
A Gross Happiness Index for the Solomon Islands and Tonga:
an Exploratory Study

Stephen Pratt1

Published online: 3 January 2016
# Springer International Publishing 2015

Abstract A nation’s wellbeing is dependent on a broad range
of factors including economic performance, quality of life, the
state of the environment, sustainability, equality, as well as
cultural capital. Increasingly, there has been a recognition that
measurements such as gross domestic product do not capture
the overall wellbeing of a nation’s citizens. Using a modified
version of Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness Index, this re-
search calculates a Gross Happiness Index for the Solomon
Islands and Tonga, one country in Melanesia and the other in
Polynesia. The findings show that Tongans tend to be happier
than Solomon Islanders. While there are some life domains in
which both countries are lacking, there are other dimensions
where each country can focus on to improve citizenwellbeing.
Because the sampling is non-random in nature, the findings
are only indicative. A more systematic sampling technique
would enable the findings to be more generalizable. Neverthe-
less, the research has shown that an instrument such as the
Gross Happiness Index is a useful tool with which to assess a
nation’s wellbeing and provide actionable recommendations
for improved happiness.
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Introduction

A nation’s wellbeing is dependent on a broad range of factors
including economic performance, quality of life, the state of
the environment, sustainability, equality, as well as individual
wellbeing (Self et al. 2012). Traditionally, economic methods
such as gross domestic product (GDP) have been used to
measure and compare how a country is doing, in comparison
to other countries and across time. Although an elementary
economics textbook will inform readers about the pitfalls of
using GDP as measure of wellbeing, it is still widely used and
often quoted. However, it has been noted that, while an in-
crease in income increases the wellbeing for the poor, after a
certain level of income, wellbeing does not rise proportionate-
ly with income (Easterlin 2006). Higher average incomes do
not necessarily improve average wellbeing. In 2011, the Unit-
ed Nations passed Resolution 65/309 titled ‘Happiness: to-
wards a holistic approach to development’. This resolution
calls for United NationsMember States to undertake steps that
givemore importance to happiness and wellbeing in determin-
ing how to achieve and measure social and economic
development.

In recognition of this, several countries and international
agencies have sought to develop more holistic measures of
overall wellbeing or happiness. For example, the United Na-
tions Development Program devised the HumanDevelopment
Index (Anand and Sen 1994). The Human Development In-
dex is a summary measure that considers three dimensions of
human development: a long and healthy life (measured by
average life expectancy), access to knowledge (measured by
both mean years of education among the adult population; and
expected years of schooling for children of school-entry age),
and a decent standard of living (measured by measured by
Gross National Income (GNI) per capita expressed in constant
international dollars converted using purchasing power parity
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(PPP) rates). Other multidimensional measures of aggregate
wellbeing have been developed in recent years such as the
Social Progress Index (Porter et al. 2015) and the Happy Plan-
et Index developed by the British economic think-tank, The
New Economics Foundation (Abdallah et al. 2012). The Hap-
py Planet Index is best thought of as a measure of the envi-
ronmental efficiency of supporting wellbeing in a given coun-
try. The measurements that go to the Happy Planet Index are
average subjective life satisfaction, life expectancy at birth,
and ecological footprint per capita.

Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness Index was developed
in response to or as a reaction to the blunt measurement of
economic prosperity of gross domestic product (Ura et al.
2012). The phrase ‘Gross National Happiness’ was coined in
1972 by Bhutan’s fourth Dragon King, Jigme Singye
Wangchuck. The Gross National Happiness Index is a multi-
dimensional measurement that combines both objective and
subjective measures of a resident’s quality of life to assess
their current state of happiness. The index is generated to
reflect the happiness and general wellbeing of the Bhutanese
population more accurately and profoundly than a monetary
measure. The Gross National Happiness Index is derived from
nine dimensions: psychological wellbeing, health, education,
time use, community vitality, cultural diversity, good gover-
nance, ecological resilience and living standards.

Compared to other regions in the world, the Pacific is an
under-researched geographical area. The socio-economic and
environmental challenges to improved standards of living and
general wellbeing for citizens in the Pacific have been docu-
mented, mostly by the international donor organizations (Asia
Development Bank 2004, 2011; AusAid 2006; World Bank
2014a). These challenges include a history of poor economic
performance and low growth, high population growth rates,
rising unemployment, unsustainable exploitation of natural
resources, isolated location and small geographic and popula-
tion size and being reliant on foreign aid and remittances (Asia
Development Bank 2004). In the public sector, there has been
corruption and abuse of public office, a high failure rate of
large projects and too much government involvement in busi-
ness. This has led to the crowding out of the private sector and
unfavourable policies for private sector growth, leading to an
inhospitable climate for investment (Laking 2010). Converse-
ly, Pacific Island communities have traditionally strong ex-
tended families ties. Land tends to be communally owned.
This means those with little or no formal education or those
who are unable to gain employment in the formal sector can
manage a subsistence living.

This research calculates a Gross Happiness Index for the
Solomon Islands and Tonga, one country inMelanesia and the
other in Polynesia. The research takes Bhutan’s GNHI survey
instrument and adapts and applies it to these two South Pacific
nations. The research paper is structured as follows: the next
section outlines a brief justification for the dimensions used to

measurement the Gross Happiness Index. The Methodology
section explains how Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness In-
dex survey was adapted to the Solomon Islands and Tongan
context and the outlines the survey process. The Results sec-
tion calculates the Gross Happiness Index for the Solomon
Islands and Tonga. Comparisons between countries and with-
in countries for different demographic segments of the popu-
lation are explained. The Conclusions highlight potential pol-
icy recommendations, the applicability for other developing
countries and outlines the limitations of this research.

Gross National Happiness Index

The Gross National Happiness Index can be interpreted as a
quality of life measurement. Quality of life is a topic that has
become increasingly important across a number of academic
disciplines, especially within the social sciences, as well as by
policy makers. There has been some debate as to what the
components of an individual’s quality of life are. It is generally
agreed that an individual’s quality of life, wellbeing or happi-
ness are composed of factors that are both objective,
pertaining to an individual’s material wellbeing, and subjec-
tive, related to an individual’s perceptions and feelings
(Campbell 1981; Ferriss 2004; Schuessler and Fisher 1985).
Thus, quality of life is influenced by both internal psychology
and external contextual forces (Roessler 1990). It involves
elements of an individual’s general sense of wellbeing, an
individual’s satisfaction with specific facets of their life situa-
tion and their socio-economic position (Baird et al. 1985).

The Gross National Happiness (GNH) Index comprises
nine dimensions or domains. The domains are made up of
33 indicators, and these 33 indicators are made up of 124
individual variables. The following is a brief description of
the domains that make up the Gross National Happiness In-
dex. Psychological wellbeing is fundamentally important and
a most wanted state of being (Ura et al. 2012). Diener et al.
(1997) categorize psychological wellbeing indicators into ei-
ther reflective or affective elements. Hence, the GNH Index
uses indicators of life satisfaction, emotional wellbeing (both
positive and negative) and spirituality as indicators of psycho-
logical wellbeing. The second domain, Health, in this frame-
work, is not just the absence of illness. It covers both physical
health and mental health. There are four indicators measured
in this dimension: self-reported health status, the number of
healthy days in a month, disability and mental health. Similar
to the dimension of health, the GNH Index’s Education do-
main takes a holistic approach to education. Literacy, that is,
the ability to read and write in an individual’s native language
or English, is included. Attainment of formal education qual-
ification is also an Education indicator. Knowledge, which
could be learned inside or outside formal education, is also
captured. Four variables were taken directly from the Bhutan
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version, knowledge of local legends and folk stories, knowl-
edge of local festivals, knowledge of traditional songs and
dances and knowledge of HIV-AIDS transmission.

The Cultural Diversity and Resilience domain comprises
four indicators. The first indicator is language. Language is
not only a means of communication, but a source of identity
and cultural integration. Respondents are asked the extent to
which they can speak in their mother tongue. Artisan skills are
an important part of culture; this is another indicator in this
domain. Another indicator in this dimension is socio-cultural
participation so there is an indicator to measure people’s par-
ticipation in socio-cultural activities within the past 12months.
Participation in cultural and social activities can promote local
pride and provide a sense of belonging and as such, has a
positive effect on health. Lastly, the traditional culture indica-
tor asks respondents how important their local culture is and
their perception of whether it has changed in practice or ob-
servance in the past few years.

Happy individuals need a healthy balance between
work, leisure and sleep. Too much of any one activity
may decrease an individual’s wellbeing. The Time Use do-
main captures data to provide an insight into lifestyles and
occupations of the people. Enough time is needed to foster
and sustain healthy relationships (Beach 1987). Respon-
dents were asked how many hours they slept and how
many hours they worked on the previous day the survey
was answered. Getting enough sleep is obviously impor-
tant for good health. It is generally thought that 7 to 8 h is
sufficient for a well-functioning body (Doran et al. 2001).
In the Gross Happiness Index, work includes not only paid
employment, but also unpaid work. Respondents were
asked how many hours they worked where work included
even unpaid work such as childcare, community work,
voluntary work and informal help. In conjunction with
not getting enough sleep, working too much has been haz-
ardous to workers’ health (Spurgeon 2003).

Under the domain of Good Governance, there are four
indicators including political participation, political freedom,
public provision of services and perceived governance perfor-
mance. Previous research has highlighted the positive rela-
tionship between political participation and quality of life
(Weitz-Shapiro and Winters 2008). The Community Vitality
domain attempts to assess not only economic wellbeing of
society members but the social capital also (Field 2008).
Fujiwara and Kawachi (2008) highlight that social capital af-
fects individuals’ health and learning. The vitality of the com-
munity is a necessary ingredient for positive relationships be-
tween individuals and gives a sense of unity in the community.
Strong relationships between community members and within
families, socially constructive values, the volunteering and
donation of time and/or money and safety from violence and
crime are fundamental qualities of community vitality. The
dimension of Community Vitality consists of four indicators,

which are social support, community relationships, family re-
lationships and perceived safety.

Along with the economic and social aspects of wellbeing,
Ecological Diversity and Resilience is also important. A
healthy, functioning society values ecological diversity, con-
servation of rich biodiversity and should minimize environ-
mental degradation. In the GNH Index, four indicators of eco-
logical diversity and resilience are measured. These indicators
are ecological issues, environmental responsibility, urban is-
sues and environmental damage. The Living Standards do-
main pertains to the material welfare of individuals. It ensures
the fulfillment of basic material needs for a comfortable living.
There are three components to the living standards domain:
household income, assets and housing quality.

The first measurement in this dimension is household in-
come. For the GNH Index, using the poverty line as a thresh-
old would not reflect sufficient income. The GNH Living
Standards domain refers to higher conditions for wellbeing
than poverty lines (Gordon 2006). A threshold is computed
by multiplying the national poverty line by 1.5. The second
measurement of Living Standards is ownership of assets. Re-
lying solely on income measures as an indicator for living
standards would be an incomplete measure of the material
wellbeing of households. An asset indicator has been used
as an indicator of living standards in many studies (Filmer
and Pritchett 2001; Montgomery et al. 2000). The third mea-
surement of Living Standards is housing quality. Poor quality
housing, overcrowding and temporary accommodation can
critically impact an individual’s quality of life and have a
detrimental effect on an individual’s physical and mental
health. An appropriate amount of personal space is considered
essential for an individual’s biological, psychological and so-
cial needs since the home is where most people spend a sig-
nificant part of their daily lives.

The nine domains have been assigned equal weights as
they are considered equally important from a GNH point of
view. However, indicators within the domains are weighted
differently. Objective indicators are given higher weights than
subjective ones with the exception of psychological wellbeing
where all indicators are subjective or self-reported. The do-
mains, indicators and indicator weights are shown in Table 1.

Solomon Islands

The Solomon Islands is a developing country in the Pacific
with a population of approximately 549,600 (World Bank
2014b). The capital of the Solomon Islands is Honiara on
the island of Guadalcanal. It achieved independence from
the UK in 1978. Following the outbreak of ethnic tensions
in 1999 and a decline in law and order, the Solomon Islands’
economy began to collapse. From 1998 through to 2002, GDP
decreased by an estimated 24 %. Increasing debt servicing
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costs, uncontrolled expenditure by government ministries and
extortion by militants and police led to fiscal deficits which
the government was not able to finance. The government
defaulted on loan interest payments in 2002, and high levels
of government debt increased the vulnerability of financial
institutions. In 2003, Australian and Pacific Island police
and troops arrived in the Solomon Islands under the auspices
of the Australian-led Regional AssistanceMission to Solomon
Islands (RAMSI) to restore law and order. With political sta-
bility, the economy has witnessed some improvements, al-
though growth is slow. The economy remains highly depen-
dent on agricultural production, both subsistence agriculture

and direct production for markets. In 2012, the Solomon
Island’s GDP stood at $US 1008 million with GDP per capita
at $US 1835 (World Bank 2014b). More than 75 % of its
labour force is engaged in subsistence farming and fishing.

In 2006, the New Economic Foundation calculated that the
Happy Planet Index for the Solomon Islands was 58.93 giving
this country a rank of 20th out of 178 (Abdallah et al. 2006).
The Solomon Islands HumanDevelopment Index in 2013was
0.491, which is categorized in the ‘low human development
category’ (Abdallah et al. 2006). This means the Solomon
Islands ranks 157 out of 187 countries. Between 2000 and
2013, the Solomon Islands’ Human Development Index
(HDI) value only increased from 0.475 to 0.491, an increase
of 3.3 % or an average annual increase of about 0.25 %.

Tonga

Located in Polynesia, Tonga is the oldest remaining Polyne-
sian monarchy and the only Pacific island nation never colo-
nized. The Tongan archipelago comprises 177 islands with a
total surface area of about 750 km2 in the southern Pacific
Ocean. Fifty-two islands are inhabited by its 103,000 people
with about 70 % of the population residing on the island of
Tongatapu, where Nuku’alofa is the Capital. Tonga is a very
traditional and conservative society, split into three classes—
royalty, nobles and commoners. The island kingdom is among
the most remittance-dependent economies in the world. Tonga
traditionally operates a trade deficit, offset by large inflows of
remittances and development assistance. Foreign aid provides
a substantial proportion of development funds of both cash
and in-kind assistances. Tourism is the second largest source
of foreign currency earnings after remittances. The agricultur-
al sector (both subsistence and commercial) involves about
70 % of the population who derive their livelihood from farm-
ing. In 2012, Tonga’s GDP amounted to $US 471.6 million
with GDP per capita at $US 4494 (World Bank 2014c).

Tonga scored 57.90 for the 2006 edition of the Happy
Planet Index, ranking four places behind the Solomon Islands
at 24th (Abdallah et al. 2006). Both these South Pacific coun-
tries were not included in the 2012 edition. Tonga’s Human
Development Index for 2013 was 0.705, which is categorized
in the ‘high human development’ category. In 2013, Tonga
was ranked 100th out of 187 countries. Between 2000 and
2013, Tonga’s HDI value increased from 0.672 to 0.705, an
increase of 4.9 %.

Methodology

The survey instrument and methodology used for the analysis
follows Ura et al. (2012). The survey instrument is essentially
the same as that used for Bhutan, although it has been adapted

Table 1 Domains, indicators and relative weights

Domain Indicators Indicator
weight

Psychological wellbeing Life satisfaction 0.33

Positive emotion 0.17

Negative emotion 0.17

Spirituality 0.33

Health Self-reported health status 0.1

Number of healthy days 0.3

Disability 0.3

Mental health 0.3

Time use Work 0.5

Sleep 0.5

Education Literacy 0.3

Schooling 0.3

Knowledge 0.2

Value 0.2

Cultural diversity and
resilience

Artisan skills 0.3

Cultural participation 0.3

Speak native language 0.2

Cultural values 0.2

Good governance Political participation 0.4

Services 0.4

Governance performance 0.1

Fundamental rights 0.1

Community vitality Donation (time and money) 0.3

Safety 0.3

Community relationship 0.2

Family 0.2

Ecological diversity and
resilience

Wildlife damage 0.4

Urban issues 0.4

Responsibility towards
environment

0.1

Ecological issues 0.1

Living standard Household per capita income 0.33

Assets 0.33

Housing 0.33

Total 9
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for the Solomon Islands and Tongan context and referred to as
the Gross Happiness Index or GHI. The 33 indicators across
the nine domains of gross national happiness remain the same.
However, in the Psychological Wellbeing domain, the indica-
tor of Spirituality has been modified for the Pacific context.
Vajrayana Buddhism is Bhutan’s state religion. In the Bhutan
survey, four questions are asked about an individual’s spiritu-
ality. These questions include a person’s self-reported spiritu-
ality level, the frequency with which they consider karma, the
frequency with which they engage in prayer recitation and the
frequency with which they meditate. Tonga is a dominantly
Christian nation: in the 2011 Census, over 97 % of the popu-
lation is affiliated with a Christian church or sect (Tonga
Department of Statistics 2011). The Solomon Islands is also
a very Christianized country. According to the 2009 Census,
94 % of the population belong to a Christian denomination
(Solomon Islands National Statistical Office 2009). Thus,
while retaining the self-reported spirituality level question,
the other questions were modified to be the frequency with
which the individual prays, goes to church and considers the
Bible’s teachings in the course of their daily life.

Other questions were adapted where appropriate. The Lit-
eracy indicator under the Education domain was modified
from able to read and write in any one language, English or
Dzongkha or Nepali in the Bhutan context, to Tongan and
English or Pidgin or English in the Tongan and Solomon
Islands contexts, respectively. Under the Cultural diversity
and resilience domain, several questions were modified,
DriglamNamzha (the Way of Harmony) is Bhutan’s expected
behaviour (of consuming, clothing, moving) especially in for-
mal occasions and in formal spaces. This concept was re-
placed in the Solomon Islands survey as kastom. Kastom re-
fers to shared traditions, and contemporary ideas and institu-
tions perceived to be grounded in indigenous concepts and
principles in the Solomon Islands. Respondents were asked
the perceived importance of kastom and the perceived change
in practice and observance during the last few years. For Ton-
ga, the concept relates to anga fakatonga—the Tongan way.

Artisan skills, an indicator of Cultural diversity and resil-
ience, assess individual’s interest and knowledge in arts and
crafts. For Bhutan, 13 different arts and crafts, collectively
known as ZorigChusum, were assessed. In the Pacific context,
the list of artisan skills was reduced to three: weaving, carving
and traditional dance. Lastly, for the Household Income indi-
cator under the Living Standards domain, the sufficiency cut-
off was set at 1.5 times the poverty level. The cutoffs for the
poverty rate were based on the Solomon Islands Household
Income and Expenditure Survey 2005/2006 (2006), adjusted
for inflation. For Tonga, the poverty rate was obtained from
Tonga’s Household Income and Expenditure Survey—2009
(2010), again adjusted for inflation.

A convenience sampling method was used to collect the
data via interviewer-administered questionnaires. Students in

both the Solomon Islands and Tonga cohort of The University
of the South Pacific’s Masters of Business Administration
programme taking the course MBA439 Business Economics
were asked to complete about ten surveys each with their
friends, colleagues and neighbours. As such, the findings
are not generalizable to the respective populations. Nev-
ertheless, the data provides indicative gauge of Gross
Happiness in these two South Pacific Island nations. Giv-
en, the data was collected in the same manner, using the
same survey instrument, at approximately the same time,
the results are comparable with each other. The Solomon
Islands sample consisted of 351 completed surveys col-
lected by 37 students in May and June 2013. The Tongan
sample contained 377 completed records collected by 36
students in July and August 2013.

Table 2 shows the demographic profile of both the popula-
tions compared to the sample of the two Pacific Island nations.
The population figures for the Solomon Islands and Tonga
come from the latest census data (Solomon Islands National
Statistical Office 2009; Tonga Department of Statistics 2011).
From this table, it can be seen that the sample is unfortunately
not representative of the populations. The sample more close-
ly matches the demographic profiles of the MBA cohorts in
each country. The youngest segment (24 years or younger)
and the older segments (55 years or older) are under-
represented with middle-aged Solomon Islanders and Tongan
over-represented. Compared to the population, the survey data
over-sampled married people compared to those not married
(never married, divorced and widowed). Males were over-
represented in the Solomon Islands’ sample; females were
over-represented in the Tongan sample. Lastly, the sample
was considerably more educated than the populations in both
Pacific nations. As such, while both samples are comparable
to each other, the research remains exploratory. Future re-
search could involve a more representative sample so that
results could be extrapolated to the populations.

The aggregation method is a version of the Alkire Foster
method (Alkire and Foster 2011). The Alkire Foster method
computes the incidence of persons who are happy and adds
this to the degree of happiness among those who are not yet
happy. To be ‘happy’, an individual needs to research a certain
cutoff for an indicator. Any amount of ‘happiness’ over that
cutoff is not deemed to add any more to the individual’s hap-
piness. Conversely, each indicator (or subdomain) identifies a
person as deprived if they have not achieved ‘sufficiency’ in
that indicator. However, an individual does not need to be
‘happy’ or achieve sufficiency in every indicator and hence
domain. To allow for diversity, an individual is identified as
‘happy’ if he or she has achieved sufficiency in 66 % of do-
mains/indicators. The happiness dichotomy can also be fur-
ther broken down so that Deeply Happy display sufficiency in
76 to 100 % of indicators, Extensively Happy are sufficient in
66 to 76 %, Narrowly Happy are likewise in 50 to 65 % of
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indicators and then Unhappy show sufficiency in 0 to 49 % of
indicators.

This research follows the same sufficiency cutoffs as the
Bhutan study, as outlined by Ura et al. (2012). Aggregating
individual, the formula for the Gross National Happiness In-
dex is:

GNH Index ¼ HH þ HU � ASu f
� �

where HH is the percentage of happy people, HU is the per-
centage of unhappy people and ASuf is the percentage of di-
mensions in which the average not-yet-happy individual
nonetheless enjoys sufficiency. The GNH Index has been de-
signed so that policy makers can target ways to both increase
happiness and increase the sufficiency levels enjoyed by not-
yet-happy people.

Results

Applying the Alkire Foster method to the respective data sets,
the Gross Happiness Index (GHI) for the Solomon Islands is
0.617 and for Tonga the Gross Happiness Index (GHI) is
0.788. For Bhutan in 2010, the GNH Index value was 0.743

(Ura et al. 2012). Table 3 shows the happiness profile of the
individuals for the two Pacific nations. In the Solomon
Islands, about one in five respondents (20.23 %) were classi-
fied as happy, that is, have achieved sufficiency in at least two
thirds of the indicators of happiness. For Tonga, over half of
all respondents (51.99%) are considered ‘happy’. At the other
end of the spectrum, in the Solomon Islands, three in 10 re-
spondents (30.20 %) are ‘unhappy’, that is, they have not
achieve sufficiency in at least half of the wellbeing indicators.
In Tonga, less than one in 10 (9.55 %) have not achieved
sufficiency in the same number of indicators.

The GHI framework is able to drill down from the aggre-
gated index to the domain level to uncover the areas of ‘hap-
piness’ and ‘unhappiness’ so policies can be implemented
helping individuals to increase happiness. Figure 1 shows,
for both the Solomon Islands and Tonga, which of the nine
domains individuals have achieved sufficiency. The top three
areas of sufficiency for the Solomon Islands are education,
health and psychological wellbeing. Over four in five
(83.2 %) Solomon Islanders have achieved sufficiency in ed-
ucation, almost three in four (73.2 %) Solomon Islanders have
achieved sufficiency in the health domain and just over three
in five Solomon Islanders (62.8 %) have achieved sufficiency
in psychological wellbeing. The lowest areas of domain

Table 2 Profile of respondents
Solomon Islands Tonga

Population
(%)

Sample
(%)

Difference
(%)

Population
(%)

Sample
(%)

Difference
(%)

Age

24 years or younger 31.5 14.8 −16.7 21.7 20.8 −0.9
25–34 26.2 39.6 13.4 24.1 32.9 8.8

35–44 18.5 31.4 12.9 19.8 23.3 3.5

45–54 11.1 12.4 1.3 14.3 15.9 1.6

55–64 6.8 1.8 −4.9 9.8 7.1 −2.7
65+ 5.9 0.0 −5.9 10.5 0.0 −10.5

Gender

Male 51.3 56.0 4.7 50.3 34.4 −15.9
Female 48.7 44.0 −4.7 49.7 65.6 15.9

Education

No school completed 19.1 1.2 −17.9 0.9 0.7 −0.2
Primary education 56.7 15.4 −41.3 8.4 4.9 −3.5
Secondary education 18.9 14.5 −4.4 65.0 20.7 −44.3
Tertiary education 4.4 65.8 61.4 16.1 57.8 41.7

Vocational/professional
qualification

0.9 3.2 2.3 9.6 15.9 6.3

Marital status

Never married 34.4 23.0 −11.4 60.5 35.7 −24.8
Married 60.1 69.0 8.9 34.7 59.8 25.1

Separated/divorced 1.5 6.6 5.0 1.5 2.9 1.4

Widowed 3.9 1.5 −2.5 3.4 1.6 −1.8
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sufficiency are ecological diversity, good governance and
community vitality. For Tonga, the domains with the highest
level of sufficiency are living standards, education and psy-
chological wellbeing. For Tonga, the three areas with the low-
est level of sufficiency are good governance, ecological diver-
sity and community vitality.

With the exception of health, time use and good gover-
nance, Tonga’s sufficiency is statistically significantly higher
than the Solomon Islands across the other domains, at the
95 % level of confidence.

This methodology can also be used to investigate which
sections of the community are happy and which sections of
the community are not-yet-happy.

Solomon Islands

While the Solomon Islands’ overall GHI is 0.617, there
are some differences in happiness across the demographic
segment. Gross Happiness Indices have been calculated

by gender, age, education level and marital status, aggre-
gated where sample sizes were satisfactory. As can be
seen in Fig. 2, males, those aged 35 years or older, those
with tertiary education and those who are married have a
higher GHI than their counterparts. The largest difference
between the two categories is between those with tertiary
education (0.642) and those without tertiary education
(0.572).

From the domain level to the indicator level, the GHI can
be used to target specific areas so as to increase the happiness
of individuals. As can be seen in Fig. 3, areas of most concern
in the Solomon Islands are urban issues and ecological issues,
under the ecological diversity and resilience domain, percep-
tions of government performance under the good governance
domain and traditional culture under the cultural diversity and
resilience. The highest levels of sufficiency include the litera-
cy and schooling indicators under the education domain, as-
sets in the living standards domain and the ability to handle
disabilities under the health domain.

Table 3 Happiness profile for the Solomon Islands and Tonga

Solomon Islands Tonga

% of individuals Average sufficiency % of individuals Average sufficiency

Happy 20.23 0.7160 51.99 0.7437

Deeply happy (76–100 %) 2.56 0.8082 16.45 0.8165

Extensively happy (66–76 %) 17.66 0.7026 35.54 0.7099

Not-yet-happy 79.77 0.5198 48.01 0.5579

Narrowly happy (50–65 %) 49.57 0.5798 38.46 0.5868

Unhappy (0–49 %) 30.20 0.4212 9.55 0.4416

Fig. 1 Domain sufficiency—the Solomon Islands and Tonga

Glob Soc Welf (2016) 3:11–21 17



Tonga

The pattern for Tonga follows the same pattern as the
Solomon Islands (Fig. 4), with those aged 35 years or
older (0.855) happier than those 34 years or younger
(0.733), those with tertiary education (0.807) happier than
those without tertiary education (0.762) and those who are
married (0.824) happier than those who are either

divorced, widowed or have never married (0.738). The
one exception from the Solomon Islands is that in Tonga,
females (0.798) are happier than males (0.776), although
there is only a small difference between the two indices.
The largest difference between the two demographic seg-
ments is by age. It is also apparent that for each demo-
graphic segment, Tonga happiness is higher than the Sol-
omon Islands’ happiness.

Fig. 2 Solomon Islands GHI by demographic segment

Fig. 3 Solomon Island indicator sufficiency
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There are many similarities between the better performing
indicators for Tonga and those for the Solomon Islands, albeit
at a higher level (Fig. 5). Literacy and schooling in the educa-
tion domain are two of the highest levels of sufficiency. Assets
in the living standards domain and ability to handle disabilities
in the health domain also rank highly in terms of sufficiency.
Indicators for government performance, ecological issues, do-
nations, community relationship and traditional culture were
relatively low for Tonga.

One of the largest differences in indicators between Tonga
and the Solomon Islands is in the safety indicator under the
community vitality domain. In Tonga, this indicator achieves
a sufficiency of 89.0 %, compared with 65.0 % in the Solomon
Islands. Other indicators with large differences between the two
Pacific nations are cultural participation in the cultural diversity
and resilience domain. While urban issues were an issue in the
Solomon Islands, in Tonga it was less of an issue (57.0 versus
16.7 %). While sufficiency in assets was similar, there were

Fig. 4 Tonga GHI by demographic segment

Fig. 5 Tonga indicator sufficiency
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large differences in the other two indicators for living stands:
housing quality and household per capita income.

Conclusions

This research estimates a Gross Happiness Index for the Sol-
omon Islands and Tonga, using a modified version of the
(in)famous Gross National Happiness Index of Bhutan. The
indices are 0.617 and 0.788 for the Solomon Islands and Ton-
ga, respectively. As a benchmark, Bhutan scored 0.743 in the
2010 version of the GNHI (Ura et al. 2012). The overarching
finding that Tongans are happier than Solomon Islanders re-
inforces the general conclusions made when comparing GDP
per capita and the Human Development Index between these
two nations. However, the GHI provides a lot richer data in
terms of how to improve the quality of life and wellbeing of
Pacific Island citizens. This research has shown that the re-
search tool itself is versatile, yet detailed. The domains of
psychological wellbeing, health, time use, education, cultural
diversity, good governance, community vitality, ecological
diversity and living standards are universal measurements
for quality of life. With some slight modifications, even the
33 indicators that contribute to the nine domains are applica-
ble in the Pacific Island developing country context.

In both countries, the married, the more educated and the
older are happier than their corresponding counterparts. In the
Solomon Islands, males are happier; in Tonga, females are
happier. The Solomon Islands and Tonga share several areas
where they lack sufficiency. These areas include good gover-
nance, community vitality and ecological diversity and resil-
ience. The Solomon Islands and Tonga share several areas
where they lack sufficiency. These areas include good gover-
nance, community vitality and ecological diversity and resil-
ience. The issue of good governance is not new in the Pacific.
Corruption and self-serving political leaders have been a char-
acteristic in this region of the world (Huffer 2005; Larmour
1997). At different times, the right to vote, the rights to free-
dom of speech and discrimination through nepotism have
been prevalent. In the South Pacific, increased urbanization
has led to increased pollution of rivers and streams and air and
noise pollution. Littering is a problem, especially in Honiara
where there is traffic congestion, inadequate parks and green
spaces and a lack of pedestrian walkways and streets. Further,
climate change has increased the vulnerability of these com-
munities to flooding and sea-level rises (Barnett 2001; Barnett
and Campbell 2010; Pernetta 1992). Perhaps through modern-
ization or globalization, there is also evidence of an erosion of
community trust. While the indicator for ‘family’ remains
high, sufficiency in donating of time and money to others
and sufficiency in a sense of belonging to the local community
and trust in neighbours is low. Both cohorts also report a
decline in the importance and observance of traditional culture

in the communities (traditional culture indicator in the Cultur-
al diversity and resilience domain.

Sufficiency in health is high among both pacific cohorts.
This is somewhat surprising, given the high level of non-
communicable diseases found in the Pacific as well as com-
mon outbreaks of malaria and dengue fever (Cao-Lormeau
et al. 2014; Hawley and McGarvey 2015). The education in-
dicators of literacy and schooling are high but this is some-
what a function of the sampling process. While both cohorts
report high ownership of assets, either land, livestock or mod-
ern appliances such asmobile telephones, personal computers,
refrigerators, colour televisions, etc., there are notable differ-
ences in housing quality and household income per capita. In
this area, Tonga performs much better than the Solomon
Islands. Out migration of Tongans to New Zealand, Australia
and the USA has meant that relatives have strong obligation to
remit money back to Tonga (Brown et al. 2014). While the
global financial crisis in 2008 and 2009 dampened this some-
what, Tongans have their income supplemented through re-
mittances. This is less likely to occur in the Solomon Islands.

Given the oversampling of middle-aged, married, highly
educated Solomon Islanders and Tongans, however, the hap-
piness for these respondents is most likely higher than for the
general population. Future research could undertake a more
rigorous sampling design so that age, gender, education as
well as geographical district and rural versus urban population
can be systematically surveyed to ensure a sample representa-
tive of census data. Also interesting would be to undertake
research of this kind in other Pacific Island nations, such as
Fiji, Samoa and Vanuatu.
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