of the soul in conformity with perfect 

virtue” (as cited in Cahn, 2009, p. 112) or of living a fulfilling life of self-actualization 

(Waterman, Schwartz, & Conti, 2006; Waterman, 1993) is well established in happiness 

literature. My study of youth happiness suggests a virtuous facet to happiness. Finding 

meaning in an act, regardless of the hardships involved, fulfills the hearts’ transcendental 

desire that leads to finding happiness in sufferings and sacrifices. Similarly, realizing 

one’s potentials satisfies the psychological need to feel competent and confident. Both of 

these aspects correspond to the eudaimonic tradition of happiness (Deci & Ryan, 2006; 

McMahon, 2004; Ryan & Deci, 2001; Waterman, 1993). Underlying this conception of 

happiness is an ontological view of life as impermanent and interdependent in nature. 

 The ‘good’ in the title of this chapter, derived from a recurring theme in my 

research is a normative construct that includes personally and socio-culturally valued 
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activities among youth, as well as attitudes and goals that further fulfillment in their lives. 

This formulation is meant to draw a distinction from hedonic pleasures in the sense that 

the pursuit of these activities and goals may not be without negative feelings. Instead, 

such pursuits may be deemed proper and desirable, despite hardships and sacrifices, 

mediated by beliefs and reasoning. Two categories of ‘good’ are discussed here – one 

that relates to personal development and the other that individuals find meaningful as it 

serves a larger purpose. 

Meaningful Life: Service to Others 

 One of the objectives of this research was to understand these urban, Bhutanese 

youth’s conceptions of happiness and to uncover the beliefs and values underpinning the 

ways in which they construct happiness. The search for a culturally embedded conception 

of happiness originates from the social constructionist paradigm (Crotty, 2010) and the 

premise that ontological assumptions determine the meaning participants give to 

happiness (Christopher & Hickinbottom, 2008; Joshanloo, 2014). As such, I explored 

youth’s conceptions of happiness and the philosophical beliefs and values that shape its 

meaning and pursuit. The exploration revealed an interdependent worldview that fostered 

good or virtuous acts in youth in situations that were seemingly contrary to happy ones, 

situations that youth nevertheless viewed as happy moments because of a belief in an 

interconnected existence of phenomena and in karmic consequences.  

The virtues of an interdependent view. Many youth participants viewed life as 

interdependent and dynamic, and had a strong belief in Karmic consequences. Their 

accounts point to the generative quality of such a worldview – it seemed to prompt in 
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them the desire to perform what some would call virtuous or outwardly benevolent acts. 

Tobjur Dema, for instance, lost her father, sister and grandmother when she was young. 

In the excerpt below, she alludes to her current life situation’s possible relationship to ill 

deeds in a past life, and the determination to earn merits in this life for a happier next life. 

As a Buddhist…[I believe] whatever happens in this [life] was [because of] the 

deeds done in previous generation [sic]…. Sometime I feel sad ma’am, when I 

look at other youth with father, but I feel that it is ok. In my previous life, I must 

have done something bad to my father….but in this life all sentient beings are our 

parents…so whenever I meet them [elderly people] I do good things…so [in my] 

next life I get [a] good father. At my house…there [is] one grandmother and she 

have [sic] a daughter and her daughter have [sic] 3 sons. I feel pity for 

her…because her daughter going [sic] to job… all the house things have to be 

done by her [grandmother]. I cannot help [all the time] but on weekends… 

sometime she need to carry water to her home and she is so fat…I usually help 

her. She has faith in God…so I go to her house on the weekends to teach 

prayers.…there is one proverb in dzongkha Mi gep sem gan nazhoen sonem taa 

(Making the elderly ones happy rewards one with merit). Because I lost my 

grandmother…so when I do good to grandmothers …I just think of all 

grandmothers as my grandmother…and all fathers as my father…so this makes 

me happy. (Tobjur Dema) 

Tobjur Dema believes in rebirth and Karmic consequences. It prompts her to be 

kind and helpful to elders and to the needy because she believes that such acts 

accumulate merits that will ensure a better next life. She also believes that all sentient 
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beings are related to each other in a never-ending cycle of birth and death, and this 

encourages her to treat all with kindness. Though she misses the presence of her father 

from the picture of a happy life, she finds happiness in being able to help the elderly. The 

belief that one can effect a change in the karmic course of life gives Tobjur Dema hope, 

and she remains positive. She sees a purpose in being altruistic because the underlying 

belief is that she is a part of the whole that extends beyond this life, and an act of 

kindness can trigger a virtuous cycle. This logic may be the reason why some activities or 

pursuits are still valued despite struggles and sufferings. They are valued because of 

peoples’ transcendental belief and hope for a reward in the process of an un-ending cycle 

of life and death as.  

The accounts of other youths point to sharing this belief in karmic consequence. 

For instance, Chador Wangmo says, “I think whatever bad thing you do now…it will 

[come]…back to you “. In a similar vein, Yangchen Lhamo shares, 

“I believe that when we do good to others, good will happen to us. Whenever I feel 

irritated towards someone…I think that if I do bad things to him/her…then it is not 

good…they might not feel good…it helps me to be kind of pleasant and [be] positive.” 

The belief in Karmic consequence expressed by the young participants has its 

origin in the Buddhist perspective of interdependence and the manifestation of 

phenomena due to temporary coming together of various causes and conditions (Lama, 

2014; Lama & Cutler, 1998; Rinpoche, 1993; Tashi, 2004). Cognizant of this 

interdependent nature of existence, or the law of cause and condition, the youth are 

mindful of their actions especially the harmful acts, as they believe that good begets good 

and vice begets vice. The belief encourages compassionate and kind human interactions 
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reminiscent of a Buddhist approach to cultivating antidotes to afflictive emotions (Lama, 

2002; Lama & Cutler, 1998). Tobjur Dema, for instance asserted, “Because I lost my 

grandmother…so when I do good to grandmothers …I just think of all grandmothers as 

my grandmother…and all fathers as my father…so this makes me happy”. Her assertion 

supports the Buddhist reasoning that cultivating attitudes like compassion, altruism and 

kindness generate happiness. Another youth’s account reveals the importance of an 

accepting attitude in difficult times as follows: 

We don’t know what’s gonna happen next [in] life…so it’s better accepting what 

comes to you…and handling it. Just go with the flow. Especially my dad, he is 

kinda short tempered…my dad and mum they usually have quarrels. It is quite 

disturbing…. but we still have to accept it…like it’s life…there is gonna be ups 

and downs. So I tend to forget it…try to get myself engaged in some 

other…like…music and stuff… spend more time with friends…watch a lot of 

movies and all, so I think I have to accept what is coming to me. (Yeewong 

Choden) 

Yeewong Choden’s account suggests a feeling of lack of agency to influence the 

situation at home. But, it also reveals the importance of an accepting attitude and the 

ability to redirect one’s attention on more constructive activities when situations are 

beyond one’s control. Viewing life as a cycle of “ups and downs” helps her accept her 

parents’ squabbles as part of life. Such view of life reflects Buddhist concept of 

impermanence (Lama, 2014; Lama & Cutler, 1998; Rinpoche, 1993; Tashi, 2004). 

Implicit in Yeewong Choden’s account is the important role perception plays in 

maintaining happiness. This indeed resonates with a Buddhist pursuit of happiness 
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through a balanced state of mind, and the notion of cultivating the wisdom to see reality 

as it is (Das, 1997; Lama, 2002; Lama, 2014; Ricard, 2014; Tashi, 2004).  

Philosophically, the young people’s views of reality cohere with the concept of 

GNH that advocates all phenomena as interdependent in existence. Happiness is seen as 

stemming from maintaining a ‘balanced’ view in life (Thinely, 2004; Wangmo & Valk, 

2012). It resonates with the Buddhist conception of happiness as “[a] state of flourishing 

that arises from mental balance and insight into the nature of reality” (Ricard, 2011, p. 

247). As evidenced here, both Buddhist philosophy and the GNH paradigm advocate for 

a greater imperative on conditioning the human mind and seeking happiness within 

oneself rather than in external conditions. Similarly, the youth’s accounts reveal that 

despite unpleasant conditions, they aspire to kindness and a positive view. Their 

philosophical belief in interdependence and karmic cycles enables such a mental state.  

Reciprocation of gratitude. The accounts of the youth point to the deeply 

entrenched cultural value of drinlen or reciprocation of gratitude, and tha-damtshig, 

which refers to a sense of duty to others (Wangyal, 2001). Some of the participants 

referred to fulfillment of one’s duty to family as happiness and a majority of them 

expressed the aspiration to do so in the future. These values in the youth indicate the 

collectivist orientation of Bhutanese society.  

Phurba Dorji is an independent, creative boy who lives with his single mother and 

grandparents and has a strong sense of social consciousness. The excerpt below illustrates 

his understanding and pursuit of happiness. 
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We can’t alone be happy if others are not happy…sometimes some of us may be 

closer to happiness and some of us may be behind…so happiness is to help others 

reach some level of happiness. 

I usually do whatever is available. I may have plans…to hang out with 

friends…because with friends also we enjoy. But my parents may want me to help 

them. For a while I may feel frustrated but at the end of the day you will realize 

that you have done something good; because more than friends, our parents are 

important. We get what we give. We may get chance to meet with friends 

later…but the work I may be doing for my parents may not be available later…so 

I do whatever is available to make me happy…. I think one way to happiness is to 

ignore what you want but doing what you need. (Phurba Dorji) 

For Phurba Dorji, happiness is in helping less fortunate people but more 

importantly, fulfilling his duty as a son is central to his happiness. Embedded in his 

statement  -- “We get what we give”-- and the sense of urgency to take opportunities to 

serve his parents is the Buddhist belief in Karmic consequence and the notion of death as 

only certainty in life (Rinpoche, 1993). Phurba Dorji’s altruistic attitude reflects a 

Buddhist’s approach to cultivating virtues and appreciation of life regardless of its 

sufferings. Yangdey Penjor’s account below reflects similar view: 

Firstly for me, happiness means having some family gatherings …we feel 

happy…we get to share feelings…these days we tend to get busy. Understanding 

one another’s feelings is happiness for me. In any kind of problems….when we 

mediate…and solve problems ….it is happiness. Being a good human is 

happiness. (Yangdey Penjor) 
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Yangdey Penjor’s notion of happiness as “being a good human”, understanding 

the ‘other’ and being of service to others is reminiscent of Aristotle’s vision of happiness 

as being connected to a virtuous life (Deci & Ryan, 2006; McMahon, 2004; Ryan & 

Deci, 2001; Waterman, 1993). Her understanding of happiness also resonates with the 

Buddhist espousal of Eight Fold Path as the means to happiness (Das, 1997; Lama, 2000; 

Lama, 2002). She further explains how she intends to be a good member of the family 

thus: 

I want to take my parents somewhere beyond Bhutan…and make them happy. I 

want to help my brother…he is weak in studies….he never studies…and 

then…I’d like to make my parents happy…and friends too, by fulfilling their 

wishes…by giving them surprises on occasions…like birthdays…and giving 

small gifts…(Yangdey Penjor) 

The above excerpt also reveals drinlen, or reciprocation of gratitude, as a value 

that Yangdey Penjor finds happiness in being able to live by. It also suggests a belief that 

altruism and service to others are essential to experiencing happiness. This analysis is 

further supported by accounts from a number of participants as follows: 

I have to support them [family] because …[my] whole life I am depending on 

them so I have to make their life and my life happy. My mum is working so hard; 

she is 50 [years old]. And my brother, he has to work hard, he is also doing some 

part time job like tailoring to support us, so I feel I am responsible when I grow 

up to support them. (Nachung Lhamo) 
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As parents [become older]…they need financial support…I should support 

them…get [a] job and …my intention is to support my sisters and family…and 

look after my mum as she gets older. (Tobjur Dema) 

Help parents…give what they want…do whatever I can to help them…If parents 

are happy, we are happy too. My brother is the youngest and if he is unable to 

achieve his desire…he can feel sad…we also feel sad…so if we support him he 

can be happy, we can also be happy. (Sampa Lhendrup) 

If possible, I’ll make a small house for myself… being a tenant, living in other’s 

house…its like…we don’t have much freedom…they even [complain] when we 

use nails…they don’t even let us make [any] noise. I will have my parents and 

uncle and aunt too with me. It is [about] relationship and being grateful to them. 

(Kinley Zangmo) 

In all these accounts, the youths allude to fulfilling their duties and reciprocating 

the love and kindness of family as central to their happiness. They see their happiness as 

intertwined with the happiness of the loved ones around them. Such views trigger 

virtuous thoughts of compassion and gratitude, which in turn foster altruistic actions.  

One of the foundational goals of Educating for GNH is to nurture the moral and 

ethical development of students. It aims to facilitate the awareness of reality as 

interconnected, to foster genuine care and respect for self and others, and to develop the 

capacities to choose the right livelihood (Hayward & Colman, 2010). While it is beyond 

the scope of this study to discern what exactly constitutes consistent moral and ethical 

choices for people across all aspects of life, this study points to the dominance of an 

interdependent worldview and an altruistic concern for others – one’s family in particular 
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– as correlating with happiness. The study also suggests that youth’s understandings of 

happiness are not wholly confined to hedonic pleasures but transcend these pleasures to 

also encompass selfless acts and longer term views about the meanings and purposes of 

life.  

This understanding put forward by the youth I interviewed supports Seligman’s 

(2002) proposition of a meaningful life as an aspect of a happy life. However, developing 

a sense of meaning rests on an individual’s ability to use ‘strengths’ (individual talents 

and potentials) and ‘virtues’ (ethical values) in the service of something larger than the 

self. As this research suggests, the virtues that ground meaningfulness of an act include 

altruism, gratitude, and seeing oneself as a part of a bigger whole. While happiness and 

meaningfulness may not be synonymous (Baumeister, Vohs, Aaker, & Garbinsky, 2013), 

this research points out that finding meaning in events and actions is central to happiness.  

Personal Development: Service to Self 

 One of the aspects of school that makes a majority of the youth in my study happy 

is their co-curricular program. This program includes structured in-school non-academic 

activities such as clubs, games and sports, and cultural shows. The participants also 

identified overhauling the clubs as one of the changes they would bring about to enhance 

youth’s wellbeing in the school, if given an opportunity.  

Co-curricular programs in Bhutanese education system are traditionally intended 

to complement the overall goals of the prescribed curriculum. Games and sports 

primarily promote physical health and a healthy lifestyle. Similarly, cultural programs are 

organized predominantly to promote cultural consciousness. In some schools in Bhutan, 
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these activities are a whole school event, and a means of fundraising. Club activities are 

supposed to be organized on a weekly basis, and they are expected to allow for 

exploration of interests outside of the prescribed academic curriculum. However, this 

research suggests that the youth find their school experience narrowly focused on 

academics and their weekly club periods are frequently sacrificed to complete the 

academic curriculum. 

Narrow educational goals. Much to their displeasure, many participants find 

their school experience structured narrowly around academic goals. Yeewong Choden is 

one of the youths who have had an experience of studying outside Bhutan. She senses a 

stark difference in experiences between the school she studied in outside of Bhutan and 

the one she is currently studying within in the country. Lamenting her current education 

experience, she remarked, “… school is literally kind of a hell-type-of-feeling because all 

we have to do is study, study, study.” Yeewong Choden’s remark points to stresses from 

the heavy emphasis placed on academics and a lack of diversity in curriculum.  

Phurba Dorji has studied in Bhutan throughout and is a self-driven young person 

who stays occupied with small project works outside of school through which he gets to 

pursue his interest and make some pocket money as well. Recuperating from a recent 

disappointment when the school thwarted his class initiative to build a stupa, he 

expressed his grievances against school’s lack of support for students' passion and 

initiatives in the following excerpt: 

 My brothers and sisters also…most of them think that education is the only thing 

that is available in our country right now…. But I disagree [that] education is the 
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only thing in our country coz … we have a lot of talented people …and their 

talents are killed by education sometimes…they do not get the platform. What we 

have forgotten is that there are people who have more talent in other things than 

education [sic]…a great singer might be dying living in office, but we don’t see 

that because we are all diverted towards education. (Phurba Dorji) 

Phurba Dorji’s account reflects his frustration with the current education system 

that seem to force all to fit into the narrow academic track and prematurely nipping all 

budding talents. Wangay Dorji expresses similar views in the following excerpt:  

One of the parts of school which I don’t like is the fact that…you don’t see it but 

there is that…pressure on you that you gotta score or else you are not gonna 

succeed. The teachers are constantly pushing you…you can see obviously like 

how they view students who score in the 90s and 60s line. There is the clear 

distinction. All schools tend to tell you that studies are the most important focus 

seii (A Bhutanese expression that indicates emphasis). I don’t genuinely like that 

part of the school. (Wangay Dorji) 

Wangay Dorji’s account illustrates how teachers’ differential treatment of 

students reinforces the status of academic achievers over others and how academic 

mediocrity is associated with a bleak future. Similarly, Tshering Yangzom argues for 

more emphasis on co-curricular programs because academic achievement is but only one 

of the many needs of the students. She said, “Academics is not the only thing that is 

important to students, they need to learn something different. They need to focus more on 

club activities also.” 
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The youth accounts suggest greater emphasis on academics in the Bhutanese 

education system. This finding resonates with an earlier study that showed that teachers 

are not able to perform well in their job because of the pressure to produce academically 

excelling students (Educare Co-operative Ltd., 2009). This finding is reflective of a 

heavily exam-oriented education system in the country. It also implies that not much has 

changed since the most critical report of the Royal Education Council on the quality of 

education in Bhutan (Royal Education Council, 2009). 

It is evident form the youths’ accounts that an excessive emphasis on academics 

and a lack of recognition of other interests and talents is impinging on their happiness. A 

narrow emphasis on academics restrains the youth from exploring their potentials and 

realizing their capabilities. Such a system is unfair for a diverse group of students for they 

come with different talents, interests and abilities, but all are expected to excel on a 

narrowly defined set of academic standards.  

 The youths’ accounts point to yet another individual-structural tension in the 

education system. It is clear that the participants’ expectation of education is related to 

more than academic learning, but their expectation competes with the pressure to show 

good academic results. I return to this tension later in the chapter. In the following 

section, I explore the needs of the participants that incite them to perceive the current 

education system as constraining. 

Nurture potentials.  ‘Opportunities’ was the most commonly used term in the 

youths’ accounts of co-curricular programming as an aspect of the school that contributed 

to their happiness. Co-curricular programs broaden opportunities in the school for self-
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discovery, realization of talents, and the building of positive self-esteem as Wangay Dorji 

elaborates in the narrative below: 

I also like the concerts…sports day…those are the good parts [of the school that] I 

enjoy. It is during those days that people really connect with each other and you 

can see truly how talented people are. Like who knew you are a good dancer until 

you danced…. You learn new things like that…also it boosts your confidence. I 

also partake in the concert (laughs), when you are on stage and people are 

watching you dancing…it really boosts your confidence knowing that you can be 

good in that one thing, like who cares if you are not good in studies….you are a 

great dancer…like that. 

I’d try and make this more like everyday activity because you see a person who 

has beautiful voice that person needs to utilize it. That guy, he or she can become 

a great singer in the future. You see a guy who plays guitar perfectly; maybe he 

can become great musician of our world.… I mean studies is important…I’d 

really try to push those activities that play to your talents. (Wangay Dorji) 

For Wangay Dorji, co-curricular programs are opportunities to socialize and 

explore relationships, and they serve as a forum to pursue and display talents. They 

provide informal spaces for youth to demonstrate talents, validate a sense of worth as a 

competent person, and build positive self-esteem. Comparing the current school with his 

previous one, another youth recounts: 

Compared to my previous school we have more opportunities here (referring to 

his current school in the capital city)…in [the previous] school we did not have 

sports or concerts…. but here [in the current school] we have sports and 
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concerts…get to see talents of each other…bigger library here, and good science 

labs for practical [classes]. [Clubs] create opportunities…participation for 

students…[to] come up with [our] own ideas…show their talents….clubs are 

opportunities to interact with teachers. (Samten Tshering) 

In line with Wangay Dorhi’s view, recurrent in Samten Tshering’s account is that 

clubs are opportunities to show “talents” and socialize with teachers. He also points out 

clubs as opportunities for “participation” and to “come up with [our] own ideas.” Another 

youth, Yangchen, agrees and reflects on a positive school experience: 

The school gave [us the] opportunity to come up with our own clubs. That is [a] 

very good thing. Like students feel very happy…. because they can come up with 

clubs they are interested in. [We] came up with clubs like music, yoga and all… 

 (Yangchen Lhamo) 

Evident in Samten Tshering and Yangchen Lhamo’s accounts is the role of 

autonomy in choosing clubs and club activities. Similarly, Chador Wangmo, who is 

passionate about painting and aspires to make a career out of it, says that she likes clubs 

because they make her happy. But on probing if introducing club activities on 

Wednesdays made any difference to her happiness, she disagreed, and said, “I didn’t 

want to join science club…I wanted painting club”. It further suggests that clubs, when 

chosen out of free will and when matches their interests, contribute to youth happiness.  

This confirms clubs as learning opportunities where many youth get to exercise 

some level of autonomy. Not all are academically inclined, and not all may feel confident 

in participating in academic discussions. However, clubs expand opportunities for student 

participation in diverse areas and increase the likelihood of experiencing a sense of 
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competence by being able to do well in activities such as dancing, singing, or in sports. 

Samten’s account of a literary festival supports this finding: 

Literary festival…. last year it was great…we had stalls….to inspire more 

students we had a book fair and we had to come in the favorite book character’s 

costume. This year also we had the same…it encourages us to read more…talking 

about favorite characters...During the reading week I read three books…one was a 

short one, but it’s a big deal for me because in my life I have not read that many 

books in a week. (Samten Tshering) 

From this year ma’am principal bring [sic] speakers…like the writer Ms. CC and 

Mr. RR. I was motivated to read…I spend one and half hour for reading. And last 

time I felt good because…we had reading week last time…during that period of 

time I read four novels and I felt great (smiles).  (Kinley Zangmo) 

Jamyang Choden and Yangdey Penjor’s accounts further confirm co-curricular 

programs as an aspect of the school that helps youth fulfill their psychological need for 

exploration and pursuit of interests and realizations of their potentials. Comparing her 

current school in the capital city with the rural school she came from, Jamyang Choden 

narrates: 

I have had more opportunities here…usually they have opportunities here at the 

Youth Development Fund (a Foundation that supports the positive development 

of youth and youth-related programs) and places doing events. There was really 

nothing in RH school. Here, there are lots of students…I interacted more. I 

don’t think people will come to YRT school to look for students for acting, 

singing, [and] drawing. (Jamyang Choden) 
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Similarly, reflecting on her primary and middle secondary school days, Yangdey Penjor 

recalls enjoying the primary school that offered a rich co-curricular program thus: 

In TR primary school (anonymized) … I really liked it. We had lots of activities 

though it was remote. We had cultural activities [in the primary school] but in the 

middle secondary school, for both two years, there was [sic] no cultural 

activities…like concert and all. I used to play basketball in TR primary school. 

After coming to the middle secondary school I stopped playing because…it was 

not taken seriously (Yangdey Penjor) 

Co-curricular programs provide opportunities for students to explore their latent 

talents and nurture their interests. In this context, what the youths I interviewed shared 

supports an already established link between co-curricular activities and youth self-

esteem (Bloomfield & Barber, 2009; Kort-Butler & Hagewen, 2011; Marsh & Kleitman, 

2002) as well as positive youth development (Larson, 2000). Positive self-esteem was 

indeed found to buffer against academic stress and underachievement and contributed to 

positive youth development (Kort-Butler & Hagewen, 2011). Many participants 

identified the time spent on an interest as happy moments (discussed in the following 

section). Especially, when the students had the autonomy to determine club activities, co-

curricular programs became an institutional aspect that supported their happiness.  

Flow. Some of the youth described engrossment with an interest as happiness. 

Sampa Lhendrup, for instance, has a knack for fixing broken objects such as electrical 

appliances and he reports happiness in repairing broken items. He says, “My happiness is 

when I repairs broken items…and it works…parents also say I have interest in repairing 
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stuff and can do well in life if I continue studying hard and working hard.” Similarly, 

Yeewong Choden loves dancing and Jamgayn Choden, a talented singer, loves sketching 

too, and Wangay Dorji enjoys Shakespeare dramas. For these youth, happiness is to 

experience a sense of complete engrossment in their interest as the excerpts below 

illustrate: 

Happiness…it is actually doing something you like to do without having to 

worry about… Most of the time it is the environment…the kind of no stress 

kind of environment where we get to do everything without worry and the 

pleasures of doing something well…that is actually happiness to me.  

I enjoy dancing. Music ma’am…you get engaged to the music…you kind of 

forget about everything. So you are really into it…somehow satisfying….when 

you do well…especially after performing. (Yeewong Choden) 

To be happy? (Long pause) I don’t know…I don’t do anything intentionally to be 

happy …but I get happy when I sing, draw…or when I’m with my friends or 

when I watch my favorite show. I don’t really think about it…my intention isn’t 

to get happy but I am happy when I do those things.  

It’s a habit that grew on to me...(laughs) somehow I just do something and get 

lost. I sit in a corner and sing…or I start drawing…or just listen to 

music…I…kinda feel free…as if…I don’t know...just feel happy from inside 

(laughs)…I don’t think about anything when drawing but when I am done I feel 

great about it. (Jamyang Choden) 
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I love Shakespeare. I love the fact that even though this was like hundreds of 

years ago, he has such amazing imagination. Ya, Macbeth…the twists and turns, 

…you know Hamlet…all those are amazing.  

I feel indulged [reading Shakespeare], I forget, like you know, the world outside; 

it is like…[I] bounce into their world. Ya, I get really (emphasis) engrossed…for 

those brief moments. (Wangay Dorji)                            

Many young people reported a feeling of happiness when they engage in 

activities that match their interest and potential. The description of such a state includes 

– being engaged and engrossed, forgetting the world outside and occupying a different 

figurative world, feeling free and having no interrupting thoughts arising, and feeling 

great or satisfied afterwards. Such descriptions correspond to Csikzenthmihilya’s 

(1997) concept of flow. He describes being in flow as an intense engagement in a 

challenging activity that optimally utilizes one’s potentials and competencies, and that 

encompasses a loss of consciousness of self and of time.  

 This research supports Csikzenthmihilya’s perspective that happiness emanates 

from a match between activities and one’s abilities or potentials (1997). Similarly, it 

concurs with Seligman’s (2011) proposition that activities that optimally use one’s 

strengths (interests and potentials) enhance happiness. An implication of this finding 

points to providing educational experiences that allow self-discovery and employment 

of strengths (interests, abilities and potentials) in activities that optimally challenge 

them. 

Noddings (2012a) likewise reminds us of the fundamental question of who 

decides what a student should study and what the evaluation of assumed and expressed 



 

 

 

129 

needs of students should be. According to her, a good education system aiming to 

promote happiness should prepare students on, “things that all students should know and 

be able to do” but also should, “help them discover what they might want to do…and 

evaluate their own aptitude in an area of choice” (p. 778). In a similar vein, Coatsworth, 

Palen and Sharp (2006) contend that co-curricular activities provide developmental 

contexts in which adolescents experiment with new interests or build on existing ones – a 

process that leads to identity formation. Concurring with these postulation, the findings 

from this study also suggest that a more holistic educational experience that nurtures 

youth’s interests and potentials enables them to realize all that they are capable of being 

and doing. Finding a match between curricular choice, interests and abilities – signature 

strengths in Seligman’s (2011) term - results in a state of flow or engagement. However, 

in an education system that prescribes 100% of the curriculum, the space for volitional 

choice and self-determinism is almost non-existent. Freeing up space for volitional choice 

in the curriculum that contributes to the larger education goal of holistic development 

may be a policy decision in support of enhancing youth happiness. Concurrently, because 

human beings adapt to situations, and because expectations change over time, a key to 

sustaining a state of flow is to nurture openness to new experiences and to rise to greater 

challenges (Lyubomirsky, 2007).  

Realizing personal goals. Looking ahead to the future, many participants harbor 

the view that realizing personal goals would make them happy. One common 

preoccupation with the youth I spoke with is a concern about finding employment. 
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Getting a job is important because it fulfills their need to be independent as well as 

supports their spiritual need to serve their parents. 

My biggest dream is to study medicine and be in one of the hospitals, being with 

patients and helping them. I think I should also agree with them [guardians] and 

do my best…study hard and stand on my own foot…. I have to support them 

because (pause) whole life I am depending on them so I have to make their life 

and my life happy. (Nachung Lhamo) 

Nachung Lhamo aspires to become a medical doctor and be able to support her parents 

and guardian. Aspirations for personal achievements – getting a job and gaining financial 

independence  – and being able to provide for parents and relatives are evident in the 

accounts of many young people who participated in the study. For example, Kinley 

Zangmo suggested:  

I think having a job means great things in life because it shows how well you 

[have done] in the past… I think it’s like having a happy life because…many 

people are unemployed these days…and they are having tough time. I will buy a 

car (laughs). If possible, I’ll make a small house for myself…I will have my 

parents, and uncle and aunt, too with me. It is [about] relationship and being 

grateful to them. (Kinley Zangmo) 

Kinley Zangmo connects a happy life with financial security, as this would put her in a 

position to provide for the significant others in her life. Yeewong Choden shares a similar 

view and hopes to get into a profession that will giver her financial independence: 

I am more interested in being a pilot…so I hope to see myself being [one]...I am 

more into adventures, I enjoy flying. I have an uncle who is a pilot…[he] earns 
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well (smiles) so I think that’s what I am thinking (giggles)…I want to experience 

an independent life…I think that is happiness too like having an apartment for 

yourself and living by yourself. (Yeewong Choden) 

Resonating strongly with Kinley Zangmo, Tshering Yangzom shares her aspiration to 

attain financial security to be able to repay her parents’ kindness. 

I want to be a charter accountant, but I believe it is really hard. Maybe I will try to 

become one…to have lot of money (laughs)…money for day-to-day activities…to 

survive and to help my parents. Right now they are looking after me…so maybe I 

have to pay back. (Tshering Yangzom) 

Taking a feministic stance, in the excerpt below Yangdey Penjor wishes to get a job that 

will secure her independence in society. 

Firstly I want to be happy however I stay…I want to be an independent 

lady…want to have my own job…don’t want to rely on somebody. It means a lot 

to me because …as a woman…I think we should be independent so that the 

society and community don’t say anything about us…it is my wish to be an 

independent lady. (Yangdey Penjor) 

As evident in the excerpts above, most of the participants do not see their future 

lives as independent from their family, as familial relationship is an integral part of their 

future. Getting a job serves two related purposes – a) meeting one’s material needs and 

being independent, b) getting a job also takes one closer to fulfilling one’s duty to 

parents.  

Cognizant of developments and changes in perspectives, it is hard to say if the 

realization of such an aspiration would still give happiness to these participants a few 
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years down the line. But these aspirations validate the entrenchment of the Bhutanese 

value of drinlen and the belief in karmic consequences. It also suggests happiness as 

related to striving for and realizing personal goals in life.  

This study reveals that youth value co-curricular programs for many personal and 

interpersonal needs. Co-curricular programs add to the variety of youth developmental 

contexts. It broadens the opportunity for them to experience a sense of competence that is 

important for their self-esteem. Clubs, concerts, and sports, when given the autonomy to 

choose on their own, serve as a context in which youth can explore and nurture their 

potentials and express themselves as a competent dancer, singer, or athlete. In pursuing 

their interests, youth get to assess themselves more favorably outside of the stringent 

academic standards of the school. As a result of this validation, they experience a sense 

of competence that has a positive effect on their self-esteem. Co-curricular programs also 

break the monotony of academics and broaden their social environment. It allows the 

youth to socialize with the rest of the school community and serves as a learning context 

wherein they develop social skills and build relationships. Young people experience a 

sense of engrossment when involved in activities that align to their interests and potential 

futures. Finding a job is of paramount importance to youth; it not only gives them a sense 

of financial independence but the ability to repay the kindness (drinlen) of those who 

have made a difference in their life. 

Discussion 

 The GNH paradigm caught the attention of the rest of the world as a development 

philosophy because it resonated with the Easterlin paradox that showed a 
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disproportionate increase in happiness and income after a certain level of material 

wellbeing (Easterlin & Agelescu, 2009). Grounded in a Buddhist ontological perspective 

of interdependence, and driven by concerns about sustainable development, GNH favors 

the pursuit of development through a balance of external materialism and internal 

spiritualism (Thinley, 2004, 2005; 2009). The implication of such a paradigm requires a 

shift in mindset and a reinforcement of the beliefs and values that guide the balancing of 

human thoughts and actions. Viewing education as the means to foster the embodiment of 

GNH values and principles, the Ministry of Education initiated ‘Educating for Gross 

National Happiness’ in late 2009 (Ministry of Education, n.d). To facilitate the infusion 

of GNH values in school curricula and culture, the former minister of education and an 

educationist by profession, Powdel (2014) framed a set of holistic goals for education 

(see chapter II). Similarly, the Gross National Happiness Commission (Gross National 

Happiness Commission, 2013), the apex planning body of the country, iterates holistic 

education as one of the foundations of a happy country. Its emphasis on conditioning 

human desires with spiritualism, compassion, gratitude, duty to family, right conduct, and 

right livelihood are some of the ethical standards aspired to by the move to infuse 

education with GNH (Ministry of Education, n.d). This research sheds light on areas of 

youth happiness that converge with the philosophy of GNH, as well as on others that 

conflict with it. 

The unequivocal underpinnings of GNH. The philosophical foundation of GNH 

within the Buddhist perspective (Thinely, 2004; Wangmo & Valk, 2012; Ahonen, 

Thinley, & Korkeamake, 2013) stands unwaveringly in its claims as generative of a 
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social good. GNH has its basis in the Buddhist existential view of interdependence and it 

propagates the belief that good begets good. It also promulgates ‘right perspectives’ as 

central to happiness and hence aims to cultivate corresponding values such as gratitude, 

compassion, altruism, contentment, and ethical conduct.  

 From a Buddhist perspective happiness is a quality of the mind that arises from a 

compassionate and altruistic mind, and from contentment with one’s life (Tashi, 2004). 

Cultivating love and compassion are thus advocated as antidotes to afflictive emotions, 

which evoke altruistic feelings towards all other beings that subsequently generate 

happiness and peace for all sentient beings (Lama, 2002; Lama & Cutler, 1998). Thus, 

founded on Buddhist philosophy, the GNH paradigm promotes inner strength of mind as 

fundamental to the attainment of enduring happiness (Thinley, 2009). 

 As this research reveals, belief in interdependence and karmic consequence 

fosters values of compassion and altruism in the youth I spoke with. The participants in 

turn derive happiness from altruistic acts. Altruistic acts seem to generate hope because 

of the belief in youth that through these acts they gain virtue and thus a brighter future or 

a better next life. There is evidence that such beliefs also deter individuals from what 

many would consider negative or reactive emotions. Buddhists scholars argue that 

misperceptions of reality are the causes of sufferings in life (Ricard, 2011; 2014). 

Buddhist practices and the GNH approach thus advocate for the ability to understand the 

nature of reality as central to happiness (Thinley, 2009). This research also suggests that 

accepting life and reality as temporary and dynamic is another important value to 

attaining happiness for young people. Gratitude to family is strongly entrenched in the 

youth participants. They express that the ability to reciprocate kindness to family equates 
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with happiness for them. This value too, has its genesis in interdependent world-views 

and notions of causes and conditions. The participants often harbor a hope to repay their 

parents’ love and kindness, as they believe that it will earn them merit for a good life.  

It is clear that the values that underpin the youths’ conceptions and pursuits of 

happiness cohere with the values foundational to the GNH paradigm. It is also clear that 

participants’ conceptions of happiness are in part eudaimonic in nature; they transcend 

sensory gratification and also encompass fulfilling the search for a purpose in life. These 

participants referred to abiding by the virtues of compassion, altruism, gratitude and 

acceptance as a means to happiness.  

The values underpinning youths’ understandings of happiness can be said to stem 

from the Buddhist philosophy that forms a major part of Bhutanese culture. Bhutanese 

culture continues to cultivate beliefs and values that encourage people to seek happiness 

as much from within themselves as from without in the material world. These culturally 

informed notions help individuals to transcend physical and sensory pleasures to find 

contentment in the larger purposes (meanings) of life.  

However, it is important to take note of the tension between individual agency 

and cultural preservation discussed in the earlier chapter under ‘Freedom for agency’. 

Not all aspects of cultural preservation and promotion seem to enhance youth happiness. 

This suggests the need to interpret GNH, a cultural pillar in Bhutanese society, in a way 

that makes it accessible and meaningful to policy makers and implementers. In other 

words, there is a need for further research as well as academic and public discourses to 

clarify how culture can promote or stifle collective happiness – in particular, a need to 

think more about how an inclusive bottom-up approach, rather than a top-down directive, 
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can contribute to happiness in a culture that wishes to elevate this value. As suggested by 

Phuntsho (2015), it is imperative to tease out the relevant and meaningful aspects of 

traditional culture from the obsolete to truly promote the collective happiness of all. 

Holistic education: The GNH ivory tower. Consistent with Aristotle’s 

eudaimonic notion of happiness (Huta & Ryan, 2011; Waterman, Schwartz, & Conti, 

2006), the participants’ accounts strongly indicate the realization of their full potentials, 

variously defined, as equating with happiness for them. But the narrow academic 

curriculum, pointed out as a happiness constraint in this research, leaves no room for 

other pursuits that are equally important in life.  

The qualities of a GNH graduate (Ministry of Education, n.d) are consistent with 

the holistic goal of education, in keeping with the GNH paradigm (Gross National 

Happiness Commission, 2013). The framework lays out a comprehensive set of ethical 

standards in all spheres of life extending beyond the economic domain. It includes 

descriptions of how a graduate should be as an individual, a family member, an employee 

or a colleague, a community member, and as a citizen. What these goals imply is an 

educational experience that nurtures not just academic and intellectual abilities but gives 

equal status to socio-emotional, ethical, and spiritual nourishment. Powdyel (2014) 

referred to similar goals in his Green School where he, drawing on the metaphor of 

nurturing the natural environment, presents eight aspects of greening to help schools 

integrate the principles of GNH. 

Holistic education, from the Western perspective too, includes attending to socio-

emotional and ethical development (Cohen, 2006; Noddings, 2003). However, evidence 
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from this research suggests an apparent discrepancy between espoused holistic 

educational goals and the school curricular practices in the country. It points to a gap in 

the transfer of knowledge, practices, and attitudes from national goals to curricular 

objectives and materials, pedagogy and school culture. On the one hand, most of the 

participants reported going into a flow state when engaged in activities that employ their 

interests and potentials optimally. On the other, they also pointed to academic pressure as 

a primary source of stress compounded by limited curricular space and support to pursue 

their interests or nurture non-academic talents. 

It is beyond the scope of this research to fully evaluate the implementation of 

GNH, but it is evident that a supportive school environment and a broader curricular 

space that nurtures students’ interest and potentials contributes to their happiness. While 

academic achievement and employability are personal goals valued by the youth, they are 

also cognizant of realizing their non-academic potentials and diverse interests.  

Conclusion 

 Finding a larger purpose or meaning in life is an essential part of happiness for the 

youths interviewed. They suggest that the ability to see this meaning, especially in 

stressful situations, rests on a worldview encompassing values like interdependence, 

compassion, gratitude, and altruism. This interdependent worldview and a belief in 

culturally informed notions like cause and condition as well as karmic consequences 

enables what they consider to be virtuous cycles that trigger noble acts. Despite self-

sacrifice and difficulties involved, participants derive a sense of happiness in the belief 
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that somewhere in this life or the next they will reap the merits of what they consider to 

be selfless acts.  

Consistent with the eudaimonic notion of happiness, the participants’ accounts 

also point to the realization of their potential and personal goals as central to their 

experience of happiness. They feel that heavy academic pressures combined with a 

limited scope for nurturing personal interests and potentials limits their socio-emotional 

growth. Moreover, they feel that their signature strengths (Seligman, 2011) are forced to 

remain dormant by academic-oriented curricula and limited opportunities, and a lack of 

seriousness on the part of schools toward co-curricular programs. There is a discrepancy 

between espoused holistic educational goals and curricular practices. Holistic educational 

goals may cohere with the students’ desires for wholesome development and to realize 

what they view to be their potentials, but the school curriculum limits that growth.   

An obvious recommendation that arises is to review the curricula (both academic 

and extra-curricular activities) to align it with the holistic goals of educating for GNH. 

While the Education Monitoring and Support Services Division, Ministry of Education, 

trains teachers on integrating GNH, curricular alignment seems to be a missing link or an 

area that needs further intervention. If the educational goals of GNH are to be achieved, 

curricular revisions needs to be accompanied by relieving undue academic stress on 

students and teachers. Academic and non-academic goals that are equally important for 

student happiness and a successful life need equal treatment and recognition.  
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Chapter VI: Positive Relationships: A Foundation for Happiness 

Introduction 

Humans are innately social and “ineluctably seek out positive relationships with 

other members” (Seligman, 2011, p. 23) of the race. A positive relationship refers to a 

state of emotional connectedness (Martin & Dowson, 2009) with significant members of 

the community. As shown by past studies (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Chu, Saucier, & 

Hafner, 2010; Seligman, 2011), my research affirms positive relationships as 

fundamental to youth happiness and notions of a ‘good life’ (Brook, 2008). In particular, 

positive teacher-student relationships and friendships were common sources of happiness 

among the youths attending schools that I interviewed. With these happiness sources in 

place, youth feel supported emotionally in fulfilling some psychological needs, as well as 

in realizing important life goals. In this chapter, I discuss the nature of positive 

relationships, and how these influence youth perceptions of happiness. As the research 

did not generate enough data on familial relationships, this chapter focuses on young 

people’s relationships with teachers and peers in the school. 

Positive Teacher-Student Relationships 

A positive teacher-student relationship is one in which youth feel cared for, 

respected, valued and supported by their teachers. This research points to two aspects of 

positive teacher-student relationships, socio-emotional and instrumental supports. 

Openness, respect, recognition and fairness characterize a supportive socio-emotional 

relationship. Such a relationship is found to foster a sense of emotional connectedness 

and motivation in youth, as is reported by earlier studies (Cornelius-White, 2007; Roorda, 
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Koomen, Spilt, & Oort, 2011; Wubbles & Brekelmans, 2004). The instrumental aspect 

provides the necessary resources (knowledge, skills and guidance) to achieve valued life 

goals (e.g. academic achievement). 

A caring teacher-student relationship. Many young people talked about 

openness and fairness in their description of a caring teacher-student relationship. An 

open relationship invites youth to reciprocate in a similar way that further strengthens the 

relationship. As discussed in Chapter IV, teachers’ openness to student views, 

expressions, and informal interactions, make the youth feel cared for, respected and 

valued in ways that enhance their happiness in school. Similarly, teachers’ perceived 

fairness, a value that the youth discussed as important in school administration, is another 

defining quality of a caring teacher-student relationship. The young people suggested that 

they want to be valued for who they are as individuals regardless of their academic 

standing.   

Openness. A majority of the youth describe teachers who contribute to their 

happiness as “friendly,” “understanding,” “open-minded,” and “frank.” Such teacher 

qualities foster a sense of care, respect, and recognition, in which youth feel free to 

interact and engage in conversations with the teachers that open up opportunities for 

better learning and experiences in school. This allows the youth to voice and share 

academic and personal concerns. The following excerpts exemplify this: 

I like being there [in the current school]… the teachers are good…friends are 

frank and good to me. Teachers are very understanding…whenever we say, “You 

teach like this and we don’t understand,” they [the teachers] always try and 
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improve and try to make us understand. We share many stuffs with them…about 

teachings and all. The school has very nice teachers…friendly…[it] makes me 

happy. (Yangchen Lhamo) 

Teachers play an important role in Yangcen Lhamo’s perception of school life as 

a happy one, especially those who are friendly and open to student feedback. 

Similarly, Wangay Dorji recalls a teacher who made a difference in his 

experience of the school life: “I have this particular ma’am which [sic] I am close with. I 

love frank conversations with her. She talks to me like an adult, and I talk to her…so 

those are the teachers who are very open-minded.”  In agreement with her friends, 

another youth says:                                                    

I think I’ve good relationship with all the teachers…some of my friends get 

jealous [because] all the teachers know my name. I am very active in the school… 

I talk to them frankly. Last time, my economics teacher was going towards Class-

9 block…there was counting mistake in my marks so…my friends were 

around…”Sir, sir” I called. He was looking [sic] and said, ”Sonam, na sho,” (na 

sho in Dzongkha means, ‘come here’) and I told him, “Sir, na sho” (laughs) and 

he came to me. My friends said, “You are so lucky, you know every teacher in 

our school”. (Kinley Zangmo) 

Evident in all the three accounts above is the quality of openness in the teacher-

student relationship. Yangchen Lhamo feels good about her current school because she 

finds the teachers “understanding” and open to honest feedback on their teaching. When 

teachers listen and respond appropriately to their needs, the youth feel their voice matters, 

and a sense of confidence develops that the teachers care and value them as individuals. 
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Likewise, Wangay Dorji likes his teacher because she treats him “like an adult” and their 

interaction is frank and open. Kinley Zangmo’s account suggests that she is well 

integrated with her school’s social environment. She enjoys being there because she 

shares a “good relationship with all the teachers” and she is also able to clarify a teacher’s 

error in a test score without fear of harming the relationship.  

On the contrary, consider Nachung Lhamo’s narrative below. Nachung Lhamo 

feels alienated in her current school because she neither shares a close relationship with 

teachers and friends, nor with her guardian in the city (it is common culturally in Bhutan, 

a collectivist society, for youth to live with relatives attending schools away from the 

village). 

Here [in the current school], there is a large number of students and many 

teachers, and here I don’t have close contact with my teachers (laughs) and…I 

don’t know many of the students. I like my past school more. I…feel [sic] happy 

there in my old school, and I sometimes dream of it. There I used to be a captain 

(smiles) and also peer helper, and I used to help some of my friends with their 

studies. I was happier there because of my friends…and I also had close contact 

with my teachers there. We don’t [sic] have much homework or project works to 

do…so we usually enjoy and play games. And when I was there I used to play 

chess with my friends…I feel it is much better there. (Nachung Lhamo) 

Nachung Lhamo describes her former school as “happy” one. She enjoyed close 

relationships with teachers and friends; and being the school captain and a peer helper 

contributed to her self-esteem. However, she is lost and lonely and lacks a sense of 

belonging with her current school. 



 

 

 

143 

The youths’ accounts suggest the importance of close relationships to social 

integration. Such a relationship creates the space necessary for students to engage in 

conversations that are instrumental to feeling valued, respected and supported in realizing 

their goal of academic learning.  

Fairness. Another teacher quality that affects youth happiness in school is 

‘fairness’. To my question, “What aspects of the school make you happy?”, Yeewong 

Choden said, “I don’t think there is anything…nothing stands out” and goes on to narrate 

how teachers’ bias and unfair treatment make her unhappy. Similarly, to the question 

“What aspects of the school make you unhappy?” Chador Wangmo said, “Teachers”, 

forthrightly. Narrating an incident that marked the loss of an opportunity to build a 

relationship right at the beginning of the academic year, Chador Wangmo recounts thus: 

I don’t know what is wrong with our teachers…but they are a bit weird…last time 

I was asked to go out…I didn’t know the reason…but at the end of the class, he 

told me that I was talking…but if I was talking then the other person I was talking 

to should go out too. I got angry, and I thought of walking out…but I have to stay 

with him for a year, so I did not. I feel like the reason why my class teacher made 

me go out is because I mistakenly said: “yes ma’am” instead of “sir.” So I think 

he was mad with me; so he made me go out. He gives more attention to the people 

who goes to his tuition (Tuition is remedial classes offered privately by teachers 

for a fee)… If a student who takes tuition from him stays absent, he asks them 

why they were absent and all…he talks to them a bit more softly and properly. 

(Chador Wangmo) 
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It is evident that Chador Wangmo and Yeewong Choden did not share a close 

relationship with the teacher. Chador Wangmo feels unfairly punished and sees the 

teacher as unfair and biased towards tuition students. She does not see the same care and 

warmth extended to her. The Ministry of Education banned teachers from offering tuition 

based on complaints about teachers who were alleged to purposefully not teach well so 

that students were forced to take remedial classes from them. But the youth’s account 

below suggests that the practice may still be rampant. 

It was at the beginning of the school year. The class teacher gave us free period, 

and he was sitting at the table. He said, “get out of my class” and I went out. He 

gave no explanation. At the end of the period, he said, “You should stop talking in 

my class” but I wasn’t even talking. He said I am the loudest in the class. Every 

time a problem arises in the class he will pinpoint me. It was embarrassing; I 

didn’t even know what I did wrong. It was hurtful that out of all the people he saw 

me talking. I would hesitate as soon as he entered the class and didn’t want to 

come to school. I was happy when he was absent. (Yeewong Choden)                                                      

Similarly, Yeewong Choden feels unfairly targeted by her class teacher. The 

teacher’s admonishing attitude affected her to the extent that she dreaded coming to 

school. The absence of an uncaring and biased teacher was happiness for her, and his 

presence caused her anxiety to the extent that coming to school was an ordeal. Yeewong 

Choden’s account bellow also points to the unprofessional conduct of teachers – in this 

case withholding a supportive relationship unless the relationship with the student 

resulted in personal gains.  
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He is nice to those who go to his tuition. He speaks to them politely. He doesn’t 

teach well in the class…. After mid-term, I joined his tuition, and after that, he 

was nice to me. He stopped pinpointing. He spoke politely to me and asked me if 

I had doubts even outside the class…and he will ask me questions about the 

class…. regular stuff….and he even nominated me for some school leadership. 

(Yeewong Choden)  

Yeeowng Choden’s narration of her experience validates Chador Wangmo’s 

assertion that some teachers as unfair. Yeewong Choden’s account implicitly alleges that 

the teacher purposely did not teach well in the class forcing students to take remedial 

classes from him. The teacher’s stance toward her changed to that of a caring, polite and 

encouraging one after she joined his tuition group. This account points to differential 

treatment of students contingent on whether the teacher benefitted from the relationship 

or not.  

These accounts of the youth emphasize the importance of a positive teacher-

student relationship and youth happiness in school. An uncaring relationship that is 

admonishing, apathetic, or unfair makes youth dread school; leading to potential 

disengagement and resentment. Existing literature suggests that supportive teacher-

student relationships characterized by “influence and proximity” (Wubbles & 

Brekelmans, 2004), in other words, that are firm but encouraging, enhance students’ 

subject-specific motivation.  

Yeewong Choden also alludes to unequal student voices. She shared that teachers 

in general make a distinction between student-leaders and the rest of the student body. 

She noticed that teachers do not listen to all perspectives equally but favor prefects 
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(Prefects are student-leaders who are either elected by their respective class or by the 

class teacher). She indicates the blind trust that teachers have in the school prefects to do 

the right thing all the time in the following excerpt: 

I don’t like how the teachers there…like the prefects …everything the prefects do 

is right. Every time complications arise between students and the prefects the 

teachers fully support the prefects - the leaders - without even listening to the 

student’s point of view. They give 100% support to the leaders. They trust them 

completely. I don’t like that. They differentiate between the leaders and us. 

Once there was some sort of a fight between class 12 boys and a leader, and we 

were watching from the balcony...The leader first used his fist on the 

boy…physically… on the boy and then the boy hit him back. But the management 

didn’t listen to the boy, they just took the leader’s point of view, and they 

suspended the boy. (Yeewong Choden) 

This account illustrates the limited voice the rest of the students have in making 

their perspective heard. From Yeewong Choden’s perspective, such treatment is unfair 

and unjust. A similar account of Samten Peljor’s suggests another kind of teacher bias. 

He does not enjoy the current school as he did his Middle Secondary School. The 

following excerpt reveals the reason. 

It is peaceful. I grew up there. I knew almost all the people…. I enjoyed coming 

to school… I was intelligent there…now I am not… In class 7 I used to be good 

in math…I used to get [understand] everything the teacher says [taught]…I was 

teacher’s pet also…science teacher’s pet…now I don’t get [attention] coz I am not 
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smart anymore….I don’t know…from class 9 I didn’t get much of teachers’ 

teachings….academic score [has] gone down. (Samten Peljor)  

Samten Peljor clearly values academic excellence. He does not enjoy the current 

school as much as he did the previous school because his grades have declined. His report 

suggests teacher warmth towards academically excelling students and deprivation of the 

same with those who struggle. Such differential treatment based on academic 

performance is also validated by Wangay Dorji who reports, “The teachers are constantly 

pushing you like, you know if you don’t do well in studies…you can clearly see how they 

view students who score in the 90s and 60s. There is a clear distinction.” Likewise, 

Kinley Zangmo’s narration of her previous school experience also point to the prevalence 

of such differential treatment:  

Every Wednesday we used to have tea party at the school…I had 12 group 

friends…we make circle and our class teacher too…our class teacher is very nice 

to us because she considers us to be the bright students in the class. Teachers 

usually like (smiles) bright students. I think like that, but don’t know whether it’s 

true or not. So she always give[s] us company. …I feel great about it. (Kinley 

Zangmo) 

Kinely Zangmo infers from the teacher’s behavior (Wubbles & Brekelmans, 

2004) that they “like bright students.” As one of the bright students, she shared a close 

relationship with her teacher that extended to out-of-the-class interaction. She, thus, 

recounts her time at the Middle Secondary School as a “great” experience.  

The study suggests that teacher gravitate towards academically good students with 

more warmth. This inclination may be unintentional, but it seems to negatively affect 
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those who do not receive similar care and warmth. The accounts of the youth point to 

unconditional positive regard from the teachers as important to their sense of wellbeing in 

school. 

It is evident that feeling valued by teachers is important to youth happiness within 

schools—an important social space at this point in their lives. They judge their sense of 

value in the eyes of the teachers through the quality of relationships they share. 

Recognizing openness in their interactions and fairness in treatment generates a sense of 

being cared for, respected and valued by teachers, and the youth who experience this 

describe their school experience as “great”, ‘enjoyable” and “good”. This finding concurs 

with Helliwell, Layard and Sachs (2015) contention that trust, honesty and mutual respect 

are qualities of interpersonal relations that are associated with physical and mental 

wellbeing. However, unethical practices of teachers and the withholding positive 

relationship practices, as evidenced by this research, calls for policy intervention and the 

institution of measures at the school level that empower youth to bring such issues to the 

fore.  

Teachers’ instrumental support. A majority of the participants highlighted self-

regulation, behavior management skills and pedagogic competencies as teacher abilities 

that affect the quality of teacher-student relationships, which in turn affects their 

happiness in the school. Learner-centered approaches to teaching in particular promote 

active student engagement and motivation to study, and the youth report such experiences 

as promoting happiness. On the other hand, punitive behavior management approaches 
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coupled with unbridled teacher temperament result in negative outcomes like 

disengagement, low self-esteem and ‘acting out’.  

Learner-centered approaches to teaching. Though many youths find the 

experience of education stressful, they value academic achievement and instrumental 

support from teachers. The excerpts below illustrate this: 

You know, there was this teacher back then, the moment the class starts, he’d be 

there; he used to put in a lot of hard work… like he’d put up a projector and you’d 

never see him doing a second-hand job. He’d always have papers for you; he’d 

always have good questions for you and all. You’d see him try and so I’ve a lot of 

respect for him. (Wangay Dorji) 

Wangay Dorji values the teacher for his professionalism and hard work. Similarly, Kinley 

Zangmo is worried about loosing a good teacher. She shares, “I am worried because my 

accounts teacher…I think she applied for transfer…I believe she is going next year and I 

almost cried in the class. She is good…she teaches great.” Supporting Wangay Dorji and 

Kinley’s view, Nachung Lhamo explains why she doesn’t like a particular teacher in the 

excerpt below: 

At the beginning of the year, we had a teacher; he teaches us less and spends most 

of the time talking with us…so I don’t like this type of things…(laughs) because 

we used to [sic] suffer a lot in the end …so I was happy when we got new teacher. 

(Nachung Lhamo) 

During the time of data collection for this research, the Ministry of Education was 

providing refresher course to teachers on learner-centered approaches to teaching called 
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“Transformative pedagogy”. Transformative pedagogy is said to be “inherently 

participatory, dialogical, and experiential creating a learning community with active 

students involved in the knowledge construction process” (Bedford & Lukion, 2011). To 

my question on school initiatives that enhanced their happiness or wellbeing, Wangay 

Dorji and Dorji Drakpa highlighted that the initiative has enhanced the teachers’ ability to 

teach interactively. 

The new technique is kind of interactive. I like that activity [new approach]…it 

makes the students think more. I mean when it’s the teachers speaking its very 

easy to block out, you can think of whatever you want and later just copy from 

your friends. But when…suddenly [you] got the responsibility, you can’t block it 

out coz you are gonna get embarrassed (smiles) if you do. So you gotta work it…. 

I like this teaching style. (Wangay Dorji) 

Expressing a similar view, Dorji Drakpa explains:  

“The teaching, it is kinda good. We understand. They make it fun to study. 

Nowadays, they use…‘brain break.' Brain break…in between studies - we get 

break…I can relieve myself with 2-minutes sleep. I like the games we play. What 

I like about the new teaching approach is that students have to do the work…not 

just the teachers…like doing it on our own. We understand much better…coz we 

know each other well…we learn…and it’s fun…we don’t get sleepy. 

Wangay Dorji and Dorji Drakpa described the new approach as “interactive” and 

“fun.” They expressed appreciation of the active role and the shared responsibility the 

new approach solicits. Wangay Dorji says that the new method “makes the students think 

more” and makes them ‘responsible’ for their learning. Similarly, Dorji Drakpa echoes 
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that the new approach makes the students work and “not just the teachers”. Besides the 

active engagement, the youth also appreciate the thoughtful response to students’ needs 

in the form of a “brain break” that provides a respite from the monotony of classroom 

learning. Yeewong Choden recounts a contrasting school experience thus: “All they 

[teachers] do is talk, talk, talk and explain the story” and “boring.” The repetition of the 

word “talk” strongly suggests a monotonous teacher-centric approach to teaching. She 

finds such approach disengaging and unexciting.  

Undergirding the youths’ accounts is the centrality of ‘active engagement,' 

‘shared responsibility’ and “fun” to their sense of happiness. Learner-centered pedagogic 

approaches that make learning fun and which seek active student participation enhance 

youths’ sense of personal influence and shared responsibility. However, the youths’ 

accounts also point to the predominance of teacher-centric teaching in Bhutan’s 

education system. A multitude of factors could contribute to this malady like ill-prepared 

teachers, heavy curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2014), large class sizes, and a highly 

exam-oriented system. It is also possible that the education system is merely reflecting 

the hierarchical structure of the culture and the inability of the teachers to shift from 

didactic to interactive, learner-centered teaching.  

Positive approaches to behavior management. This research sheds light on the 

role of teacher competency in managing student behavior that has a bearing on youth 

happiness. It is evident from the research that in order to maintain a relationship where 

students thrive, a lot hinges on teachers’ ability to regulate their own emotions in the face 

of difficult student behavior. It is also clear that the youth expect empathy from teachers 
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when they get into trouble and hope for guidance. Young people’s happiness is 

negatively affected when the expected empathy and guidance is not forthcoming from the 

school administration or the faculty. In the next section, I bring out accounts of the youth 

that demonstrate the importance of teacher self-regulation and empathetic guidance to 

youth happiness. 

Teacher self-regulation. An incident undergirding a majority of the participants’ 

accounts was teachers ‘walking out’ on the class. Kinley Zangmo says: “This year 11 

batch year…teachers consider us the worst batch in JHSS…” Jamyang Choden says, 

“Our class don’t [sic] have a good reputation…it is naughty.” Samten Peljor says, “Our 

class don’t [sic] get along with most of the teachers.” Dorji Drakpa provide an in depth 

narration of how teacher-student conflicts in the class make him “sad”: 

Five of the teachers walked out of our class, angry…but I don’t know if they are 

angry. I liked that physics (subject anonymized) teacher. He teaches well, he is 

frank and interacts with the students…. Besides studies…he helps students solve 

physics problems. He is a good teacher …teaches slowly and clears doubts. We 

can ask him any question; he is open and does not get angry when we have 

doubts. One day, one boy was creating problems – making jokes during the test, 

and another boy was talking. Sir hit the boy who was talking, and the boy walked 

out of the class. Sir said we are mocking him and that we are “gundas” (A 

derogatory term in Hindi that refers to felons). He said, “I hate this class,” and he 

walked out of the class. It made me sad when he said, “I hate this class.” I was 



 

 

 

153 

thinking how can [sic] he say that? I like physics subject and physics teacher. This 

discouraged me from studying. (Dorji Drakpa) 

Dorji Drakpa’s account confirms the frequent problem the class got into. It 

appears that Dorji Drakpa shares a positive bond with the teacher because he finds the 

teacher “frank” and “open,” and he likes the subject, too. However, the generalized 

negative judgment and expression of hatred towards the whole class caused him to 

reconsider his faith in the relationship. It shattered his trust in the teacher and 

demotivated him from taking interest in his studies.  

As evident from Dorji Drakpa’s account, students’ misbehavior provokes a 

violent teacher reaction. However, the teacher’s reactions have graver consequences on 

the rest of the students – loss of trust in the relationship and diminished motivation to 

study. Samten Peljor shared a similar incident that sheds light on teacher-student conflict 

and physical abuse in the school: 

Our class don’t[sic] get along with most of the teachers (laughs) …because of 

some students….they shout, and I don’t know…they [teachers and students] 

quarrel…I always stay silent… but because of them [misbehaving students] they 

[teachers] don’t continue…they go [leave the class]. Sometimes, when the 

teachers are in a bad mood.... they don’t like the students…they scold and all. 

This chemistry (subject anonymized) teacher was angry with the other class…we 

were doing test…. one boy was giggling…he hit the boy…boy had blue eyes. 

(Samten peljor) 

Though the Ministry of Education banned corporal punishment in the schools and 

the country remains resolute in protecting children against abuse (Lhamo, 2018), the 
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youth’s accounts suggest its prevalence supporting the findings of a study by the National 

Commission for Women and Children (2016). Samten Peljor hints that the whole class is 

penalized because of a few misbehaving students. He alludes to teachers’ inability to 

regulate their emotions as partly responsible for the escalation of problem behaviors. 

Wangay Dorji’s narration of an experience supports this view:  

I’ll not name names…there was a problem revolving round a student and the 

physics teacher (anonymized)…We have tolerated the teacher's aggression till 

then. Most of us shrug it off, but there were two particular guys who were 

rebellious and would talk back and the teacher also focus on [target] those two 

guys. The students would give NO (emphasis) respect to the teacher, and the 

teacher also absolutely scorns the student… In the class, he’d give him [the 

particular students] unnecessary problems and questions, and the students would 

like unnecessarily…. wouldn’t listen to the teacher. This was going on for a long 

time. Other students seem to encourage this kind of behavior in these two guys.  

One day the teacher gave us assignment…it was [a] quick assignment…. did not 

take much time…and the next day he checked. Those two guys had not done their 

work deliberately, and the teacher slapped one of them on the head, and the 

student gets up and goes out of the class. The teacher hits the other student also, 

and he also leaves the class. But the teacher grabs him at the door by his collar. 

And it actually came [down] to blows. The student manages to push him away. 

Other students intervened and calmed down the student.                                              

The teacher then tries to justify what he did, but all students lost respect for him 

by then. The principal was involved, and the teacher refused to come to class, and 
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the students also refused to listen to his teaching. It made me wonder if the 

teacher deserved our respect...if he was doing his job as a teacher...if he had those 

characteristics that a teacher is supposed to have. After that incident, all [the] 

students did not care and lost respect for teachers and trust in general.  (Wangay 

Dorji) 

Wangay Dorji’s account of the teacher-student conflict highlights the lack of 

mutual respect. More importantly, it reveals the importance of self-regulation in teachers 

in managing student behavior and maintaining a positive teacher-student relationship. 

Teachers’ aggressive behavior enflames rebelliousness in some students and this in turn 

fuels the teacher’s abusive treatment. When teachers resort to unbridled abusive behavior, 

students lose confidence in and respect for the teacher. They begin to question the 

teacher’s professionalism. Such teacher-student conflicts damage teacher-student 

relationships and appear detrimental for both parties. In one of the focus groups, the 

participants shared: 

Samten Tshering: I feel irritated when they [teachers] suddenly react 

differently…feels like they changed suddenly!  

Yeewong Choden: Spoils our mood to study as well. Once is fine, but if they 

repeat…because of the teacher, we start hating the subject and start hating the 

teacher too.  

Sampa Lhendrup:  And drop [the subject]. I dropped biology. 

Yeewong Choden: Yes. And some dropped math. 

Phurba Dorji: Last year I dropped biology but this year I got back because I like 

the new teacher.  
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Yeewong Choden: Yeah, because the biology teacher changed this year.  

Phurba Dorji: Whether we perform well or not also depend on the teacher. Some 

students do exceptionally well because they can adapt to the teacher. But some 

teachers are difficult to adapt to, that is when the students do not perform well.  

The focus group discussions with the youth validated the sense of disengagement 

that develops because of the loss of relationships with teachers. When some youths no 

longer sense care, respect, and fairness, they develop negative attitudes towards the 

subject and the teacher. Similar negative outcomes from conflicting teacher-student 

relationships like dislike and fear of school and disengagement have been highlighted by 

past researches on teacher socio-emotional competence (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). 

Describing the mood after the violent incident, Wangay Dorji says, “… all [the] 

students did not care and lost respect for teachers and trust in them in general”. Kinley 

Zangmo explains how students gang up against administration because they feel treated 

unfairly and stigmatized. She says: 

Teachers consider us to be the worst batch in the school. So whenever they talk 

about our batch, my class will shout “Ahhh…” and then we will continue from 

there till the end of the line (laughs). Last time, we did like that, and the principal 

got very irritated. All the 11 students were kept behind after assembly and we got 

scolding from her (laughs)…we didn’t even listen to her (laughs) because in the 

assembly they always tell that this year’s 11 batch is the worst batch ever.                             

Because dealing with individual…we are not the same no. Because of few 

students…all the good people are also affected. (Kinley Zangmo) 
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Similarly, Samten Peljor says, “I always stay silent...because of them 

[misbehaving students] they [teachers] don’t continue…they go [leave the class]”. 

Because the teachers’ reaction to student misbehavior is a generalized negative emotion, 

implicit in Kinley Zangmo and Samten Peljor’s accounts is a sense of unfairness. Those 

who were not the perpetrators feel victimized for no wrongdoing and resent teacher 

deserting the class.  

The participants’ accounts reveal the importance of maintaining caring and 

supportive relationships despite everyday challenges. A generalized, unrestrained, violent 

reaction to student misbehavior proves detrimental to all parties – teachers, perpetrators 

and onlookers in the class – and obstructs any pathways to happiness and fulfillment 

among young people. 

An interesting finding is that the youth are more accepting of their peers’ 

misbehaviors but expect emotional resilience and professional competence from teachers 

to manage all kinds of student misconduct and support their own happiness at school. 

This finding is reminiscent of the onus Noddings (2012b; 2012a) places on teachers as 

the caregiver in sustaining a positive relationship. According to her a climate of care and 

trust, where students can flourish, should be a prime educational goal (2012a). This goal 

should be characterized by an ambiance in which “the carer is attentive, she or he listens, 

observes, and is receptive to the expressed needs of the cared-for” (2012b, p. 53). But she 

draws a distinction between “natural and ethical caring” (p.54). Unlike “ethical caring” 

which demands the highest moral behavior in the most challenging of situations, “natural 

caring” is at work in nurturing a congenial atmosphere where both the carer and the 
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cared-for reciprocate each other’s needs. “Ethical caring” is called upon when conflicts 

arise or when the relationship is threatened.  

If one were to apply Nodding’s (2012b) ideology of care ethics, the teacher-

student fallout discussed above should require the teachers to respond by contemplating 

how one might respond in the most caring way possible even in spite of the difficult 

circumstances; in other words to draw on “ethical caring”. Given that the quality of 

teachers-student relationships affect youth happiness, the testimonies of youth shared 

here reveal the importance of teachers’ professional preparation in regulating one’s 

emotions and more importantly in positive student behavior management.  

Empathetic guidance. Related to teacher self-regulation, the youth talked about 

approaches to behavior management as an aspect of the school that affects their 

happiness. Wangay Dorji suggests that school policies work to monitor student behavior 

and promote conformity: 

Our school already has so many policies against drugs like …they do check ups in 

the toilets and all. … Like in their [management and teachers’] eyes they think 

that if the students want[ed to], they can quit drugs…. There was this kid …his 

friends were smoking…he was with them. He tired justifying saying, “It wasn’t 

me, seii” But he got expelled nonetheless…. Now he DID get into smoking. He is 

at home; he can’t get into other schools…he got into hard drugs …and he got into 

a fight and … now he is in jail, and in [the] jail I think he committed suicide. So, 

see just because our school didn’t take time to listen to him, try and assess his 

problem…You know how they say, “one bad apple makes the whole thing…” 
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Students are not apples; students are human beings….You know, try to fix, not 

throw. (Wangay Dorji) 

Wangay Dorji draws an analogy between the school’s management of problem 

behavior and the popular maxim of chucking out rotten apples to save a basketful. 

However, he argues that ‘students are humans’ who can be reformed. From expedient 

expulsions he has observed, he concludes that schools lack genuine empathy and effort in 

counseling at-risk youths. Supporting this claim, Yeewong shares: 

Basically, the teachers want to suspend the students. They don’t try to change the 

student but always focus on punishment. Especially when they get into fights and 

do drugs…actually they [the teachers] should be advising them [the students] not 

to do and make them go on [sic] the right way, but they think of expelling them. 

(Yeewong Choden) 

Echoing similar sentiments in the focus group, Phurba Dorji explains, “If I am 

into drugs, I think a good teacher will talk with his friends and help us instead of just 

telling people, ‘he is like this and that’ [instead of] giving low marks”.  

The youths expect empathic understanding and guidance. However, contrary to 

their expectation, they witness speedy suspensions and expulsions of at-risk youths. 

Phurba Dorji’s statement also suggests that at-risk students endure the majority of teacher 

biases because of frequent conflict with school rules. Such accounts point to a lack of or 

ineffective counseling services at the school.  

Since the early 2000s the Ministry of Education has invested in a comprehensive 

school health program, life-skills program, scouts and school counseling services and so 

on that contribute to holistic socio-emotional and healthy physical development (Ministry 
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of Education, 2014c). Yet, the participants made no reference to such programs in the 

school except for Kinley Zangmo who shared: “We have counseling in school 

but…students are so negative….They say, “I don’t do drugs; ‘I don’t have any family 

problem, so why should I go there.’” Her account indicates a resistance to counseling and 

a negative perception of the service. 

The participants’ reports on a lack of positive approaches to problem behaviors 

find some support in a study that looked at Australian and Bhutanese teacher-counselors’ 

experiences of implementing wellbeing programs in a school (Jamtsho, 2015). The study 

reveals accusations against teacher-counselors of disrupting the traditional “control and 

compliance” (p. 150) approach to managing student behavior, and their roles being 

delegated to ‘fixing’ problem-students instead of taking a proactive holistic approach.  

In summary, as elaborated in this section, youth happiness in the school hinges 

partly on their instrumental relationships with teachers. This kind of relationship is key to 

their academic achievement. A learner-centered approach to teaching fosters a sense of 

being valued as an agent who can contribute to his or her own learning and enhances 

further engagement. Teacher-centric teaching, on the other hand, fails to motivate student 

engagement. A positive approach to disciplining makes youth feel cared for. On the 

contrary, a punitive approach such as deserting the class, public reprimands, or expulsion 

results in negative student outcomes. These policies and practices adversely affects youth 

self–esteem, discourages academic engagement and fosters resentment. This finding is in 

line with what existing literature contends about positive teacher-student relationships 

enhancing a sense of self-worth in students (Martin & Dowson, 2009; Mikulincer, 

Shaver, & Pereg, 2003). More importantly, when teachers fail to exercise self-restraint in 
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the face of misbehavior or teacher-student conflict, students lose trust and faith in the 

relationship. As indicated in this research, youth place a huge emphasis on teachers for 

their happiness. They expect unconditional regard from teachers, academic support, and 

guidance in achieving personal goals.  

Supportive Peer-relationships 

The two other significant figures in the lives of the youth are their friends and 

family members. A majority of the youth identified time spent with friends as their 

happiest moments. On the other hand, only a few said the same about their family and the 

research did not generate much data on this. Inquiry into the young people’s family and 

friendship contexts reveal supportive friendship and familial relationships as an important 

determinant of happiness. Most of the young people living with guardians expressed 

feeling ‘stressed,’ ‘lonely’, and ‘depressed’. The youths who reported close and open 

relationships on these fronts discussed at length how they contribute to their happiness. 

On the contrary, those who reported lacking such relationships expressed experiencing 

stress, loneliness and depression. For this dissertation, familial relationship includes 

relationships with parents and or guardians (relatives – uncles, aunts and elder siblings.)  

A huge majority of the youth interviewed reported spending time with friends as 

comprising their happiest moments. It is interesting to note that for some, being with 

friends is the sole motivation to attend school. The youth look forward to school because 

it is a place where friends congregate. Jamyang Choden says, ”…when I come to school 

instead of studies, I think of friends (laughs)”. Similarly, Samten Peljor says, “School 

makes me happy. I get to see my friends. Sometimes you miss school… especially in 
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[sic] breaks….” Wangay Dorji says, “It's kinda bore[sic] without friends.” Echoing a 

similar view, Samten Tshering says, “Going to school is the favorite of mine because I 

meet with friends, spend time with them, play pranks... it’s fun. Without school, it means 

no friends; without friends… It is nothing.” In the ensuing sections, I explore the 

relationship between friendship and happiness by inquiring into the value it has for the 

youth I interviewed. 

Socio-emotional support. Participants responded that supportive peer-

relationships are a source of positive affect for youth. They simply enjoy the company of 

their peers, and being in the same developmental stage, they share a sense of kinship, and 

perceive deeper understanding and acceptance of each other. This section underscores the 

importance of supportive peer-relationship to youth happiness and sheds light on how it 

complements relationship with adults (parents and teachers). Participants suggest that it is 

in a supportive peer-relationship that they feel free to be their authentic selves. 

Discussion of the accounts of the youth in the following sections clarifies this in greater 

detail.  

Emotional relatedness: A sense of being understood. The need to belong – a 

sense of emotional connectedness based on acceptance and empathy - is a fundamental 

human need (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Sharing the same developmental stage, youth 

share a sense of kinship. There is the perception that friends are better able to relate to 

them and understand their situation and feelings. For instance, Samten Tshering says: 

“They [friends] can understand how it feels because they are our age. But with elders, 

they forgot how they felt when they were at our age…so it is not quite [the] same”. The 
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perception that friends understand and empathize with them allows the youth to disclose 

thoughts and feelings as the following excerpt illustrates: 

When we are with friends, we can share everything freely…like our feelings, and 

we can even console each other. Friends share what we don’t share with 

family…and have good times together. (Yeewong Lhamo) 

Perception of commonality in interests, characteristics and life situations help 

youth connect with each other. For instance, Chador Wangmo says, “They [friends] are 

interesting…we have similar character…they also like having fun…they are kind and 

nice. Similarly Dorji Drakpa asserts, “I can be open with them [friends]…compared to 

my family. In the family, I am always quite…but with friends…I talk more. With family 

we have some things in common…but not that many. Furthermore, Tobjur Dema also 

resounds similar view and maintains, “Friends like …Peki (anonymized) makes me 

happy…she is very kind…we are the same condition…both [of us] lost [our] father[s]…”  

Resonating a similar view, Sampa Lhundrup narrates relationships with close 

friends as a missing piece from the picture of his happy life. In the excerpt below, he 

recounts the struggle of giving up friendship for the sake of his parents who suspected 

negative peer influence. 

[At] First time I struggled to stay home…had to go and meet up friends all the 

time…but got used to staying home…feel happy when I see close friends 

well…and sad when they are not well…and then [we] got far relation with them. I 

think…they share everything when we meet…but …don’t call like before…”  

(Sampa Lhundrup) 
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As evident from Sampa Lhundrip’s experience, loss of close friends leaves a void in 

some youth’s lives.  

Acceptance: The freedom to be oneself. While common ground helps youth 

relate and connect with each other, the young people I interviewed also expressed the 

need to maintain their sense of individuality. It is important for these young people to feel 

accepted for who they are. Relationships are an important factor contributing to Wangay 

Dorji’s happiness. His account reveals the centrality of the quality of his relationship to 

happiness. In the following excerpt, he narrates the journey of finding himself and the 

importance of feeling ‘comfortable in his own skin’: 

 … back then [referring to younger years] I was very insecure about, you know, 

relationships, friends, and type like that. I always used to wonder like how can I 

get more friends (excitedly). So I used to do dumb stuff, just so, you know, I can 

connect with people, and used to act out in ways. I am [was] friend[ly] with 

everyone, …but then I [was] not generally happy with that…I call them my 

friends, but I don’t [sic] like the things we do [sic] together…Class 11 is my 

favorite year so far. I have none of the insecurities left. In my class I know 

everybody; I am myself now. I no longer have this feeling that “Oh, I need to 

impress this guy, I want to be like that”…I realized that when I was with friends 

like Penjor Dorji, Ugyen Sonam, and Sonam Wangchuk, (anonymized names) I 

was this person who I felt most natural with. I can always trust that these guys are 

real friends; they stick around. With people who I pretended to be friends, it was 
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always like I was on eggshells around them. I am very secure with myself [now]. 

I don’t work out for other people; I work out because I like it. (Wangay Dorji) 

As an extrovert who has always enjoyed being popular amongst peers, Wangay 

Dorji attempted many trails at pleasing friends. But he came to realize that he wasn’t 

happy with those friends because he had to do things to ‘fit in’ the group. It was 

burdensome to be alert and to be in sync with the group all the time. Wangay Dorji 

describes the feeling as “walking on eggshells”. He did not feel that he belonged because 

he could not be himself, and to be otherwise was a constant source of stress. Wangay 

Dorji’s account points to an accepting friendship as one of the qualities of a positive 

relationship conducive to youth happiness. Jamyang Choden narrated a similar account 

from her time in middle school because she did not share much in common with her 

friends. She recounts: “…I was friends with everyone…but I didn’t have close…best 

friend…they were good friends, but they were not my type.” Further, she maintains, “[I 

value] friends who accept me for who I am and don’t bend me in their ways.”  

Both Wangay Dorji and Jamyang Choden value their individuality and it is 

important for them to be accepted as they are. This finding further reiterates the construal 

of happiness as the freedom to be oneself as discussed in chapter IV. A supportive 

friendship fulfills the need to be oneself with unconditional acceptance of their 

uniqueness and individuality.  

In a similar vein, Sampa Lhundrup’s account of happy times reveals that youth 

seek places and relationships where they are comfortable being themselves. Firstly, 

Sampa Lhunrup enjoys midnight rides because he gets to spend time with his friends, 
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who his parents do not approve of. Secondly, the solitude of night gives them the privacy 

to be who they are and the freedom to do what they like.  

I like playing basketball, football and… going for a ride at mid night…and 

staying at friends’ home and doing naughty things (laughs). Most of the time there 

will be [sic] less people or no people [at night]…(laughs) and we can do whatever 

we like (smiles)…people can’t see us. Friends, they bring things they enjoy… like 

guitars and all…. We just compose songs and sing…and we do chorus 

part…(smiles) like that…. I like singing, … but when I sing I feel self-conscious 

too. But at night there is no one to complain and … no one to comment…and 

friends encourage whatever we want to do. (Sampa Lhundrup) 

Samten Tshering, who claims an unhappy childhood because of strict upbringing from 

his guardian, echoes a similar view, “Usually I just like to stay with my friends…roam in 

the town…I get to stay with my friends.... With family it is bit restricted, but with friends, 

we can use slangs and all that stuff, but there is no one to scold us…so I feel free.”  

Spending time with friends is the happiest because being in the same age group 

there is no pressure to conform to socio-cultural norms or to live up to adults’ 

expectations. Youth enjoy greater independence, autonomy, and freedom in the company 

of friends. As in the case of Sampa Lhundrup, he gets to try singing with encouraging 

friends and away from the judging eyes of other people. Similarly, Samten Tshering gets 

to be himself (show his naughty side) without the fear of reprimand for not conforming to 

social appeal.  

A supportive friendship characterized by a sense of being understood and 

accepted is one of the key sources of happiness for youth. Such relationships respect their 
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need to maintain individuality, enjoy freedom of choice and to exercise autonomy. Such 

an enabling environment provided by friendship is akin to Nussbaum’s (2011) concept of 

capabilities. These are conditions or opportunities (Nussbaum, 2011; Robeyns, 2005) in a 

relational context that allow youth to exercise their individuality. A supportive friendship 

characterized by acceptance and respect contributes to youth happiness as it fulfills the 

need to belong while allowing for the freedom and the autonomy to be oneself.  

Friendship as a site of youth happiness was followed up again in focus groups to 

see how else it supported happiness, and one strand of discussion led to the affirmation of 

my earlier analysis: 

Chencho Lhamu: A lot of you mentioned spending time with friends as your 

happiest time. What do you do with your friends that make you happy?  

Sampa Lhundrup:We can be open.  

Phurba Dorji: And they are the people who accept us as who we are. They accept 

our stupidity …feel free…no shackles on the legs…just be free.  

Chencho Lhamu: So you don’t feel judged by your friends, and you feel 

comfortable being who you are?  

Yes. (All participants) 

Yeewong Choden: Yes, from all the people friends are the only group of people 

who understand our generation better, not even the family. Someone from the 

family will have something to say about what we are doing, so only friends 

understand our generation better.  

Phurba Dorji: And they are the group of people who believe that anything is 

possible…they are supportive. If a white girl is married a black, the family will be 
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angry, but a friend will be accepting. And if I say I want to build a rocket to the 

moon my family will think it is silly, but the crazy guy here (pointing to a friend) 

will be the person who will say, “when should we start?”  

Sampa Lhundrup: Doing crazy things. If we can’t dance and feel shy to dance in 

public…with friends, we can show our silly moves and our worst voice. If we are 

singing in the room or singing alone, they [family] will say, “stop it, the rain will 

start. 

Some of the key words the youth used to describe the quality of friendship that 

contributes to their happiness are ‘open,' ‘accepting,' ‘understanding,' ‘supportive’ and 

‘encouraging.' The excerpt above confirms respect for individuality as a strong need in 

the youth, and an accepting friendship fulfills this need.  

Positive affect of friendship: A buffer against stress and worries. Having friends 

who understand and empathize allows youth to share their feelings freely. This research 

suggests that the ability to share feelings is important for two reasons. Firstly, the process 

of venting pent up emotions is cathartic and provides emotional relief without the fear of 

judgment. Secondly, it prevents youth from psychological problems like loneliness and 

depression.  

Chador Wangmo’s parents divorced when she was young. She lives with her 

mother but does not share a close relationship with her or with her separated father. She 

shared her dilemma of not knowing how to interact with her parents or how to mitigate 

certain issues in keeping both parents happy. Concerned with whether her behavior 



 

 

 

169 

caused any strain in her father’s new relationship Chador Wangmo sought her friends’ 

counsel.  

They [friends] talk about their opinions [share their views], and I get to think 

about the situation again…so it kind of relieves me when I talk with them… Talks 

like whether I should ask my dad this question or not…if what I had done was 

right or wrong...(Chador Wangmo) 

The above excerpt illustrates the protective role of friendship when youth 

experience emotional turmoil. It demonstrates the emotional relief that can come from 

sharing concerns with friends.  

Nachung Lhamo, who does not share a close relationship with her guardian or her 

mother in the village, reports feeling lonely and depressed. Nachung Lhamo also 

acknowledges happiness as an emotional relief that comes from sharing feelings. She 

shares,” Happiness comes to me when I am with my friends and when I have someone to 

chat with, like ma’am (referring to me); when I get to share my feelings”. It is interesting 

to note, in the excerpt below, how Nachung Lhamo was able to compensate for her lack 

of a close social relationship: 

I spend most [of the] time with my Gods. Sometimes I even talk to God. I share 

my feeling with them because I don’t have anyone to talk to, to share my feelings. 

I speak all my problems to my God. 

The lack of a close relationship is a strong stimulus that prompts Nachung Lhamo to 

forge a more transcendental relationship. Though such a relationship is different from a 

social one, it nevertheless fulfills her need for emotional connectedness and to “share 

feelings”. She feels that her relationship with God protects her. She says, “I think if I pray 
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to God, it will make [keep] me be safe”.  It gives her the psychological confidence of 

being protected and supported just as close social relationships can.  

Extant literature points out that acceptance from peers and enjoying positive peer 

relationships enhance youth’s confidence and protects against negative experiences 

(Noble & McGrath, 2012). Similarly, this study also reveals that for these youth having a 

listening ear and being able to vent concerns lightens the burden of unpleasant ruminating 

thoughts. A caring and supportive company of friends provides respite from the cares of 

the world and buffers youth from stress and the potential agonies of life.  

Instrumental support of peers. Aside from providing socio-emotional support 

that is critical to youth happiness, this study shows that positive peer-relationships also 

prove instrumental to healthy youth development. Peer-relationships serve as a ground 

where youth feel free to express their concerns, sound out ideas and learn to make 

autonomous decisions. Unlike in relationship with adults like parents and teachers, 

friendship allows the freedom and the space for youth to go through the process of 

making decision on their own. Friendships also help forge and expand relationships that 

are instrumental to integration of the youth into their social environment. Drawing on the 

narratives of the participating youth, in the next section, I explore and explicate the 

instrumental role of friendship and its relation to youth’s perception of happiness.  

Autonomous decision-making. A strong sense of emotional relatedness with 

friends is an important ground for youth to seek each other out in times of need. Youth’s 

relationship with their friends is founded on the perception that they are more accepting 

and understanding. This confidence prompts open disclosure of their inner thoughts and 
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feelings, which in turn boosts their trust in friends’ advice. The following account from 

Sampa Lhundrup illustrates this. He talks about how friendship is important to his 

happiness in the following excerpt: 

When I failed in class 9…[I] told my parents that I want to quit studies. [My] 

parents told me to continue. Then I was thinking about it the whole time and 

shared with my friends. They told me it’s ok to fail in class 9 but study hard in 

class 10 and 12 for board exam…and…as they suggested I worked hard…I 

repeated grade 9…got good marks…so I was happy. If I did not share with them 

[friends] and dropped school, I wouldn’t have been happy. Parents think good for 

us…but because we are not close with parents…our mind cannot accept their 

advice. But with friends, we are close; we share everything…so we can accept 

friends’ advise. It is like this…parents gives advice but friends suggest…it is up 

to us to take it or not. (Sampa Lhundrup) 

Though both his parents and friends expressed the same view about his intention 

to quit studies, there was a difference in how he received them. Sampa Lhundrup trusts 

his friends’ advice more because he believes that it is based on open sharing and 

understanding of one another. On the contrary, he sees his parents’ view as an “advice” to 

comply with. This feeling stems from the power relation that exists between parent and 

child. The same view from his friends is regarded as a ‘suggestion’ that he could either 

follow through or disregard. Embedded in Sampa Lhundrup’s account is many youth’s 

need for autonomy. He is more amenable to a view when offered as a suggestion rather 

than as advice.  
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Sampa’s account reveals how supportive friendships are instrumental to decision-

making in youth’s lives. Because many youth relate to those who are in the same 

developmental stage and social locations and share similar life experiences, they share 

concerns and issues more openly. The open sharing reinforces the trust they have in the 

other person to understand their concerns and needs, and to offer sound guidance. Hence, 

youth are more amenable to friends’ advice. On the contrary, because they are more 

reserved with authority figures like parents, youth doubt the soundness of advice offered 

by them. Supportive relationship plays an important role in their happiness because it 

serves as a sounding board that helps youth make important decisions or to overcome 

problems in life.  

Social integration. Successfully adapting to new environments is one 

developmental task that is characteristic of young people’s experiences as they move 

from middle to high school or as their parents’ careers move them around. Some of the 

youth I spoke with expressed experiencing anxiety during such transitions. The 

participants identified supportive friendships and the ability to forge new friendships as 

resources that enable integration into new environments. In the following account, 

Wangay Dorji narrates the challenges he faced in changing schools and finding happiness 

in friendship: 

I am [sic] born in Bhutan, and I spent some of my childhood here, but I spent a 

majority of my…prime childhood in the U.S [ananymized] spent almost 3 years 

there. When my parents came back to Bhutan they were first stationed in 

Zhemgang (anonymized)…. I spent two of my years there and those years were a 
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bit rough. I am the boy who speaks English fluently in a different accent; I don’t 

[sic] know a single word of Dzongkha. I didn’t know anybody; it was quite hard 

for me to fit in.…I could feel the distance between us. I met my best friend back 

then –Kinga Dorji (anonymized), he is still my best friend right now. After two 

years we went to Thimphu…. My mum enrolled me into Pema Juney 

(anonymized) school, and at first I was like so (gestures displeasure)… you know 

I didn’t want to go there. Then I realized my friend Kinga Dorji was also there. 

Suddenly I was really happy. (Wangay Dorji) 

Wangay Dorji’s account illustrates the problem youth face in reintegrating into 

their culture. His account explains the struggles of youth in finding a sense of belonging 

to a group and a place. Wangay Dorji did not have the language to connect with the rural 

school in Bhutan, and he was a stranger amongst the people with whom he shared the 

same cultural roots. But being able to forge a new friendship helped him integrate into the 

new school environment. Wangay Dorji faced another transition, moving from a rural 

government school to an urban private school in the capital city. However, discovering 

that his best friend was also in the same school, the displeasure of having to adjust to yet 

another school dissipated. 

It was nice to see a familiar face in a new and strange environment…there was 

comfort that I at least knew one friend… and connections can grow after that. 

Having my friend was a relief because he was there for me and relieved me of 

loneliness. (Wangay Dorji) 

In the excerpt below, Nachung Lhamo brings out the difference in the depth of the 

relationship between a rural village and urban Thimphu. Nachung Lhamo lost her father 
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when she was young, and about a year ago she had come to live with relatives in 

Thimphu. Her mother lives in the village, and the two of them do not have much 

interaction. She does not share a close relationship with her guardian, and often feels 

lonely and depressed. The excerpt below contrasts the quality of relationship she enjoyed 

in the village with the one she is currently experiencing in the capital city and displays 

her inability to integrate into the new environment: 

When I stayed there in Trashigang (anonymized place), I had lovely friends and I 

used to help my mum work in the field…(long pause)...I didn’t feel alone there as 

I feel here…. Here most of the people stay in their own world, so I also don’t feel 

free with my friends…I don’t feel like sharing my feeling with them (smiles) as I 

do with my childhood friends. I am usually shy. I traveled this Babesa 

(anonymyzed place) bus for two years, but I hardly know a soul (laughs freely for 

the first time) even though I usually see them and know their faces, but I don’t 

know them. 

Being “shy” as Nachung Lhamo described herself, she was not able to forge 

relationships and feels lonely without the close network of friends in the village. Her 

observation brings out the contrast in how people relate to each other in rural and urban 

Bhutan. She senses shallowness in the relationships in the city and therefore does not feel 

free to open up to her friends.  

The rural communities in Bhutan, though shrinking with rural-urban migration, 

are still cohesive whereas life in urban Thimphu has changed over the years. Nachung 

Lhamo’s observation resonates with my own experience. I live on a campus with twenty-

five households, but aside from my siblings, I barely know the neighbors though we greet 
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each other hastily as we go about our own business. Life has become fast and social 

interactions superficial; limited to courteous greetings and impersonal talks like weather, 

environment and how fast the time goes by. 

With modernization, urban Thimphu is becoming increasingly individualistic 

(Phuntsho, 2017) and the superficiality of relationships aggravates the loneliness of youth 

like Nachung Lhamo who have come from rural communities with stronger social 

connections. Nachung Lhamo’s account highlights the importance of close relationship in 

integrating into a new social setting and fulfilling the basic need to connect and belong.  

As evident from the account above, close friendship plays a central role in 

integrating into a new environment. Having at least one friend not only keeps loneliness 

at bay but also gives the hope of expanding one’s network and establishing one’s sense of 

belongingness to a new environment. It is not so much the number of people around but 

the depth of closeness with friends that help youth integrate.  

Discussion  

Being social in nature, human beings seek nurturing connections (Roffey, 2012). 

In line with existing research (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Demir, 2010; Helliwell & 

Putnam, 2004; Helliwell, Layard, & Sachs, 2015; Holden, 2010; Sel13) this study 

highlights quality relationships as an important source of happiness for youth. 

Relationship here refers to ‘emotional connectedness’ (Martin & Dowson, 2009) between 

people.  

The study confirms the well-established knowledge that a positive relationship 

fulfills the innate human psychological need to belong and relate with others (Roffey, 
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2012). Satisfaction of this need rests on a caring and an instrumental relationship. A 

caring relationship is open, fair, accepting and empathetic. Such a relationship creates a 

safe space for youth to share academic and personal concerns freely. Furthermore, when 

their expressed need is met with an appropriate response, youth feel cared for, respected 

and valued. Confirming Seligman’s (2011) proposition of human company as the best 

“antidote” to depression, a majority of the youth identified spending time with friends as 

a source of positive affect and happiness.  

A relationship is instrumental when the bond is supportive towards meeting 

valued goals (academic and social). Describing the value of positive relationships Holden 

(2010) contends, “Relationships are at the heart of happiness…your relationships are 

what help you to grow and evolve into the person you most want to be” (p. 175). As 

evident from this study, happiness for the youth in question relies on positive 

relationships with teachers and friends as it provides emotional support and is 

instrumental to academic attainment, problem solving and decision-making.  

Pedagogy for GNH. The essence of Educating for GNH (EfGNH) is the 

provision of a wholesome education (Powdyel, 2014) with emphasis on the worldview of 

interdependence (Thinley, 2009). The ability to adapt and “deal effectively with change” 

is one of the hallmarks of a GNH graduate (Hayward & Colman, 2010). Construed thus, 

EfGNH is preparation for an unknown future and an interconnected and ever-changing 

world. Though an extensive literature on GNH-pedagogy is non-existent, it can be 

inferred from the existing literature that educating for GNH calls for a pedagogic 
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approach that stimulates creative, reflective and critical thinking skills, and the ability to 

evaluate actions and decisions through the lens of an interconnected worldview.  

It is evident in the reports of the youth that they enjoy active learning experiences 

and find passive involvement unexciting. In addition, the centrality of the freedom to 

voice and choice discussed in chapter IV reiterates the supposition that a pedagogic 

approach that values learner experience, engagement and autonomy is conducive to youth 

happiness in school. Thus, it can be inferred that the pedagogic ideology embedded in 

EfGNH (as discussed in the preceding paragraph) coheres with youth’s experiences of 

happiness. However, it is hard to comment with certainty if such pedagogical approaches 

are a common practice in schools or not. Nonetheless it seems safe to surmise, from the 

teacher-centric teaching reported by the youth and past research (Young, 2012), that the 

current pedagogical practices in the Bhutanese schools are antithetical to youth 

happiness. There is an opportunity for future research to fill in this knowledge gap and 

more fully conceptualize GNH pedagogy.  

Young (2012) already proposed critical pedagogy as an answer to infusing 

education with the principles of GNH. The aim of critical pedagogy resonates with the 

goals of EfGNH. Based on critical theory in education, critical pedagogy strives to 

liberate learners through the development of a “critical consciousness” (Aliakbar & 

Faraji, 2011, p. 78). The pedagogy invites learners to reject uncritical acceptance of 

knowledge or ways of life as a given, and to critically reflect on it and exercise one’s 

voice to engage in critical dialogue (Diaz-Greenberg & Nevin, 2004). Such a pedagogical 

approach removes teachers from the position of subject experts and elevates learners to 

co-creators of knowledge with teachers (Aliakbar & Faraji, 2011). Critical pedagogy 



 

 

 

178 

democratizes the culture of schooling (Cho, 2010) and honors learners’ lived experiences, 

voice and active engagement in their learning; again, these principles concur with youth’s 

experiences of happiness and expressed needs in this research. 

A central tenet of EfGNH is the concept of interdependence. This concept, 

however, cannot be taught didactically. It requires contemplation on the connections 

between seemingly unrelated phenomena in life. For instance, who would have thought 

that the advancement in technology and the invention of jet airplanes – innovations meant 

to ease our lives – could also threaten our very existence in the long run with their carbon 

emissions and environmental degradation? To realize the benefits of an interdependent 

worldview through gestures of thoughtful action and consumption, and through 

sustainable ways of life, calls for reflection, critical thinking and holistic thinking - taking 

into consideration all consequences of an idea, decision and action. Purporting critical 

pedagogy as an approach to cultivate an interdependent paradigm, Young (2012) writes, 

“Critical pedagogy requires that people in a classroom attune to the specifics of where 

they live and understand how their personal life is connected to larger communities … 

and the global community” (p. 19). Philosophically, critical pedagogy as propounded by 

Young seems to resonate with the central concept of interdependence in EfGNH. 

However, conceptualizing GNH pedagogy requires a deeper analysis through a 

Bhutanese cultural lens and context.   

Socio-emotional competence: A building block of positive relationships. 

Evident in this research is that the teacher-student relationship is an important 

determinant of youth happiness. This relationship in turn depends on teachers’ personal 
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attributes and socio-emotional competencies aside from pedagogic expertise. It is 

apparent that teacher displays of socio-emotional competencies play a pivotal role in 

establishing and maintaining a relationship conducive to the wellbeing of both students 

and themselves. Such a teacher is aware of others and one’s own feelings, is able to 

recognize the source of feelings, and can self-regulate and respond appropriately to 

negotiate conflict situations and relationships (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).  

Socio-emotional competence is not only associated with one’s own wellbeing 

(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009) but also with that of those around us, as is evident in this 

study. This is to say that socio-emotional competence affects the quality of social 

relationships, which in turn determines happiness. An educational implication of this 

finding is the importance of teachers’ socio-emotional preparedness as they make crucial 

contributions to optimal classroom climates and student experiences. It also reiterates the 

professionalism Noddings (2012a; 2012b) places on teachers as caregivers to draw on 

ethical strengths during challenging times to respond in ways that maintain positive 

teacher-student relationships. Existing literature shows multiple benefits of positive 

teacher-student relationships such as school engagement, higher achievement (Noble & 

McGrath, 2012; Roorda, Koomen, Spilt, & Oort, 2011), positive attitudes, and pro-social 

behavior (Noble & McGrath, 2012). Positive teacher-student relationships cannot be left 

to chance, but teachers need professional preparation to forge and maintain positive 

relationships. Relationships can only be built through mutual effort and cannot be 

imposed one-sidedly. By this logic, if happiness were an educational agenda, students 

would also benefit from programs that enhance their socio-emotional skills. Related to 

the concept of socio-emotional development is a growing body of literature on mindful 
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meditation as an efficacious approach to youth emotional regulation and pro-social 

behavior (Broderick & Jennings, 2012).  

Mindfulness indeed was a conscious strategy of the Educating for Gross National 

Happiness policy. Nation-wide teacher training oriented teaches to the strategies of 

leading mindfulness practices (Ministry of Education, 2014). The participating youth in 

this research, however, made no references to the mindfulness program. Therefore, it is 

hard to comment on its implementation. However, based on my interactions with youth, it 

seems safe to say that impulsive reactions or lack of mindful approaches in social 

interactions seem contrary to youth happiness.  

Conclusion 

 A supportive relationship is foundational to youth happiness as is evident in this 

chapter. A supportive relationship is characterized by openness, fairness, acceptance and 

positive regard. Supportive relationships with teachers and peers provide emotional 

support, buffer against stress and are instrumental to realizing personal goals of being 

oneself, making autonomous decisions, and building social networks in which one feels a 

sense of belongingness.  

A supportive peer relationship complements relationships with adults like 

teachers and parents. Because youths do not share everything openly with adults, no 

matter how close, peers play a pivotal role in their life. Youth turn to their peers for 

emotional support and guidance with more trust and confidence as they relate more to 

people in their age group, and the relationship is based on a greater degree of open 

sharing of personal issues and aspirations.  
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 The findings in this chapter also point to the relational nature of the teaching 

profession and in particular to the important role teachers’ pedagogic and socio-

emotional competence plays in youth happiness in schools. The youth I interviewed 

perceive learner-centered approaches to teaching as interactive and fun, and through these 

approaches there is a greater sense of shared responsibility. This subsequently enhances 

their engagement in the learning process. A lack of socio-emotional competence in 

teachers proves detrimental to student wellbeing.  
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Chapter VII: Threading the Beads of Happiness – Concluding Thoughts 

Introduction 

 This research set out to answer three broad questions about happiness from urban 

Bhutanese high school youths’ lived experiences as follows: What are urban Bhutanese 

high school youth’s understandings of happiness? How do different aspects of the school 

affect youth's happiness? How do youth’s conception and approaches to happiness 

compare with GNH? The research focused on urban youth’s conceptions of happiness 

given Bhutan’s changing social context, rapid development, and emerging youth related 

issues. It was undertaken in light of the country’s effort to promote sustainable 

development and to balance consumerism with spiritualism through educating for 

happiness (Thinely, 2004; 2009). The objective of the study was to explore how the urban 

youth in question constructed the concept of happiness and to understand the beliefs and 

values underpinning their conception of happiness. As children spend a considerable part 

of their formative years in school, the intention of the study was to understand what and 

how aspects of school affect their happiness. Lastly, based on these findings, the study 

also aimed to assess the youth’s construal of happiness in relation to the ideals of the 

Gross National Happiness paradigm. 

This qualitative research drew on the principles of narrative inquiry (Clandinin, 

2006; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) and used a thematic methodological approach 

(Attride-Stirling, 2001; Braun & Clarke, 2006) to explore, discover and build themes of 

happiness derived from youth narratives. In inductively analyzing youth interview data, I 

moved fluidly between the three aspects of “sociality” – the personal, the social and the 
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relational (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006 as cited in Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007, p.23) 

- to identity how individually and socially constructed meanings and discourses of 

happiness were put into practice by them.  

In this concluding chapter, I synthesize my analysis of youth happiness in the 

three thematic chapters that preceded this one, and that formed the bulk of this study, 

with a view toward directly and comprehensively addressing my main research questions. 

I address my second question about how aspects of school affect Bhutanese youth’s 

happiness first, as it leads inductively to answering my earlier question, concerned with 

how it is that urban Bhutanese youth understand happiness. My third question on the 

analysis of youth’s construal of happiness in context of centrally determined conceptions 

of happiness follows. I end with a discussion of my study’s significance, posit some 

recommendations, and consider future research opportunities. 

School Factors that Affect Youth Happiness 

The study provides valuable insights into the experiences and perspectives of 

urban, Bhutanese youth. Interestingly, while it validated existing conceptions of 

happiness, it also revealed a nuanced understanding unique to young people. The research 

shows that as much as happiness is predominantly associated with a positive affect, in the 

view of many youth, it is likewise about being a ‘good human’ and realizing goals that 

extend beyond sensory pleasures. Sources of happiness are located in social interactions 

as much as they are within oneself—an influential Buddhist philosophical claim (Lama & 

Cuttler, 1998; Ricard, 2014; Tashi, 2004; Thinely, 2004) that positive psychologists have 

come to advocate in recent decades (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Lyubomirsky, 2007; 
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Seligman, 2011). Happiness for Bhutanese youth also stems from altruistic actions and 

personal sacrifices as much as from the fulfillment of psychological needs such as 

agency, a sense of competence, and the need to belong.  

This research underscores the centrality of three aspects of school as important 

determinants of youth happiness: 1) holistic and learner-centered curricula, 2) democratic 

school culture, and 3) positive relationships. Youth preoccupations with these elements of 

school illustrate their attention to important aspects of their education and to the 

seriousness with which they make sense of their lives.  

Holistic and learner-centered curricula. This research—highlighted in the 

youth responses—points out the narrow focus on academics in Bhutanese schools and the 

neglect of other important non-academic goals. It is evident from the study that not 

everybody is academically inclined, but as proposed by Ryan, Huta and Deci (2008) the 

need for autonomy and competence appears universal among the participating youths. A 

majority of the youths identified club periods and co-curricular programs as the part of 

the school with which they are most happy. These programs are opportunities to discover 

non-academic potentials and to display talents. They broaden the opportunity for them to 

experience a sense of competence important for their self-esteem. Unlike with academic 

programs, youth often have more autonomy to determine their choice of clubs and co-

curricular programs. Reminiscent of self-determinism theory’s perspective of a 

eudaimonic life (Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008), this study points to fulfilling the 

psychological need for competence and autonomy as essential elements of youth 

happiness.  
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Furthermore, the freedom for volitional choice in clubs and co-curricular 

activities increases the chance of finding a match between interests and potentials; this, in 

turn, increases the likelihood of experiencing positive engrossment. Most of the 

participants described a state of engrossment and satisfaction akin to Csikszentmihalyi’s 

concept of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Csikszentmihalyi & Row, 2000). This also 

rings true of Seligman’s (2011) proposition that individuals experience engagement, one 

of the elements of a flourishing life, on discovering an activity or a goal that optimally 

utilizes one’s strength. 

Similarly, pedagogic approaches also seem to affect youth happiness. Some of the 

youth highlighted the invigorating effect of the learner-centered pedagogic approaches 

their school initiated. Some referred to teacher-centric teaching as what makes their 

school experience dull and boring. An analysis of the accounts points to student 

participation, interaction, and fun learning processes as instrumental to a happy school 

experience. A learner-centered pedagogy creates a community of learners and places the 

onus of learning on participants. It elicits active student participation; when combined 

with energizers, it breaks the monotony of studying, and the youth perceive the 

experience as engaging and invigorating. Learner-centered interactive approaches to 

teaching foster a sense of being valued as an agent who can contribute to his or her own 

learning, a finding already established by past studies (Martin & Dowson, 2009; 

Mikulincer, Shaver, & Pereg, 2003), and enhances further engagement.  

The account of student-initiated projects discussed in this dissertation exemplifies 

youth’s yearning for an education that is holistic and has space for student choice and 

voice. Indeed, this finding echoes Nodding’s (2003) call to reconsider educational goals 
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to make them relevant to student wellbeing and not narrowly focused on producing an 

economic workforce. This study shows that excessive emphasis on academics and lack of 

recognition of other interests and talents in schools is impinging on youth happiness. A 

narrow emphasis on academics restrains young people from exploring diverse potentials 

and realizing all of their capabilities. From the perspective of the youth I interviewed, a 

curriculum conducive to youth happiness caters to both academic and non-academic 

needs, engages them fully and nurtures their potentials. The findings here validate the 

UNESCO happy school framework (UNESCO, 2016) that highlights the importance of 

positive relationships with people in school and the need for a safe and democratic school 

environment where students experience a sense of engagement, achievement and fair 

treatment. 

Democratic school culture. Uncovering the workings of school culture require 

deep reflection and an active search with participants for unseen social and cultural 

forces. These forces manifest themselves in the form of unwritten norms and the ways in 

which rules are formulated and enforced. Young people responded that a democratic 

school culture affects their sense of happiness, as choice and freedom were discussed as 

important aspects in their responses. A majority of the participants indicated their wish to 

participate in decision-making to have the power to influence various aspects of their 

school. They voiced the need to have some say and choice in contexts such as club 

activities, project works and pedagogical approaches (as discussed above), and in 

addition, the freedom to control their physical appearance and expression of 

individuality.  
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It is evident that the participants value their physical appearances and the 

autonomy to determine their own identity, and expression through fashion and style. 

Their self-esteem suffers when the school denies them the freedom to determine their 

physical appearance in the name of cultural preservation and promotion, one of the pillars 

of GNH. The consequence of strict enforcement of rules like uniform hairdos is an 

assault on individuality. The hair rule stumps free exploration and expression that can be 

especially important to young people given the marginal social positions they occupy 

(Meeus, Iedema, Helsen, & Vollebergh, 1999; Waterman, 1982).  

As evidenced by earlier studies (Kotan, 2010; Welzel & Inglehart, 2010), this 

study also shows that many youth value the autonomy to control and influence their own 

spheres of life. The individual-structural tension brought to light by this research points to 

the social aspect of happiness. It shows that youth happiness depends on the individual-

structural harmony of values, beliefs, and goals. In fact, Veenhoven contends that a 

“good fit between societal (or institutional) provisions/demands and individual 

needs/capacities results in a high appreciation of life by individuals” (Veenhoven, 1993, 

p. 15).  

A related democratic ideal that the youth in my study alluded to are the principles 

of transparency, fairness and the freedom of expression (having a right to choose and 

voice, or how they express themselves). This discussion arose in relation to how school 

management formulates rules without consultation and the apparent lack of transparency 

in their utilization of money collected through fines for minor breach of school rules. 

Many youth find the rule unfair and unjust because it financially impinges on poor 

families and its enforcement is inconsistent and impractical. In all these discussions, 
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youth position themselves as the voiceless lot. However, they expressed happiness in 

relation to administration that solicited their views and listened to their inputs. The youth 

perceive genuine listening as a demonstration of care, which makes them feel valued and 

happy. That Bhutanese youth value democratic principles was observed by Phuntsho 

(2016) who remarked, “Young people, in the true spirit of Buddhism, are beginning to 

demonstrate a capacity to take their destiny into their own hands with a stronger sense of 

rights and entitlements” (p. 37). The youth identified similar democratic values as 

characterizing positive relationships, which I elaborate on in the following section. 

Positive teacher-student and peer relationships. As many studies have already 

claimed (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Demir, 2010; Helliwell & Putnam, 2004; Helliwell, 

Layard, & Sachs, 2015; Holden, 2010), this study supports positive relationships as 

foundational to youth happiness. ‘Positive relationships’ is the densest theme this study 

generated and it is the most complex, intricately intertwined with all aspects of life. 

Positive teacher-student and peer relationships provide emotional support; they fulfill the 

need for relatedness and nurture personal development. Furthermore, relationships give 

meaning to life and are the sources of gratitude that sustain positivity, and are 

instrumental in realizing valued goals. 

The qualities of a positive relationship, with teachers and peers, resound in the 

democratic ideals youth expressed in relation to school culture. The youth judge the 

quality of their relationships with teachers through the degree of openness and fairness in 

the treatment they received. A relationship that treats them as equals makes youth feel 

cared for, respected, and valued as individuals. Teacher bias is reportedly detrimental to 
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youth happiness because youth feel uncared for and unappreciated. Admonishing, 

apathetic and differential treatment from teachers engenders resentment towards the 

teacher, the subject, and school disengagement. Regardless of academic standing, 

students expect an ethical stance from their teachers, and to be treated with equal care, 

respect, and friendliness.  

The study also reveals the instrumentality of teachers’ socio-emotional 

competence surrounding youth’s wellbeing. Demanding high emotional resilience, 

students in my study expect unconditional regard and empathetic understanding from 

their teachers, even in the face of problem behaviors and issues. They view any contrary 

responses as uncaring and unsupportive. Teachers’ socio-emotional competence, in 

particular, plays a pivotal role in nurturing and maintaining a positive teacher-student 

relationship. A lack of socio-emotional competence results in the breakdown of the 

relationship and proves detrimental to both teachers and students. Students react with 

defiance, disrespect, loss of motivation, and disengagement while still enduring the 

unpleasantness of the scarred relationship. This study reveals that a positive teacher-

student relationship can in itself evoke positive affect in youth, but it is also central to 

maintaining academic motivation and engagement. Suggestive of the ideals of care ethics 

(Noddings, 1988; Noddings, 2012a; Noddings, 2012b;), a salient finding of the study is 

the huge responsibility that rests upon teachers to forge and maintain a positive 

relationships despite conflicts and strains.  

Equally important, if not more, is the peer relationship to youth happiness. As 

reported by some students in this study, they look forward to school because of friends. 
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Many youths who reported lack of positive relationships, either with parents, teachers or 

peers, expressed loneliness, depression, and sadness.  

As they are in the same stage of development, the youth relate more with their 

peers, they share more freely, and hence have more confidence in their peers’ rather than 

parents’ advice. It is through their peers that youth forge and expand their relationships 

and enhance a greater sense of belonging. A supportive relationship with their peers 

buffers the youth against stress and loneliness and provides emotional support. However, 

pertinent to their relationship with peers is the value of acceptance. An accepting 

friendship permits them to be autonomous, make independent decisions, determine goals 

by themselves, and assert individuality without fear of judgment. An important finding of 

this study is the complementary role peers play in youth development. Friendship is as 

important as the relationship with teachers (and parents) as youth share issues that are 

more personal with friends and seek their guidance.  

Youth’s Conception of Happiness, Values, and Beliefs 

The determinants of happiness, discussed in the preceding section, reveal a 

number of values, needs, and goals that undergird youth’s conceptions of happiness. The 

study elevates fairness, transparency, and respect for diversity as among the democratic 

values important to youth happiness. More prominently, the youth I interviewed highly 

value autonomy over personal and academic matters, they value experiences of 

competence for positive self-worth, and they value emotional relatedness with significant 

others. These are important psychological needs (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Ryan, Huta, & 

Deci, 2008) which contribute to their happiness. These values form the basis of the 
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freedom to influence the different spheres of their life, realize their potentials, and enjoy 

their autonomy to be ‘oneself’ without the cultural and social trappings that inhibit 

expressions of individuality. The data here suggest that happiness correlates with being 

an agentic individual–enjoying the freedom and the autonomy to ‘be’ and to ‘do’ what 

one values. 

Underlying youth’s notion of happiness is also the worldview of interdependent 

existence—a central tenet of the Gross National Happiness paradigm—from which 

originates the cultural belief of karmic consequence. The data points to the generative 

quality of such a view in that it fosters meaning, hope, and optimism under difficult 

circumstances. The belief in karmic consequence, that one is a part of the whole, deters 

youth from impulsive reactions to negative situations but holds the potential to trigger a 

‘virtuous’ cycle manifesting in acts of altruism, kindness, and compassion. These youth 

derive meaning from such acts in challenging situations, and it gives them hope and 

optimism for a happier life. The same belief gives prominence to the cultural value of 

drinlen or reciprocation of gratitude, and tha-damtshig—a sense of duty to others 

(Wangyal, 2001)—parents and elders in particular. The implicit belief is that one has to 

pay back kind gestures in order to receive more in the future. The discussion here shows 

that suffering per se is not antithetical to happiness, and that cultural constructions of 

happiness are mediated by ones’ beliefs. It points to an ethical element of happiness, as 

propagated by proponents of GNH like Thinley (2009), Powdyel (2014) and other 

scholars like Nodding (2003), Waterman (1993) and Cahn (2009), suggesting the 

ontology of ‘being a good human’ is happiness.  



 

 

 

192 

As many studies in the past have determined, happiness also means enjoying 

supportive relationships with significant others where one can thrive. A supportive 

relationship is important to youth because it meets psychological needs to belong, feel 

accepted, and enjoy autonomy. It is also instrumental in protecting against emotional 

problems like stress and tension. In short, this exploration of youth’s understanding of 

happiness points to the construction of happiness as encompassing of aspects like 

enjoying supportive relationships and feeling good about oneself as an agentic and 

worthy human being. It also shows the influence of both personal and socio-cultural 

influences on youth’s constructions of happiness.  

Coherence and Discrepancy between Youth’s Conception of Happiness and GNH 

This study was instrumental in unearthing a nuanced conception of happiness, 

particularly in relation to the dominant concept of Gross National Happiness. This study 

began with the rationale that GNH is a top-down governmental construct for policy 

guidance and that it may not relate to youth’s conception of happiness derived from their 

lived experience. Nevertheless, influenced by a social constructionist paradigm (Crotty, 

2010), I was also open to finding some resonance between the two. Significantly, this 

study revealed elements of youth happiness that cohere with the beliefs and values 

underpinning GNH while it also shed light on others that are in dissonance.  

The focus of this study was not to evaluate the implementation of GNH, and 

hence it does not present a comprehensive analysis of youth’s happiness against GNH or 

a review of the impact of Educating for GNH. However, it presents a worthwhile analysis 
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of some aspects of GNH and Educating for GNH in juxtaposition with youth’s 

conceptions of happiness wherever referred to by the youths’ accounts.  

The paradox of philosophical resonance and conflicting institutional 

practices. The study found the interdependent worldview strongly ingrained in the 

participating youth. As espoused by the GNH philosophy, this view plays a pivotal role in 

generating beliefs and attitudes that offer meaning, hope, and a sense of gratitude that are 

likewise central to youth happiness (as I explained in greater detail in the preceding 

paragraphs).  

Evident in this study is also the great value youth place on the expression of 

individuality, autonomy, fairness and transparency, and voice and choice. These values 

are characteristic of democratic institutions and nations. In consonance with youth’s 

values pertinent to their sense of happiness is the GNH pillar of good governance. 

Translating the pillar at the level of school culture, it grants students the right to 

participate in school affairs, freedom to exercise constitutional rights and access to 

resources and services that support their educational goals. However, in practice, the 

youth’s reports imply lack of student consultation; limited voice in the affairs of the 

school, and restricted rights to expression of individuality. Jamtsho’s (2015) study also 

noted similar incompatibilities between school cultures to student wellbeing in Bhutan. 

While this study points to concurrence in values of youth and those that underpin 

GNH, it also exposes the lack of infusion of school culture and practices with the same 

values. This finding brings out the complexity in finding individual happiness within a 

collectively defined notion of happiness. Indeed, some Western scholars (Ahmed, 2010; 
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Duncan, 2014; Ehrenreich, 2009; Frawley, 2015) have already raised this challenge in 

pursuit of happiness as a collective goal where happiness is centrally predetermined. This 

leads us to another potential internal conflict within GNH pillars, as I discuss in the next 

section.  

The clash of the pillars of GNH? The GNH pillar of good governance, in 

principle grants democratic rights and freedom to students; however, this is constrained 

by the pillar of cultural preservation and promotion. What is propagated as cultural is a 

collective construction; usually, those in power and positions of influence determine what 

constitutes a nation’s culture. Contemporary individual values and pursuits that fall 

outside of the centrally described notion of culture meet with scorn and disdain as 

indicated by this research. The principles of good governance in essence should permit 

individual values and pursuits so long as they are benign or breach no law. This tension is 

reminiscent of the discourse that often features in the news about how economic 

development plans come into conflict with environmental preservation (Kuenselonline, 

2015). The tension is not necessarily negative as it holds the potential to generate creative 

ideas to achieve both goals or creates a balance between two seemingly different goals.  

It is likely the case that the pillars of GNH, which make sense for policy direction 

at the macro level, may need reinterpretation at the individual level to make them 

meaningful and accessible to schools. Taking into consideration the critical discourses 

around this pillar on culture as constraining creativity, change (Phuntsho, 2015), and 

insensitive to pragmatics (Wangdi, 2017a), it may be worth reinterpreting ‘culture 

promotion and preservation’. There is a need to clarify and adopt a progressive 
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interpretation of this pillar, if happiness is a long-term goal for all Bhutanese, including 

youth.  

The Significance of the Study, Recommendations and Future Directions 

In highlighting salient findings of the study, I make some recommendations and 

point out opportunities for future research. Nonetheless, these recommendations should 

not be taken as applicable to large and varied contexts. This research has explicated a 

more nuanced understanding of youth’s conception of happiness. It reveals philosophical 

coherence with the national philosophy of GNH, but youths also place greater emphasis 

on some values (e.g. expression of individuality) as opposed to others (e.g. conformity to 

cultural norms and traditions). As anticipated, this study has shed light on areas of 

happiness discourse that can contribute to enhancing educating for GNH (as explained 

below).  

The notion that school curriculum and pedagogy are integral elements of youth 

happiness is an important finding of this study. It reiterates the arguments made by 

prominent scholars (Noddings, 2003) that advocate for broadening educational goals and 

conceptions of school curricula. The current curricula in Bhutan are perhaps too narrow 

and academically oriented, in ways that limit the exploration and realization of potentials 

that youth value. Educating for GNH already presents happiness as an educational goal. 

However, the study suggests commensurate curricular diversification so that there is 

some balance between youths’ valued goals and the country’s economic needs. In this 

way, significantly fewer youth will feel like failures and experience some sense of self-

worth and competence by pursuing programs that match their potentials and interests.  
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Given what this research suggests about the value youth place on interdependent 

worldviews to their senses of gratitude, hope, and mindfulness, and in absence of an 

extensive literature on GNH-pedagogy, there is scope for future research to explore 

approaches that promote such an interdependent view in schools.  

In addition, the study reveals that a grand philosophical vision of happiness is not 

enough. The values and principles of GNH need to translate into institutional practices 

and weave into schools’ cultural fabric. There can be a comfort for the Ministry of 

Education as the national guardian for youths’ education and wellbeing, that youth values 

resonate with GNH principles. However, the failure to translate these values into daily 

cultural practices creates individual-structural tensions that adversely affect youth’s 

school experiences. This points to future directions for the Ministry to look into, such as 

democratizing school management and making curricular and pedagogical revisions as 

discussed above. Not attending to this paradox may result in cerebral espousals of student 

wellbeing while failing to enact the very same.  

Further, the study points to ‘cultural preservation and promotion’ as a contentious 

pillar of GNH with regard to youth wellbeing. Inconsiderate imposition of it at the cost of 

youth’s self-esteem and adolescent inclinations to exploration and experimentation 

(Meeus, Iedema, Helsen, & Vollebergh, 1999; Waterman, 1982) could be 

counterproductive. This conflict may be due to youth’s lack of understanding of the value 

of culture to national identity and sovereignty. It could also be a manifestation of 

defiance to authority often characteristic of this stage. Yet, it is pertinent to reinterpret 

‘preservation and promotion of culture’ in a progressive manner, putting into practice the 

central Buddhist view of life as dynamic or in a constant state of change (Rinpoche, 
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1993). A static definition of culture as well as preservation and promotion of age-old 

culture at the cost of change and progress could result in the fossilization of Bhutanese 

culture and impinge on individuals’ benign pursuits and achievements of progress. 

Lastly, this dissertation underscores the importance of relationships as 

fundamental to youth happiness. More specifically, it suggests revamping teacher 

education to emphasize socio-emotional skills and positive behavior management. This 

study shows that it is not enough to prepare academically and pedagogically sound 

teachers; youth wellbeing depends equally on teacher’s socio-emotional competencies.  

In essence, this research points out that to make happiness a central agenda of 

education, any interventions to that effect need a comprehensive approach. All aspects of 

the school - the curriculum, pedagogy, and school administration, and teacher preparation 

- need consideration in tandem. In addition, interpreting how the pillars of GNH manifest 

in school culture is equally important. 

Concluding Thoughts and Lingering Questions  

Internationally, Bhutan is known as the birthplace of Gross National Happiness 

and an advocate for a new economic paradigm that integrates happiness with ecological 

sustainability and cultural promotion (Royal Government of Bhutan, 2012). The country 

has already initiated educating for GNH. However, there is a knowledge gap in relation to 

the translation of the principles and values of GNH into school administrative practices 

and pedagogical processes. The findings of this study point out that Gross National 

Happiness is espoused only at the idea level and is failing to translate into practice in the 

school culture. Though this study was not intended to critique the implementation of 
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EfGNH, the findings suggest that school administration and teachers need better 

preparation in interpreting the pillars of GNH and how they translate to practices and 

processes at the school level. This research has made it clear that there is a need, as well 

as an opportunity, for researchers to ground the conception of GNH pedagogy in the lived 

experiences of the youth who, as explored in this study, share philosophical resonance 

with GNH. Such research and development (of a GNH pedagogy) in the future will go a 

long way in realizing the country’s agenda on educating for Gross National Happiness.  

This study also hints that youth, who are at a different developmental stage than 

the proponents of the philosophy of GNH, have slightly differing conceptions of 

happiness. Happiness does not reside entirely in conformity to traditional cultural norms, 

but in the process of exploring an identity for themselves and self-expression. Their 

notions of happiness come in conflict with the politically determined happiness concept 

that upholds cultural preservation and promotion. While the tension between the culture 

pillar or GNH and emerging individualistic values of the youth is not inherently bad, it 

holds the potential to undermine youth happiness. This is a dilemma for policymakers, 

politicians and educators in the country where cultural identity is critical to the nation’s 

sovereignty as it is sandwiched between the economic and cultural giants of China and 

India. Tensions between cultural preservation and individual expression may never be 

reconciled fully, but may need constant revision with time to ensure that approaches to 

GNH are not detrimental to the creativity, progress and happiness of youth. At the same 

time, the tension also holds the tendency to maintain a balance—slowing down of rapid 

socio-cultural change on the one hand, and ensuring continuity of cultural identity on the 

other.   
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Going forward, I intend to engage a comparative research study with youths from 

both rural and urban schools in order to understand some of the complexities of place, 

school environment and youth happiness. I believe that it would also be worthwhile to 

engage in a study that involves other key players like teachers and the school 

administration, which would generate a deeper understanding of how social contexts of 

the school, its processes and practices might affect youth happiness. An area of particular 

interest, sparked by the findings of this research, is to study the elements of good 

governance and the democratization of school culture in line with the ideals of Gross 

National Happiness.   

Bhutan has made its mark globally by advocating for happiness as a measure of 

wellbeing. Indeed, the 67th session of the United Nations General Assembly unanimously 

supported the initiative of the Bhutan government to integrate wellbeing indicators to 

guide policy formulation and economic pursuits in concurrence with an international 

agenda for sustainable development (Royal Government of Bhutan, 2012; United 

Nations, 2013). Given Bhutan’s philosophical predisposition to viewing the world as 

interconnected and balance as the key to sustainable life, there is an opportunity to 

capitalize on this cultural predisposition to transform a generation that is more likely to 

enjoy and contribute to the happiness of all. If Bhutan is to live the ideals of Gross 

National Happiness, there is an urgent need for academics to inform politicians and 

bureaucrats, based on research evidence, about how happiness can be lived in all spheres 

of life. The danger of not doing so is to perpetuate a culture where GBH is espoused but 

not lived. 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol 

Time: ___________________ Date: ___________ Venue: ______________________ 

Interviewee pseudonym: ___________________________________________{Have the 

participant pick a pseudonym} 

{Have the interviewee read and sign the consent form if not signed already}  

{Turn on the tape recorder and test it.} 

Script: Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for my research. If at any time, you 

want to stop this interview, please let me know and I will end it. When I write my 

dissertation or any other papers, I will not use your name, and I will try not to write the 

report in a way that identifies you. Do you have a pseudonym that you would like me to 

use when I write about you? I am interested in listening to your personal experiences, and 

there is no right or wrong. If at any time, you feel there is something I should know or 

would simply like to add, please feel free to share. 

There are so many words that describe happiness like joy, feeling good, satisfied, 

contentment, peace, pleasant, comfortable and so on. But when I say ‘happy’ or 

‘happiness’ it could mean any of those words. So feel free to use whichever word best 

describes the kind of feeling or state you are referring. 

Personal information 

Age: _____________          Sex: _____________________ 
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1.  Can you tell me briefly about yourself? What do you like doing? Do you have any 

hobbies or interests? What got you interested in it? Did anyone influence you? What kind 

of <hobby> do you like? What do you like about it? How do you feel when you 

<hobby>?  

{In some cases the participant may say that s/he doesn’t have any hobby or interest. 

Gently inquire why or proceed to the next question.} 

2.  How do you spend your free time? What do you do during free time? What do you 

enjoy doing? What does it mean to <activity>? What do you enjoy about <activity>? 

{Probe for details of each activity identified by the participant.} 

3.  Who do you hang out with during free time? What do you do with your 

<friends/family/cousins>? What do you like about <company>? What does spending 

time with <friends/family/cousins> mean to you?  

Personal aspirations 

4.  Where do you see yourself ten years from now? What do you see yourself doing? 

What would you have achieved? Can you describe it? What does achieving this mean to 

you? Why? <education/job/house/family/relationship/income/health/material 

possessions/life-style etc.>? {Probe for specifics} 

5.  Who/what inspires you in life? Can you describe what qualities of the person/thing 

inspire you? Why does this person/thing inspire you? 
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Religious or philosophical beliefs 

6.  Do you have a favorite saying? What does it mean? Who said it? How did this 

influence your views and life?  

7.  Can you share about an event when this saying influenced the way you behaved or 

thought? What was the incident? Who else were there? How did the incident affect you? 

What did the others think about the event and the way you behaved? 

8.  Do you have religious or philosophical beliefs that you feel strongly about? Can you 

tell me about them?  

9.  Can you share about a time when you acted according to your beliefs? What was the 

incident? Where did it happen? Who else was there? Did it make you feel better or 

worse? Why? What did the others think /feel? 

10.  What three words describe you best?  

Family environment 

11.  Can you tell about your family? What do your parents/guardians do? Who are the 

members of your household? Where from are your parents? How many siblings do you 

have?  

12.  Can you describe a typical week in your family? What do your family members do?  
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13.  What is it like to be born in your family? What do your family members think of 

you? How are you with your parents?  

14.  Can you tell me of a most memorable moment in your family? What was the 

incident? When did it happen? Why is it memorable for you? What did your family think 

about it? 

15.  What three words describe the relationship you share with your parents and siblings? 

16.  What three words describe your family best? 

Neighborhood environment 

17.  How long have your family been living in Thimphu? How is it like living in 

Thimphu? What do you like/dislike about living in Thimphu?  

18.  Can you describe your neighborhood? How is the environment? How are the 

neighbors?  

19.  Can you tell me about a time when you felt good to be living in that neighborhood? 

What made you feel good about it? Why? 

Youth’s idea of individual happiness 

20.  Can you draw what ‘happiness’ is to you? It is not necessary for you to be good at 

drawing. Can you describe the picture to me? What does it have? 
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{Have papers and crayons ready. If some participants prefer to describe orally, have them 

verbally describe what makes them happy.} 

21.  Does this picture describe your life now? What is missing in your life currently? 

How does this affect your life now?  

22.  Does not having all these mean unhappiness for you? Why? 

23.  What do you typically do to feel happy? Can you describe what you do? How do you 

do it? 

24.  Can you hold on to happiness and be happy all the time? How do you do it? 

25.  What do you do when what gives you happiness conflicts with your friends or family 

or school? Were there any incidents in your life when there was such a conflict? Can you 

tell me about it? How was it resolved? What did you feel? What did the others feel? 

School environment 

26.  Can you share about your school? How long have you been studying in this school? 

How is the school environment? How are the teachers? How are the students? How are 

the facilities and resources?  

27.  Can you tell be about the time when you first joined this school? How did you feel? 

How did the others treat you? How do you feel now? How do other people around you 

like teachers, staff and other students, treat you?  
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28.  If you were the principal of this school for a week, what things will you do 

differently? Why? What things will you keep the same? Why?  

Youth’s experience of happiness and unhappiness in school 

29.  What aspects of the school make you happy?  

30.  First, tell me about the time when felt happy with <teachers, friends, teaching-

learning process, physical environment, policy, etc.>? Where did it happen? When did it 

happen? Who else were there? How did it affect you? What did the others think or feel 

about it? What made it a happy moment for you? 

Probe into each of the aspects identified by the participant. 

31.  What aspects of the school make you unhappy?  

32.  First, tell me about the time when felt unhappy with <teachers, friends, teaching-

learning process, physical environment, policy, etc.>? What was the incident? Where did 

it happen? When did it happen? Who else were there? How did it affect you? What did 

the others think or feel? What made it a happy moment for you? 

{Probe into each of the aspects identified by the participant.} 

33.  Tell me a story about a time when the school did something for students’ happiness 

and wellbeing? Can you describe what was initiated? How was it implemented? What did 

you feel? What did other students feel? What did the school authority or the teachers 
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think about it? How did it affect your life? Did it add to your happiness or wellbeing? 

How did it add to your happiness? Why did it not add to your happiness?  

34.   Is there anything else that I haven’t asked that you would like to add? 

35.  Can I get back to you for a follow-up discussion? 

36.  Do you have any question/s for me? 

Thank you very much for your participation. Your responses to this interview will be 

kept confidential. I appreciate your time in helping me complete this study. 
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Appendix B: Focus Group Discussion Guiding Questions 

 

1. Most of you shared spending time with your family as one of the happiest. What 

is that you do with your family that make you happy? How? 

 

2. A majority of you identified your friends as a primary source of happiness. What 

is it that you do with friends that makes you happy? 

a. Can you describe yourself when you are with friends?  

 

3. Many of you also said that you are most unhappy with the school rule on hair. 

Boys hate when the school cut your hair. Girls hate the school demanding how 

you should keep your hair. Can you tell me how not having this hair rule will 

contribute to your happiness? 

Probe: 

a. Boys, can you tell me how being allowed to cut your own hair makes you 

happy?  

b. Girls, can you explain to me how being allowed to keep your hair the way 

you like makes you happy? 

 

4. A lot of you identified co-curricular activities as an aspect of the school that 

makes you happy. Can you tell me in what ways co-curricular activities contribute 

to your happiness in school? 

5. Most of you said that you go out with friends, sit in your room, or listen to music 

or watch a movie, etc. to be happy. But a few of you said that you do not do 

anything intentional. Can you explain this for me? 

 

6. A couple of you mentioned that you were happier with the introduction of 

different strategies of teaching by the school.  

a. Can you explain to me how did this initiative of the school make you 

happy? 
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7. Quite a number of you highlighted teachers and the way they teach as something 

that affects your happiness. Can you tell me what kind of teaching makes you 

happy?  

 

8. Most of you talked about it affects your happiness when the school or the teachers 

do not support your interest. Can you tell me, what does it mean to get support 

from your school or teachers for your interest or talents?  
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Appendix C: Letter of Information 

 

Research title:  Urban Youth’s Understanding of Happiness 

 

Researcher:   Chencho Lhamu, University of New Brunswick 

 

Research Purpose:   

The objective of this research is to gain deeper understanding of youth’s perception of 

happiness based on their lived experience, and in particular learn about how it resonates 

with cultural understanding of happiness. You will be participating in a semi-structured 

interview followed by a focus group discussion. You will be asked to share experience of 

happiness and unhappiness in different context in the interview. This is meant to 

understand happiness from your perspective and it is not a test of your knowledge. Your 

participation in the research will contribute to building of knowledge on youth’s 

happiness.  

 

The interview should take no longer than two hours and there will be a follow-up group 

discussion of no more than another two hours. The group discussion will comprise of 6-8 

members to explore youth’s experience and understanding of happiness in-depth. 

 

1. Your participation is voluntary and you are free to withdraw at any time.  

2. There are no known risks to participation in the study. However, if you feel the 

need to talk at any time during the research period, appointment/s with a 

competent counselor will be set up. 

3. Your school time will be respected and you will not be disturbed unduly. You will 

be consulted for the interview and focus groups time.  

4. The interviews and the focus groups will be conducted at the Institute of Gross 

National Happiness Studies, Royal University of Bhutan, Kawa-Jangsa, Thimphu.  

5. You are not obliged to answer any questions that you find objectionable or which 

make you feel uncomfortable.  
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6. The interview and focus group will be audio recorded. You are not required to 

give your name. Pseudonyms will be assigned to protect your identity 

(anonymity). Any reference to places or people in your stories will also be 

disguised. 

7. A copy of the interview transcript will be shared with you where you can add or 

change information if you wish to. The edited version of the transcript will be 

used for first round of analysis. 

8. What you share in the interview and focus group will be confidential. Interview 

notes will be stored on a password-protected computer and only I will have access 

to this data. The data will be retained for 5 years after which it will be deleted 

permanently. 

9. Reports of this study will aggregate interview data and will not discuss individual 

interviews.   

10. There is no monetary incentive for your participation. There are no foreseeable 

financial expenses on your part. 

11. Research results will be presented at conferences and/or in any relevant journals.  

There are no foreseeable secondary uses of the data. 

12. If you wish a copy of the summary of the findings will be shared with you. 

 

Any questions about study participation may be directed to Chencho Lhamu at 

chencho.lhamu@unb.ca (77201100).  Any ethical concerns about the study may be 

directed to the Dean of Education Faculty at shermana@unb.ca or (506) 453-4862. 

 

 

Thank you for your interest in participating in this research. Your participation will 

contribute to building of knowledge on urban Bhutanese youth’s happiness. 

 

This study has been reviewed by the Research Ethics Board of the University of New 

Brunswick in Fredericton, Canada, and is on file as REB 2016-100 
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Appendix D: Consent Form 

 

 

Research title: Urban Youth’s Understanding of Happiness 

 

Name (parent/guardian): ……………………………………………. 

 

1. I have read the Letter of Information and have had any questions answered to my 

satisfaction. 

 

2. I understand that my son/daughter ………………….…………………. will be 

participating in the study called Urban Youth’s Understanding of Happiness.  

 

3. I understand that this means that he/she will be asked to share experience of 

happiness and related events. 

 

4. I understand that my son/daughter’s participation in this study is voluntary and he/she 

may withdraw at any time.  

 

5. I understand that every effort will be made to maintain the confidentiality of the data 

now and in the future. Only the principal investigator, Chencho Lhamu, will have 

access to the data.  

 

6. The data may also be published in professional journals or presented at conferences, 

but any such presentations will be of general findings and will never breach 

individual confidentiality. Should I be interested, I am entitled to a copy of the 

summary of findings. 
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7. I am aware that if I or my son/daughter has any questions, concerns, or complaints, I 

may contact Dr. Ann Sherman at shermana@unb.ca Dean of the Faculty of Education 

(506-453-4862), University of New Brunswick. 

 

I have read the above statements and freely consent for the participation of my 

son/daughter ……………………………………………… in this research: 

 

 

 

Signature: …………………………………… Date: ………………………………. 

 

Your son/daughter’s signature below indicates that he/she has read this Letter of 

Information and assent to participate in this research.  

 

 

 

Participant signature: ………………………………  Date: ……………………………… 

 

 

Thank you for your participation. 
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Appendix E: Sample Table of Codes from Excerpts 

Excerpts Initial codes 
WD: Our school has this policy that 4 or 5 times in a year they 
will gather all the boys around and vrraaah vrrah…chay-thay! 
Monks! Ya, they have already cut our hair 3 times…this 
(pointing to his hair) is grown! I understand where they are 
coming from; they believe in discipline [and think] that if 
everybody looks the same then we may, you know, look tidy 
and all. They are doing it for appearance style; they asked a 
student what they thought of it. 95% of all male students hate 
(emphasis his) this decision ‘cause it almost destroys your self-
confidence on the spot. You have to understand that at the 
teenage stage everybody is self-conscious; they care about 
what others think. Now they are borderline-chay-thay (bald), 
and it destroys so much self-confidence. And boys have tried 
to convey that message, but it falls on deaf ears. 
 

- Short hair 
means monks 

- Discipline 
means to look 
the same with 
short hair 

- Destroy self-
esteem 

- Student voice go 
unheeded 

SL: don’t like hair rule….They shave us 4 times in a year…. 
hair has nothing to do with studies. When I first went to 
school…I had longer hair…we cut hair in turns…first is class 
XII and then XI. Next day was our turn…as all are meeting for 
first time in the class all the students….I think hair doesn’t hurt 
studies….they think Bhutan’s culture is to shave, to have 
longer hair is “not country culture". Some teachers laugh at us 
(laughs). Principals say we look smarter with short hair…but 
don’t know if that is really true. I’m uncomfortable in a shaved 
head…feels like something is missing…and when we meet 
close friends they tease. I wish they do not shave but let us 
keep some fringe (bangs)….                                                

- hair has nothing 
to do with 
studies 

- Short hair 
culturally 
appropriate 

- Discomfort 
- Teasing 
-  
 

SP:	
  hair	
  is	
  nothing	
  no	
  ma’am…(laughs)	
  but	
  they	
  still	
  cut…I	
  
don’t	
  know.	
  School	
  cuts…have	
  all	
  the	
  machines…Students	
  cut 

- Hair is nothing 

DD: “…some were long, some short….made me very 
angry...kinda angry…if they want to cut it they have to cut it 
well…..it looks dumb…makes me feel uncomfortable,…I want 
my hair to be cut uniform. I prefer to cut my own hair...it 
makes me satisfied…sometimes make me happy that I can 
keep my hair…. I don’t like cutting at school…all hair get 
inside the school uniform.”  

- Short hair looks 
dumb 

- Prefer cutting by 
self 

- Happy to keep it 
longer 

YC: “It (school) is too strict…there is no freedom starting with 
the way you tie your hair….you have to go with their rules. I 
feel like I am compacted in (the school), like we don’t have 
much freedom, like we have to braid our hair….I see no reason 
why we have to plait it. It is actually time-consuming to plait 

- No freedom 
over one’s 
personal thing 
as hair 

- Rules 
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it”  determined by 
authority 

- Feel restricted 
TY: “…and they don’t allow us to have a ponytail. I think it’s 
stupid because ponytail looks nice…. even though they want 
us to look the same, some people….they don’t look nice. No?”  

- Stupid rule 
- Uniformity 

imposed on all 
TY: We will just tie it simply… 
YC: Ponytail. We will come neatly…of course it will not look 
uniform but in our own ways it will be neat. 

- Different ways 
to be neat 

ST: Feel free, feel open, wont feel so backward [uncivilized] 
with less courage to do anything. 
SL: To be allowed to keep longer hair is like giving the right to 
make our own decisions. 

- self-esteem 
- Right to decide 

for self 

YL says, “the boys feel irritated, and they just miss many classes 
because of this stuff….because most people like fringe ….it 
gives them confidence…and make them happy….what will 
fringe do…its nothing; its is just hair”. 

- Fringe give 
confidence 

- Hair cut makes 
boys miss class 

- Hair is nothing 
ST: Restriction. We feel like we are not given our right. They 
[school management] are controlling our life in minor ways but 
make great impact. 

- Hair is 
individual’s 
right 

SL: At home our brothers and sisters insult us. When asleep they 
click photos and share [via phone]. Some boys don’t go out of 
the house because of [short] hair. 
 

- Insult 
- Hurt self-esteem 

YC: Society’s mindset. Same age [friends] tease when friends 
have short hair. Even in the town they say gaylong (monk) or 
chathey (bold). They are more used to their usual length of hair. 
Some they think they look bad with short hair and better in 
longer hair. 

- Teased  
- Not all look 

good in short 
hair 

CW: Yes, I was mentioning it [the school hair rule] is good and 
the bad at the same time. Some boys keep their hair too long and 
it looks messy, doesn’t look neat, and doesn’t like like a school 
student. 
CL: So, students means ‘short hair”? 
CW: Yes. 
PD: Yes, I think that is the mentality. Our society is so 
systematic…monks means shaved hair, students means short… 
YC: And a gangster means long hair… 

- Students means 
short hair 

- Individuals are 
judged from the 
way they keep 
hair 

PD: [School] should be more open, no ma’am? Try and see the 
bigger picture, not the small things like hair 

- Hair is too 
trivial for school 
management to 
be concerned 
about 

PD: Not everyone looks like Kencho Wangdi who looks good in - Everyone is 
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short hair. But if someone who looks different from Kencho 
Wangdi cut his hair, he will make himself a joker [clown]. 
Everyone is made differently…that is the beauty of life. But if 
we impose such kind of things, I think we are ignoring the 
beauty in life. I think indirectly our society is sending us through 
a machine so that everyone think alike, look alike…and 
We are being trained to follow rules…to blend in. Maybe 
sometimes [it is] better to see from different perspective.  

made differently 

PD: “One thing that can make the youth and younger people in 
our country real [really] sad is that not getting enough support 
for their passion….a great singer might be dying living in [the] 
office, but we don’t see that because we are all diverted towards 
education.” 

- No support to 
student initiative 

SL: Our class XI wanted to build a clock tower and collected 
Nu 350…but some teachers complained saying students are 
“over running” teachers…so didn’t get approval…the money 
collected had to be submitted to the class teacher and 250 was 
deducted as concert ticket…only 150 was refunded…their 
intention is only to teach but not care about student happiness. 
They announced in the assembly that we cannot collect 
fund…so don’t feel good…we did not do it for ourselves…but 
for school development…but teachers don’t understand…they 
think we are overrunning them. 

- Student 
initiative is seen 
as a threat to 
teachers 

ST: Clubs are based on our interest…we like it…we can learn 
more about it…outside school program. It [Clubs] creates 
opportunities…participation for students….come up with own 
ideas….show their talents 

- Choose clubs 
based on interest 

YC…I	
  had	
  some	
  great	
  experiences	
  which	
  I	
  wouldn’t	
  have	
  [had]	
  if	
  
I	
  was	
  staying	
  here.…we	
  had	
  some	
  extra-­‐curriculum	
  activities	
  ….	
  
Most	
  of	
  all	
  I	
  like	
  water	
  activities…like	
  swimming,	
  rafting,	
  boat.	
  
So	
  I	
  think	
  I	
  miss	
  more	
  of	
  those	
  there.	
  …here	
  school	
  is	
  literally	
  
kind	
  of	
  a	
  hell	
  type	
  of	
  feeling	
  coz	
  all	
  we	
  have	
  to	
  do	
  is	
  study,	
  
study,	
  study.	
  And	
  there	
  when	
  we	
  compare	
  school	
  to	
  them…it	
  is	
  
different	
  kind	
  of…even	
  if	
  we	
  were	
  sick	
  we	
  had	
  the	
  kind	
  of	
  urge	
  
to	
  go	
  to	
  school	
  there	
  coz	
  we	
  didn’t	
  want	
  to	
  miss	
  what	
  they	
  were	
  
gonna	
  do…so..ya…that’s	
  the	
  difference.	
  

- Co-curricular 
activities make 
school fun 

YL: The school gave [the] opportunity to come up with our 
own clubs. That’s very good thing. Like students feel very 
happy….because they can come up with clubs they are 
interested in. Came up with clubs like music, yoga and all… 

- Opportunity to 
suggest clubs 

- Choice ensures 
a match between 
club and interest 

YC: Next year our class, we naturally have to do something 
memorable stuff …. But this year our class...one of our 
classmate’s idea…wanted to build a clock tower. … And that’s 

- Student 
initiative 

- Public 
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gonna be …something gonna stand out in the history of [the 
school]. All the class 11 students they agreed…we had the sheet 
where all signed. She [the principal] agreed [to] it but the 
management didn’t want us to do it. …coz we had [a] plan of 
collecting 350 each. But even next year when we do class project 
we have to collect that much amount. But I don’t know why they 
weren’t in our support. They announced in the assembly saying 
that no one is allowed to collect money from the students until 
and unless it goes from the management. The next day when the 
boy who initiated it came and said that; I felt bad especially for 
him….He spent nights working on the design…he was drawing 
…and getting information (passionately) from the other 
experienced contractors about all the materials. He had 
everything planned out. I felt bad for him. That kills the 
motivation, no ma’am. You don’t feel like doing anything for the 
school after that. 

reprimand 
- Pride in being a 

part of the 
school 

- Lack of support 
to student 
initiative kills 
motivation 

PD:	
  (Principal)	
  She	
  actually	
  approved	
  the	
  project	
  but	
  I	
  couldn’t	
  
get	
  enough	
  time	
  to	
  explain	
  how	
  we	
  are	
  gonna	
  do…the	
  plan,	
  the	
  
budget.…some	
  of	
  the	
  parents	
  called	
  the	
  teachers	
  and	
  …	
  since	
  
most	
  of	
  them	
  are	
  [were]	
  not	
  informed	
  they	
  were	
  surprised	
  
(smiles)…	
  they	
  thought	
  that	
  maybe	
  we	
  might	
  over-­‐rule	
  them	
  
something	
  like	
  that….	
  they	
  cancelled	
  the	
  fund	
  and	
  they	
  
deducted	
  it	
  for	
  concert	
  ticket.	
  Concert	
  is	
  compulsory	
  in	
  
school…we	
  have	
  to	
  buy	
  at	
  least	
  one	
  ticket.	
  What	
  is	
  more	
  
amusing	
  about	
  that	
  is	
  that	
  when	
  we	
  want	
  to	
  do	
  something	
  for	
  
the	
  school,	
  management	
  says	
  that	
  we	
  have	
  to	
  understand	
  that	
  
few	
  people	
  may	
  not	
  …uh…uh…	
  less	
  privileged	
  …or	
  something	
  
like	
  that,	
  ma’am,	
  but	
  when	
  it	
  comes	
  to	
  concert	
  and	
  stuff…they	
  
don’t	
  give	
  a	
  shit.	
  

- No support to 
student 
initiatives 

- Student 
initiative given 
less priority 

YC: I don’t like how the teachers there…like the prefects 
…everything the prefects do is right. Every time complications 
arise between students and the prefects; they fully support the 
prefects- the leaders - without even listening to the student’s 
point of view. They give 100% [support] to the leaders. They 
trust [the leaders] completely. I don’t like that. They differentiate 
between the leaders and us. 
There was some sort of a fight between class 12 boys and a 
leader, and we were watching from the balcony...The leader first 
used his fist on the boy…physically on the boy and then the boy 
did [hit] back. But they [the management] didn’t listen to the 
boy, they just took the leader’s point of view, and they 
suspended the boy. 

- Differential 
treatment 

- Do not listen to 
students 

- Unfair treatment  

WD: Well our school…and many schools are trying to 
implement a new form of teaching style. And the new technique 

- Interactive 
teaching invite 
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is kind of interactive. I like that activity [new approach]…it 
makes the students think more. I mean when it’s the teachers 
speaking its very easy to block out, you can think of whatever 
you want and later you just copy from your friends. But when 
it’s suddenly like you…suddenly [you] got the responsibility, 
you can’t block it out coz you are gonna get embarrassed 
(smiles) if you do. So you gotta work it…so I like this thing. I 
think it may work. I like this teaching style. 

students’ input 
- Engage student 

DD: The teachings. It’s kinda of good. We understand. They 
make it fun to study. Nowadays, they… there is that system … 
‘brain break.' Brain break…in between studies - we get break…I 
can relieve myself with sleep…2 minutes sleep. I like the games 
we play…what I like about the system is that students have to do 
the work…not just the teachers….like doing it on our own.  
We understand much better…coz we know each other well….we 
learn…and it’s fun…we don’t get sleepy. 

- Engage student 
- Students share 

responsibility 
for learning with 
teachers  

WD: Our school already has so many policies against drugs like 
…they do check ups in the toilets and all. … Like in their 
[management and teachers’] eyes they think that if the students 
want[ed to], they can quit drugs…. There was this kid …his 
friends were smoking…he was with them. He tired justifying 
saying, “It wasn’t me, seii” mena? But he got expelled 
nonetheless…. Now he DID get into smoking. He is at home; he 
can’t get into other schools…he got into hard drugs …and he got 
into a fight and … now he is in jail, and in [the] jail I think he 
committed suicide. So, see just because our school didn’t take 
time to listen to him, try and assess his problem… 
You know how they say “one bad apple makes the whole 
thing…” Student’s aren’t apples which are bad; students are 
human beings….You know, try to fix, not throw. That’s what I 
feel is better.  

- Student voice go 
unheard 

CW: We have to pay a lot even for little things …like forgetting 
to bring rachu or school ID card …or not braiding our hair. They 
ask for money when there are events and shows at the end the…I 
don’t know…coz…I don’t know where the money goes… 

- Lack of 
transparency  

- Unfair rule 

YC: If you are late to school they collect 100. If you forget to 
bring your ID card, fine 100. And still, they tend to collect 
money with their programs, so it is quite questioning where they 
are taking all those fine money. Sometimes the family 
background…100 is a big amount to some families (impassioned 
tone). So I think it is more better…punishment rather than 
money. 

- Lack of 
transparency 

- Rule unfair for 
economically 
poor 

PD: …Fee collection in our school is too much…like if you 
forget to bring your ID you have to pay 100 bucks a day…then 
kabney like 50 bucks. I think it is unfair. It can never be fair 

- School rule 
penalize honest 
students 
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also….some of them [students] could go unnoticed, and then 
they are not charged…those people who are caught would be 
those who are honest and good….so it is not fair. 
 
PD: Last year they [management] didn’t even listen to us when 
we approached them. But this year, they listened to us. The 
principal went through every detail and he finally approved it. 
The reason it was possible this year is because of listening, they 
hear us out. Our work is also progressing rapidly. 
[We ]feel that someone actually think that we exist. I think that 
is really important, no one likes to be ignored. Supporting 
means, “you are here and I am here for you”.  
SL: Now they are listening to students 
YC: Finally they are considering our work in the way we are 
trying to contribute to school development. 
TP: Finally a better principal has come (all laugh out loud) 
SL: Last management support[ed] only the teachers. This year 
[new management] support both teachers and students. They [the 
teachers] think that they are more powerful than us and they can 
go directly to the principal and tell that we are doing something 
wrong. 
YC: I think this year the principal tries his best to get students’ 
opinion, comes to our class and tries to interact with us. Last 
year, we never had the principal come to our class. It is only half 
year, but this principal came 3 times to our class to talk about it 
[project]. 

- Listen 
- Be fair 
- Value students’ 

views 

WD: So I used to do dumb stuff, just so you know I can connect 
with people, and you know, used to act out in ways. I am [was] 
friends with everyone…but then I am [was] not generally happy 
with that…I call them my friends but I don’t [sic] like the things 
we do [sic] together…. Now class 11, this year is my favorite 
year so far. I have none of the insecurities left. In my class I 
know everybody; I am myself now. I no longer have this feeling 
that “Oh, I need to impress this guy, I want to be like that”, so 
ya, class 11 was a really good year for me….Slowly… slowly… 
I realized that when I was with friends like Penjor Dorji, Ugyen 
Sonam and Sonam Wangchuk, I was this person who I felt most 
natural with. I can always trust that these guys are real friends; 
they stick around. With people who I pretended to be friends, it 
was always like I was on eggshells around them. I am very 
secure with myself [now]. I don’t work out for other people; I 
work out because I like it. 

- Feels natural to 
be oneself 

ST: Usually I just like to stay with my friends…roam in the 
town…I get to stay with my friends ...with family it is bit 
restricted but with friends we can use slangs and all that stuff but 

- Free to be 
oneself 
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there is no one to scold us…so feels free. 
JC: “ [I value] friends who accept me for who I am and don’t 
bend me in their ways.” 

- Accept me for  

SL: Most of the time there will be [sic] less people or no people 
[at night]… (laughs) and we can do whatever we like (smiles) 

- Do whatever 
one likes 

PD: And they are the people who accept us as who we are. They 
accept our stupidity …feel free…no shackles on the legs…just 
be free. 
SL: …with friends we can show our silly moves and our worst 
voice. 
YC: Someone from the family will have something to say about 
what we are doing, so only friends understand our generation 
better. 

- Accept us the 
way we are 

- No judgment 
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Appendix F: Sample Table of Initial Codes to Basic Themes to 

Organizing Themes 

Initial codes Basic themes Organizing themes 
- Short hair means monks 
- Short hair culturally appropriate 

 
- Students means short hair 
- Individuals are judged from the 

way they keep hair 

Individual-structural 
tension (Resistance 
to cultural norms 
and identity) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The freedom to ‘be’ 

- Uniformity imposed on all 
- Discipline means to look the same 

with short hair 
 

- Different ways to be neat 
- Not all look good in short hair 
- Everyone is made differently 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Expression of 
individuality 
(Freedom to be 
unique selves) 
 

- Feels natural to be oneself 
- Free to be oneself 
- Do whatever one likes 
- Accept us the way we are 
- No judgment 
- Destroy self-esteem 
- Discomfort 
- Teasing 
- Short hair looks dumb 
- Public reprimand 
- Insult 
- Hurt self-esteem 
- Prefer cutting by self 
- Happy to keep it longer 
- Right to decide for self 
- Hair is individual’s right 
- Hair is too trivial for school 

management to be concerned 
about 

- Hair has nothing to do with 
studies 

- No freedom over one’s personal 
thing as hair 

 
Respect for 
individual rights 
(Autonomy in 
personal matters) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Control and influence 
over ‘doings’  

- Rules determined by authority 
- Feel restricted 
- Stupid rule 

 
Fairness and 
transparency 
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- Lack of transparency  
- Unfair rule 
- Rule unfair for economically poor 
- School rule penalize honest 

students 
- No support to student initiative 
- Student initiative is seen as a 

threat to teachers 
- Lack of support to student 

initiative kills motivation 
- Student initiative given less 

priority 
 

- Listen 
- Be fair 
- Value students’ views 
- Student voice go unheeded 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Voice and choice in 
school affairs 

- Co-curricular activities make 
school fun  

- Choose clubs based on interest 
- Opportunity to suggest clubs 
- Choice ensures a match between 

club and interest 
 

- Interactive teaching invite 
students’ input 

- Engage student 
Students share responsibility for 
learning with teachers 
 

- Differential treatment 
- Do not listen to students 
- Unfair treatment 
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Appendix G: Sample Thematic Network for ‘Happiness as Freedom 

for Agency’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Voice and choice in 
school affairs 

Agency 

The freedom 
to ‘be’ 

 

Control and 
influence over 

‘doings’  
 

Individual-
structural tension  

Expression of 
individuality 

Respect for individual 
rights  
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