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Executive Summary 

 

The development of communities is a pressing issue, requiring collaboration and systems 

thinking to progress toward sustainability. Sustainability, which is our common future, means 

“meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs” (Brundtland, 1987). Conventional community development is being altered 

with sustainability in mind. Weston (1993) suggested an impetus for action; “Sustainable 

development is a process of change in which the direction of investment, the orientation of 

technology, the allocation of resources, and the development and functioning of institutions meet 

present needs and aspirations without endangering the capacity of natural systems to absorb the 

effects of human activities, and without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs and aspirations”. Sustainable development is the appropriate blend of economic, 

environmental and social factors that, in concert, promote happiness among community 

residents. Happiness is composed of many factors, none fixed in time or nature. Griffin (2007) 

best portrays the definition of happiness indicating that there is a list of several non-reducible 

features that contribute to the quality of a characteristic human life, and that anything that 

contributes to the quality of any human life will be one or other of these features. Happiness is 

the ideal indicator of sustainability. Strictly stated, happy residents stay put.  

 

The Happy Communities Survey provides an opportunity to implement a reliable (test-retest = 

0.98) survey focused on resident happiness levels, above all else.  De Young (2000) described 

too narrow a focus for environmental responsibility (one component of sustainability) by 

offering either material incentives or disincentives. According to De Young “There is a need to 

expand the range of motives available to practitioners and to provide a framework within which 

motives can be evaluated for both their immediate and long-term effectiveness” (p. 509). A 

refocused approach at including residents in the design process, by measuring and promoting the 

opportunity for happiness, is a systems approach to community development.  Incentives include 

opportunity for residents to provide feedback that leads to change with the goal of improving 

their happiness levels. Furthermore, happiness levels can be measured over time with the survey 

allowing for continuous feedback. 

 

Humans strive for several things, all of which contribute in some way to happiness. Miller 

(1995) suggests that humans are not merely hardwired for reproduction, rather, we strive for 

wealth, status and love; each of which are merely a small component of happiness. Humans have 

lost focus of what is important in their constant pursuit of being happy.  Degraaf (2005) coined 

the term affluenza, which he defined as a painful, contagious, socially transmitted condition of 

overload, debt, anxiety, and waste resulting from the dogged pursuit of more.  The focus of 

wanting more is, in essence, a misguided attempt at obtaining happiness. Communities focused 

on promoting happiness will inherently shift their residents away from a pursuit of material 

goods to a pursuit of quality, meaningful facets of life that truly make them happy.  

 

In 1972, Bhutan’s king proclaimed that Gross National Happiness (GNH) is more important that 

Gross National Product.  Bhutan has gone as far as to make GNH a part of their constitution and 



Cloutier 

 2 

has continuously strived for ways to measure and apply it. Communities and researchers around 

the world have taken notice and are beginning to measure residential happiness (City of 

Somerville, 2011; The Happiness Initiative, 2011; Office for National Statistics, 2011; Gross 

National Happiness USA, 2011; GLAIntelligence Unit, 2011; The Guardian, 2010; 

mappiness.org). Participating communities are on a path to significant change and a new focus 

on community development.  However, many communities are focused on the creation of 

policies alone that can contribute to happiness. Sustainable development should be a multi-

pronged approach including both useful policy and intelligent design to promote happiness. 

 

The focus of the Happy Communities Survey is 

obtaining subjective views of the ways residents feel 

eight key drivers of community development are 

affecting their happiness and how well their community 

is doing in each of the eight areas. Furthermore, the 

survey establishes how important residents feel each of 

the key drivers are to their happiness.  These key drivers 

(as shown in Figure 1) are: water management, energy 

production, urban design, food production, business and 

economic development, waste management, 

transportation systems and buildings. The key drivers, 

working in concert, influence the environmental, 

economic and social factors of sustainable development.  

The optimal blend of the key drivers and the three 

sustainability factors are expected to maximize resident 

happiness.  

 

Kuo (2002) states that researchers need to select dependent variables that decision makers care 

about and independent variables that they can control.  On the surface, happiness seems to be a 

vague dependent variable that decision-makers may not care about.  However, as previously 

stated, happy residents stay put.  Decision-makers want their residents to stay residents.  

Additionally, the fact that communities are currently measuring residential happiness levels is an 

indication that it matters to decision makers. Furthermore, the eight key drivers are active 

independent variables, capable of being manipulated by decision makers, to increase resident 

happiness levels. The Happy Communities Survey provides an opportunity for decision makers 

to measure resident perceptions of the eight key drivers in order to make changes to promote 

happiness. Resident feedback will allow decision makers to focus their efforts in the areas 

appropriate for promoting the happiness of community members, while ensuring successful and 

sustainable human communities for generations to come. 

 

The Happy Communities Survey can be found at the following link: 

 

https://cornell.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_24TcUp0pACyqLli 

  

 

Figure 1.  Interaction between key drivers and sustainability 

factors influencing happiness 
 

https://cornell.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_24TcUp0pACyqLli
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