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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Background  

Bhutan is a small South Asian country with an area of 38,394 sq. km situated in the 

Himalayas sandwiched between China in the north and India in the south. As of January 

2017, about 785,395 people are living in Bhutan and most of the people reside in its 

capital Thimphu (National Statistics Bureau (NSB, 2017). 

 

Although Bhutan started its modern development works with the introduction of five-

year plans in 1960s, it remained isolated. Agricultural activities predominated the 

country’s economy. Rural areas constitute 69.1% and urban area make 30.9% (Office 

of the Census Commissioner (OCC, 2006). It was not until 1999, when the former King, 

His Majesty Jigme Singye Wangchuck, officially decided to open up to the outside 

world by introducing modern day telecommunication system and television. Much of 

the culture, tradition and people’s lives remained unaffected by outside forces in 

preceding years.  

 

However, over the past decade and a half, modern influences have been truly 

remarkable. The changes are both visible and tangible by the way of skyrocketing 

political development, demographic changes, and economic progress. In 2008, a major 

political shift took place with the establishment of Democratic Constitutional Monarchy 

on command of His Majesty the Fourth King Jigme Singye Wangchuck. The first multi-



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 

party-political system was instituted in the country and had its first people elected 

government. Introduction of such a government system developed a sense of 

competition among political parties and ensured check and balance for country’s 

socioeconomic growth and development. Bhutan is developing rapidly. As of 

December 2016, the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) annual growth rate was 6.49% and 

the per capita income was USD 2,719 compared to USD 1,614.67 in 2006. This was an 

increase of nearly 70% making Bhutan one of the fastest growing economy in the South 

Asia region and slowly graduating into lower middle-income country (NSB, 2017).  

 

1.1.1 Elderly Situation in Bhutan  

In Bhutan, it is typical to find people living in an extended family founded on the 

traditional and religious beliefs of interdependence. In such a family unit, elderly people 

receive high respect and regard for their wisdom, their role as head of the family, and 

source of inspiration and guidance for the family. Young children are taught to respect 

their parents and elderly. It is customary that children provide protection and support 

to parents and elderly in the family in the later part of their life.  

 

However, the age-old tradition of living in an extended family, narrating short stories 

and imparting Bhutanese values and culture to grand-children are dwindling quickly 

due to rapid development and globalization. The records from the past Bhutan Living 

Standard Surveys (BLSS) show that, the average household size decreased from 5.12 

in 2003 to 4.5 in 2012. In 2012, only 22% in the household were member of the 

extended families, household members other than spouse and off-spring of the 

household head. This accounts for only 15% of household members in the urban areas 
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compared with 25% in the rural areas (NSB, 2013, n.d.). As per the BLSS report, 78% 

of households were nuclear families with only spouse and off-springs of the head of the 

household. At least 5% of all households are single-person households (NSB, 2013). 

Moreover, there is no social security system for elderly population except for the formal 

government and corporate employees, which is covered by provident fund and gratuity 

schemes that are either paid in lump sum or pension benefits. Study on old age security 

in Bhutan by (Schmähl, 2002) indicated that even these existing lump-sum benefits in 

Bhutan as source of income in old age are an insufficient instrument owing to an 

economic environment with increasing real income and rising prices. Thus, the family 

seems to be the last major "safety net" for old age population. There are few 

organizations like His Majesty’s ‘kidu1’ support and Tarayana Foundation, which in 

some ways look after welfare of the needy people including old age. But such support 

systems become even more uncertain especially in case of a rising number of elderly 

without adequate income in old age and without adequate support by family members 

(Schmähl, 2002). The most favorable and reliable income to lead a decent way of livelihood 

would be a distant dream for most of the elderly population. This would be an impediment 

to their well-being.  

 

As the country develops and modern economic systems replace a traditional economy, 

a growing number of school going children graduate and migrate to both urban areas 

and abroad in search of better opportunities. They leave behind their parents and 

                                                 
1 The word “kidu” is a Bhutanese term, which literarily means “joy and sorrow” (Shaw, 2015/2016) and 

it is often used to mean a person who is in dire need of help. More or less, it depends on context it is used 

for. For example, a person requiring help is called “kidu phomi” and a person who provides assistance is 

called “kidu nangmi”. Usually, the power or autonomy of providing welfare or assistance to a destitute 

is vested especially in the King. 
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grandparents and thus some households have become empty in some parts of the 

country. The incidences of such movement of young children that leave behind parents 

and grandparents in the households are reported in some literature including media 

wherein as high as 50% of population from some rural communities leave for urban 

areas (Gosai & Sulewski, 2014; Ueda, 2016; Wangmo, 2013). There is a growing 

concern of elderly people becoming increasingly vulnerable in such rapidly changing 

Bhutanese society due to the rapid socioeconomic transformation. According to the 

2013 baseline study conducted by the Royal Society for Senior Citizens (RSSC), 23.9% 

of the retired senior citizens (N=200)2 have reported that they are not treated well by 

juniors and the general public after retirement. Close to 30% of the senior citizens 

reported that they felt disrespected followed by 24.3% who felt people are self-centered 

and individualistic (RSSC, 2013).  

 

Some literature indicates that level of education (Ramachandran & Radhika, 2012; 

Rukumnuaykit, 2015; Yiwei  Zhou, 2013; Yicheng  Zhou et al., 2015) is associated 

with elderly happiness. Majority of Bhutanese elderly people belong to an age group 

that either did not get an opportunity to go to school or lived in an underdeveloped 

economy. According to BLSS 2012, 6 out of 10 household heads have never attended 

a school or institute and the proportion in the rural areas is double that of the urban 

areas. Persons older than 65 years who attended school in the past constitute only 4.1% 

of total population (NSB, 2013).  

 

                                                 
2 The sample of 200 was representative of 101,563 senior populations older than 55 years of age as of 

2012. Senior citizens comprised 14% of the total population of 734,854, estimated from the Labour Force 

Survey 2012.  
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A study on inequality and happiness among Europeans and Americans involving large 

samples of 123,668 by Alesina, Di Tella, and MacCulloch (2004) show that those with 

high inequality are less likely to report themselves happy, even after controlling for 

income, personal characteristics, and year. It was more so for Europeans than for 

Americans. In case of Bhutan, inequality – which is defined as “a measure that 

highlights the gap between different individuals’ or households’ disposable income in 

a particular year” and is measured by Gini coefficient – has widened since 2007 (Nidup, 

2016). The Gini Inequality Index increased from 0.35 in 2007 to 0.36 in 2012 and 

likewise, the real per capita consumption for the lowest quintile decreased from 9.6% 

in 2007 to 7.1% in 2012 compared to the richest quintile that increased from 38.5% in 

2007 to 43.7% in 2012 (Nidup, 2016). There are also large income differences by areas 

of residence and gender of the heads of the households. In 2012, as per BLSS report, 

the mean per capita annual household income for entire country was Nu 45,538 (USD 

690). In the urban areas, it was Nu 79,905 (USD 1,210), which is nearly three times the 

rural mean per capita income of Nu 27,824 (USD 420) (NSB, 2013).  

 

The absolute number of population older than 60 years is rising in the country. In 2005, 

there were 634,982 people, out of which about 44,319 were persons older than 60 years 

constituting 7% of the total population (NSB, 2006). As of 2015, this number increased 

to 55,005 constituting about 7.3% of the total projected population of 757,042 with an 

increase by more than 24% in one decade. This proportion of elderly population over 

60 years is projected to increase further as shown in Table 1 (NSB, 2006). By 2020, the 

proportion of elderly is estimated at 64,864, making it about 8% and by 2030, it is 

projected to reach 89,724 constituting about 10.1% out of the total projected population 
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of 886,523 (NSB, 2006, 2017). This means that every tenth person will be an elderly 

showing that old age dependency ratio is continuously rising3 (NSB, 2006; RSSC, 

2013). According to BLSS, in 2012 the overall dependency ratio was 56% meaning for 

every 10 economically productive persons, there were about six dependent persons 

(below 15 years and over 65 years). The dependency ratio is higher in the rural areas 

(59%) than in the urban areas (50%) because of the higher proportion of persons older 

than 65 years in rural areas. These concerns suggest that appropriate and necessary 

policies actions are put in place for the growing elderly population in the country. 

 

The increase in the share of older population is mainly attributed to increase in life 

expectancy and rapid change of population structure due to declining fertility. The 

average life expectancy at birth in 2015 was 70.94 years compared to 66.3 in 2005 and 

66.1 years in 1994 respectively (NSB, 2006). Similarly, in 2014 total fertility rate 

dropped to 2.1 compared to 3.6 in 2005 and 5.6 in 1994 respectively (MOH, 2015; 

NSB, 2017). Although the improvement in life expectancy and fertility decline over the 

past decades are laudable, it is fair to presume that any benefits arising out of this would 

be offset by rising elderly population. In a small nation like Bhutan, like in many 

societies, such consistent growth of elderly population is a major concern as the country 

is still developing, where national revenue is barely sufficient to meet its current 

expenditures for state functionaries, let alone providing an expensive security for the 

old age (RSSC, 2013; Schmähl, 2002). 

 

                                                 
3 According to the recent baseline survey conducted by the Royal Society for Senior Citizens (RSSC) 

and United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), in 2012, there were 101,563 population aged 55 

years and older in the country. 
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Table 1: Elderly (60 years & older) as Percent of Total Population (2005-2030) 

Year Population Age >60 Total Population 

Percent of Total 

Population 

2005 44,319 634,982 7.0 

2010 48,092 695,822 6.9 

2015 55,005 757,042 7.3 

2020 64,864 809,397 8.0 

2025 74,667 850,976 8.8 

2030 89,724 886,523 10.1 

Source: Own compilation based on National Statistics Bureau (2006). Population 

projection 2006-2030.  

 

1.1.2 Linkage between Happiness and Development  

An across country study on economic growth and subjective well-being in Japan, 

Europe and the United States by Stevenson and Wolfers (2008) showed that the well-

to-do societies have greater subjective well-being than poor societies, and likewise, 

wealthy people of a society are likely to be happier than their poorer colleagues. Coyne 

and Boettke (2006) suggest that increasing wealth enhances people’s choice available 

to them, which allows them to attain increasing levels of happiness and satisfaction. 

Similarly, a study involving large nationally representative samples from 32 nations at 

various degree of economic development by (Zagorski, Kelley, & Evans, 2010) 

suggests that nation’s economic growth or development has strong and positive effect 

on well-being and this is especially true for poor people, and more prominent in poor 

nations than in rich nations. A recent study in China using the Chinese General Social 
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Survey data also show that a large income inequality is associated with increasing 

unhappiness and lower income inequality raises happiness among individuals (Wang, 

Pan, & Luo, 2015).  

 

On the other hand, there are some literature that prove that higher levels of 

developments do not necessarily lead to increase in the level of individual subjective 

well-being or happiness (Easterlin, 1974, 1995; Schimmel, 2009) Such studies that 

claim that the economic development does not make people happier are often 

accompanied by suggestions for ways to improve other alternatives like anti-

materialistic spirituality, social development and community (Veenhoven, 2012). 

 

In the recent years, Bhutan has experienced a rapid economic development marked by 

an increase in gross domestic product (GDP). According to recent statistics, the GDP 

per capita from rose from USD 1,614 in 2006 to USD 2,719 in 2016 (NSB, 2017). 

Consequently, this seems to have been accompanied by the improvement in the level 

of happiness. The 2010 and 2015 gross national happiness index surveys, showed that 

the overall happiness index level of the Bhutanese in 2015 was 0.76 compared to 0.74 

in 2010, indicating a slight increase over the period of five years (Centre for Bhutan 

Studies & GNH Research (CBS&GNHR, 2015). This data show that the development 

and happiness runs parallel in Bhutan, which means that development do bring about 

happiness among general Bhutanese population. However, a recent study on inequality 

in Bhutan by Nidup (2016) showed that the inequality has widened with the Gini 

Inequality Index rising from 0.35 in 2007 to 0.36 in 2012, whereas, the real per capita 

consumption for the lowest quintile decreased from 9.6% in 2007 to 7.1% in 2012 
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compared to the richest quintile that increased from 38.5% in 2007 to 43.7% in 2012. 

It is fair to assume that despite rapid development and reduction in poverty by the 

government, inequality issues could challenge the efforts on improving well-being of 

the Bhutanese elderly population.  

 

1.1.3 Happiness and its National Importance  

In Bhutan, the term gross national happiness first emerged in 1972 when His Majesty 

the Fourth King Jigme Singye Wangchuck declared that “Gross National Happiness is 

more important than Gross National Product” (Adler, 2009; Ura, Alkire, & Zangmo, 

2012). His Majesty challenged such conventional measurement of human progress, 

which is often measured in terms of Gross National Product (GNP). According to him 

such methods are neither capable of providing comprehensive and a meaningful 

measurement of human happiness nor should it be the governance tool for socio-

economic development of a country or nation.  

 

Hence, His Majesty’s pursuit of new paradigm shift in the yardstick for progress and 

development gave birth to Gross National Happiness, which has ever since become 

widely renown in the international forums (GNHCB, n.d.). Similarly, experiences from 

the developed countries have shown that mere increase in gross domestic product 

(GDP) or economic growth does not bring happiness for the people. The famous 

Easterlin paradox is one such study which reminds us that increase in income does not 

necessarily increase people’s happiness or subjective wellbeing (Easterlin, 1974). 

Therefore, happiness as a yardstick to measure human progress and socioeconomic 

development is increasingly becoming an important subject.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10 

 

However, GNH was not formalized in any of Bhutan’s official document mentioning 

of it as guiding development philosophy, despite pioneering in the development of a 

new model.  According to (Munro, 2016), the 1996–97 National Budget mentioned 

GNH for the first time ever in any Bhutanese government publication marking the start 

of implementation of GNH philosophy officially. (Munro, 2016) in his quest for finding 

the true origin and source of literature on GNH, concluded that the year 1996 was the 

point where the tradition of GNH as Bhutan’s established national development policy 

was conceived. Since then gross national happiness evolved as Bhutan’s guiding 

development philosophy to this very day. It is a simple philosophy founded on “middle 

path approach” in which socio-economic development is equitable and integrated with 

environmental conservation, and augment soft components such as promotion of 

culture and enhanced good governance (GNHCB, n.d.).  

 

The concept of gross national happiness was further expanded beyond the horizons of 

Bhutan’s development paradigms. In 2011, the United Nations adopted Bhutan’s 

proposal to include “happiness: towards a holistic approach to development” as the 

ninth Millennium Development Goal (MDG) at the 65th session of the United Nations 

General Assembly in New York (GNHC, 2011; Helliwell, Layard, & Sachs, 2015). 

This demonstrates one of Bhutan’s commendable achievements and contributions at 

the international level in an effort to improve global wellbeing and happiness in recent 

years. Due to Bhutan’s increasing and consistent involvement with the global 

community, substantial efforts were made to define and quantify GNH as a 

development tool. As a consequence, measurement indices and tools were developed, 
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so that it can be implemented practically in government policies and the country’s 

socioeconomic development (GNHCB, n.d.).  

 

Today, Royal Government of Bhutan accords high priority to GNH and the Gross 

National Happiness Commission ensures that all plans and programs are strictly 

implemented based on the GNH policy and screening tools. The plan, program and 

project proposals are screened through a GNH screening tool and those that do not 

qualify either requires change or remain unimplemented. Thus, different ministries and 

departments of the government are very serious in the implementation of programs and 

projects that are geared towards achieving gross national happiness.  

 

1.1.4 Happiness Status of the Elderly in Bhutan 

In Bhutan, the 2012 BLSS survey was first of its kind to formally include happiness 

question in general surveys The BLSS survey used subjective self-rated happiness 

ratings in which the question asks “In general, how happy do you consider yourself to 

be? The answers are given in the Likert scale of one to five from being “very happy” to 

“very unhappy”. 

 

According to the BLSS 2012 survey, in general about 84.9% of the Bhutanese 

population were at least moderately happy and 15.1% of the populations were either 

unhappy or unsure about their state of happiness (NSB, 2013) as shown in Figure 1.   
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Figure 1: Happiness of Bhutanese Population in 2012 (Source:(NSB, 2013). BLSS 

2012 Report) 

 

An analysis shows that the proportion of happy people is highest among age group of 

20-39 years (86.1%) and lowest among age group of 40-59 years (84.3%) and older 

than 60 years (84.4%) as shown in Figure 24. These figures indicate some interesting 

facts about happiness in general and particularly among middle age and elderly 

population groups. Although figures between the two age groups do not show huge 

difference, relatively the middle age group reported similar level of happiness as elderly 

despite their workloads and midlife crisis situation that they undergo as reported in most 

literature. This merits further analysis, which is beyond the scope of this study.  

 

                                                 
4 Note: Out of the five options from Likert scale of happiness, I have summed up respondents for 

‘moderately happy’ and ‘very happy’ and weighted against each age group to arrive at the figure shown 

above. After weighting data, there were total observations of 578,145 excluding age below 19 years – 

209,928 observations for age group 20-39 years; 255,915 for age group of 40-59 years; 112,302 for age 

group of 60 and older. 
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Figure 2: Proportion of Happy People by Age Group (Source: Own Analysis based on 

BLSS, 2012). 

 

1.2 Benefit of the Study 

Bhutan is one of the countries in the world where cultural and traditional values are 

preserved and promoted vis-à-vis modern development. However, it is not without 

challenge. Age-old traditions such as respect to senior citizens and care for the old 

parents are deteriorating as revealed through the baseline study for senior citizens, 

where it was found that the retired citizens are not respected by the society (RSSC, 

2013). As mentioned earlier, old age population is rising steadily in Bhutan and it is 

imperative to explore factors that influence their wellbeing and happiness. There is a 

gap in a detail study on happiness of elderly population especially in the context of 

unprecedented socioeconomic transformation and rising elderly population in the 

country. Thus, it becomes pertinent to understand the level of happiness of those elderly 

people. This study critically investigates socioeconomic determinants associated with 

their happiness.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

14 

 

This study fills a gap in the understanding of elderly population and their happiness in 

Bhutan. Firstly, the result from this study provides broad understanding about the level 

of happiness among Bhutanese elderly population. Secondly, the factors are explored 

and their association with happiness are analyzed. Based on the research result and 

empirical evidence, the study provides suggestions and recommendations for the policy 

makers and planners of the Royal Government of Bhutan in formulating strategies that 

are appropriate to improve lives of Bhutanese elderly population where necessary. In 

addition, this study also points the direction to additional research.  

 

1.3 Research Objectives 

In general, this study explores determinants of happiness of Bhutanese elderly 

population and their associations in the context of rapid socioeconomic development 

and transformation in the country. The specific objectives of this study include: 

1. To investigate level of happiness among Bhutanese elderly populations in 2012.  

2. To examine the socioeconomic determinants of happiness of elderly in Bhutan.  

3. To provide policy recommendations to facilitate government in improving 

quality of life or happiness of the Bhutanese elderly.  

 

1.4 Research Question 

Based on the above research objectives, this study was aimed at answering the 

following key questions:   

1. What is the status of happiness of Bhutanese elderly population?  
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2. What are the socioeconomic factors that influence elderly happiness in the 

context of Bhutan? 

3. What are the policy implications to enhance happiness levels of the Bhutanese 

elderly?  

 

1.5 Terminologies 

1.5.1 Happiness 

Researchers involved in happiness studies have not agreed-upon definition of 

happiness. Some definitions of happiness are related with emotional states, while others 

are related to evaluation of one’s overall experiences. According to N. P. White (2008), 

happiness is “what one aims at, desires, aspires, believes as worthwhile or good, enjoys, 

and so on”. Ruut Veenhoven defines happiness as “the degree to which an individual 

judges the overall quality of his/her life-as-a-whole favorably” (Veenhoven 1988, 

p.22). Layard (2005) emphasizes that happiness is achieved when we enjoy things as 

they are, without comparing ourselves to others and discover what truly makes us happy 

such as being content with what we have. In certain cases, happiness is a collective term 

for good fortune, and as having, showing some pleasant mood or experience. Some 

authors equate happiness to subjective wellbeing. Ed Diener, Lucas, and Scollon (2006) 

define subjective well-being as an experience of pleasant emotions, which is often a 

result of combination of both low levels of negative attitudes and greater life 

satisfaction. Happiness can be also derived from leading a virtuous, cognitive 

evaluation of life as a whole and reducing negative mood (Lyubomirsky, 2006; Sheldon 

& Lyubomirsky, 2007). According to (Seligman, 2004), happiness and well-being 

means positive feelings and activities that bring satisfaction and optimism from past 
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and present emotions. The literature show that the terms “happiness”, “general 

satisfaction”, “life satisfaction” and “subjective well-being” are used interchangeably 

by researchers who study individual happiness based on subjective questions.  

Most researchers acknowledge a certain degree of similarities of various definitions of 

happiness in their studies especially in social research. Therefore, in this study I refer 

to terms as follows: happiness, life satisfaction, and wellbeing. The key dependent 

variable was based on the answer to a question that was asked in the Bhutan Living 

Standards Survey (BLSS) 2012: “In general, how happy do you consider yourself to 

be?” And the answers were given in the scale of one to five from being “Very happy”, 

“moderately happy”, “neither happy nor unhappy”, “unhappy” and “very unhappy”. A 

substantial methodological literature was developed on the reliability, validity, and 

comparability of answers in the form of scales to report happiness by the individuals 

(NSB, 2013). Although responses to such a scale of happiness has its intrinsic problems, 

they are found to have meaningful and reasonable comparability among individuals or 

groups of individuals (Easterlin, 2003).  

 

1.5.2 Elderly 

Generally, there is no common consensus on the definition of “the elderly” or the “older 

population”. Most often the age limit is the one that constitutes the right to old age 

pension, which differs between context and countries (Snaedal, 2011). The old age is 

sometimes associated with transition from middle age to senior citizens (Erford, 2015). 

From my viewpoint, the word “old age” gives a negative connotation as frail or weak 

and dysfunctional of capability. The elderly, however, is plural and synonymous with 
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senior and at advanced stage in their life often indicating an expression of respect and 

dignity.  

 

Defining elderly, on the other hand, by exact age limit is yet another difficult task as it 

differs across contexts. People have tried to define old age ever since 1875 in Britain as 

"any age after 50", although pension schemes mostly preferred to use age of 60 or 65 

years and older as eligible age to claim such benefits (Roebuck, 1979). The term old 

age or elderly have been in use for very long time, but still today there is no general 

agreement on the age at which a person becomes old across societies. According to 

(WHO, 2002), becoming old or ageing is a dynamic biological process, which is beyond 

human control. The definition of and age threshold of old age or elderly varies across 

societies and it depends largely on social and cultural construct.  

 

Several terms are used to describe old people such as “older people” referring to those 

who are in their fifties; “elders” to those 60 or older; and “the elderly” to those 65 or 

older (Barkan, 2012). In the developed world, chronological age of 60 or 65 and older 

is considered to be the beginning of old age. Snaedal (2011) reveals that this age limit 

was set at a time when the life expectancy in the Western world was much less than 

today and only a small portion of the society could reach retirement age. In developing 

countries, chronological age seems to have less meaning or no importance in the 

meaning of old age because of low life expectancy (Gormon cited in (WHO, 

2002). Moreover, there is no standard age threshold developed either by the United 

Nations, but their usual agreed limit is 60 years and older to refer to the elderly (WHO, 

2002).  
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In the context of Bhutan, the elderly usually borrows the definition set by the pension 

schemes. Generally, the working age of the formal public sector for the highest position 

is 60 years of age. By pension definition, this means that until age 60, all people are of 

active working age in the formal sector. Therefore, in this study I refer “the elderly” to 

that section of population who are 60 years and older on the day of survey.  

 

1.6 Scope of the Study 

This study investigates the level of happiness among Bhutanese elderly population and 

factors that are associated with their happiness are explored. As defined above, the 

elderly population of 60 years and older were included in this study. The most recent 

secondary data from the Bhutan Living Standard Survey (BLSS), which was conducted 

in the year 2012 was used. It is a cross-sectional dataset and represent the whole 

population in Bhutan.  

 

1.7 Structure of the Thesis  

The next chapter explores literature relevant to elderly happiness and 

reviews and identifies factors associated with their happiness. The third chapter 

explains major theories relevant to the happiness and, accordingly, builds 

conceptual framework. Moreover, this chapter also explains methodology and the 

choice of study model, data source and sample, and explains measurement and 

operationalization of variables used in this study. The fourth chapter analyses the 

result and provides findings. Lastly, the fifth chapter provides the summary, policy 

implications and direction for future research. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

In this section, we explore determinants of happiness that are relevant for the elderly 

population. Happiness is what every individual human being seeks and it is the ultimate 

goal of the humankind. Happiness becomes even more meaningful for the elderly 

population as the transition to old age would mean decreased health, decline in 

sexuality, and energy, changes in daily activities and so forth (Rohwedder, 2010; 

Shukla & Kiran, 2013; WHO, 2015). Therefore, there might be several factors that play 

a crucial role and influence on elderly happiness.   

  

In the past, several studies have been conducted on happiness. In fact, the fruition of 

happiness or subjective wellbeing or satisfaction described above are not natural. They 

are results of combinations of many socioeconomic dynamics and environmental 

factors influencing an individual experience of happiness. Nitnitiphrut (2007) remarks 

that “happiness is born from not only ‘self’ but also ‘environmental’ elements, which 

influence the human feeling of happiness”. Frolova and Malanina (2016) underscore 

that the “human wellbeing is closely connected to people’s preferences and social 

environment.”  

 

Therefore, taking environment and socioeconomic dimensions into account, I explore 

and review literature on different factors that are associated with happiness are explored 

and reviewed. Firstly, literature related to demographic characteristics is reviewed and 
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variables are identified. Secondly, social capital is defined and factors that are relevant 

for happiness are explored. Thirdly, literature related to economic factors are reviewed 

and suitable variables are identified. Fourthly, literature on health effects on happiness 

are explored. Fifthly, studies relevant to religious effect on happiness are reviewed. 

Lastly, summary of the chapter is presented.   

 

2.1 Demographic Characteristics and Happiness 

2.1.1 Age 

Age is a fundamental factor studied in happiness studies in determining happiness 

across one’s life span. Some researchers have found a U-shape pattern of age in relation 

to happiness (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2008; Graham & Pozuelo, 2016; Kolosnitsyna, 

Khorkina, & Dorzhiev, 2014; Rukumnuaykit, 2015; Yiwei  Zhou, 2013). According to 

the U-shape, happiness constantly decreases as age increases, until turning point of age 

in mid-forties, which is often called as age at mid-life crisis where it is mostly hard 

working and stressful middle age, and after this point happiness increases with 

increasing age. On studying urbanization, poverty and subjective-wellbeing in 

Thailand, (Rukumnuaykit, 2015) found out that specifically people between 31 to 40-

year-old are the least satisfied with life whereas life satisfaction increases after that.  

 

However, Blanchflower and Oswald (2008) contests to this idea. According to 

(Blanchflower & Oswald, 2008), such affects could be a result of omitted cohort effects 

wherein different generations may have been born in different times - good or bad 

times. However, their estimation separately for 72 countries, mostly in developed 

counties of America, Australia, Europe, and Japan and South Korea confirmed a U-
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shape pattern in age in relation to happiness. Remarkably, the U-shape pattern has been 

found to be similar for both males and females (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2008). 

 

Besides, the findings from the researches on the correlation between happiness and age 

showed varying results. A study on life satisfaction among older Europeans by Angelini 

et al. (2012) showed that controlling for all other variables, the own-perceived level of 

life satisfaction increases with age. However, keeping the level of life satisfaction 

constant, older respondents are more likely to report unhappy with their life compared 

to their younger counterparts.  

 

On the contrary, the study of population aged 50 and older from the English 

Longitudinal Study of Ageing (2002 to 2011) by Jivraj, Nazroo, Vanhoutte, and 

Chandola (2014) found that in each subjective well-being measure, the older cohorts 

are reported to have either equivalent or better subjective well-being than younger 

cohorts. Nevertheless, upon studying the individual aging effects for each well-being 

measure, the well-being was observed to be deteriorating with age, showing a largest 

deterioration among the older cohorts. A similar finding was also noted from the 

Norwegian panel study of people aged 40–85, although the definition and age group of 

young-old and old-old is different across studies (Hansen, Slagsvold, & Moum, 2008; 

Jivraj et al., 2014). On the contrary, the study on inner happiness of elderly in Thailand 

by Gray, Rukumnuaykit, Kittisuksathit, and Thongthai (2008) showed that age is not a 

significant predictor of happiness among elderly population.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

22 

2.1.2 Gender 

Gender5 is one of the variables widely studied to predict variation in happiness between 

male and female. While some researchers found no gender variations of elderly 

happiness (McNeil, Stones, & Kozma, 1986), there are studies that showed moderate 

variations of happiness between male and female elderly population (D. Diener, Lucas, 

& Oishi, 2002).  Yiwei  Zhou (2013) studied Chinese population and the analytical 

results indicate that males are less happy than females. Similarly, a study in Thailand 

shows that male elderly are happier than their female counterparts (Gray et al., 2008). 

A study in India by Shukla and Kiran (2013) show that, while there was no significant 

difference of subjective happiness between male and female staying in urban areas, in 

rural areas male elderly comparatively enjoyed happiness more than female elderly in 

rural areas. Some studies suggest that the gender effect is itself not a significant 

predictor, but it is, more or less, affected by other factors. For example, the study on 

Russian elderly above 55 years by (Kolosnitsyna et al., 2014) using Russian 

Longitudinal Monitoring Survey found that the existence of children has a remarkably 

negative influence on female life satisfaction, but no such effect was found on male life 

satisfaction.  

 

2.1.3 Marital Status 

There are varying results regarding the influence of marital status on elderly happiness. 

A study among adults in China by (Liu & Guo, 2008; Yiwei  Zhou, 2013; Yicheng  

Zhou et al., 2015) found that being single, having no partner or being widowed are all 

                                                 

5 Gender usually refers to the biological aspects of maleness or femaleness, whereas gender implies the 

psychological, behavioral, social, and cultural aspects of being male or female (i.e., masculinity or 

femininity) (American Psychological Association, 2015).  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

23 

significantly less likely to be happy compared to those who have partner. The marital 

status has positive effect on happiness: those married are happier than those whom are 

not married, and those who re-enter marriage are happier than those who chose not to 

do so (Easterlin, 2003). A study by Angelini, Cavapozzi, Corazzini, and Paccagnella 

(2012) in Europe showed that being married is strongly associated with life satisfaction. 

A comparative study of 17 nations by Stack and Eshleman (1998) showed that 

association between marriage and happiness is positive and strong for 16 nations and 

that it was better than cohabitation. Marital satisfaction was equal among men and 

women. A study in Thailand also show a positive association between marital status 

and happiness (Rukumnuaykit, 2015, 2016). On the other hand, a study in rural Thai 

elderly by (Rojpaisarnkit, 2016) found no association between marital status and elderly 

happiness.  

 

2.1.4 Region 

Comparative studies on happiness among different countries were carried out by some 

researchers. A Comparative study of subjective well-being of Chinese elderly among 

Urban China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan by (Wu, 2016) reveal that the elderly in Hong 

Kong, which is the most developed region, are found to be least happy compared to 

Urban China and Taiwan. Marked differences were also found among various factors, 

for example, living with children is associated with being less happy among elderly in 

the developed society. The study on urbanization and poverty in relation to happiness 

in Thailand by Rukumnuaykit (2015) shows that the people living in Bangkok and 

neighboring provinces are the least satisfied compared to those in other regions.  
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2.1.5 Areas of Residence  

Area of residence, namely rural and urban, varies largely in terms of socioeconomic 

status and lifestyles, thus there are differences in the level of happiness or life 

satisfaction between the two. A study on Chinese adults by (Yiwei  Zhou, 2013) found 

that people residing in rural areas are more likely to be happy than their urban 

counterparts. On the other hand, a study among Thais by (Rukumnuaykit, 2015, 2016) 

shows that there is no significant association between area of residence and happiness, 

or simply put being in urban settings do not effect level of happiness.  

 

2.1.6 Children 

Studies rather show ambiguous conclusions regarding the role of children and/or 

grandchildren in the level of happiness and wellbeing of the elderly (Chyi & Mao, 2012; 

Kolosnitsyna et al., 2014). A study on Chinese elderly population showed that “elderly 

Chinese who live with grandchildren are associated with a much higher degree of 

happiness than their counterparts” (Chyi & Mao, 2012). Similarly, Meggiolaro and 

Ongaro (2013) found that for senior Italians, “physical closeness with adult children 

increases the life satisfaction of older men and women compared to those who do not 

have such closeness”. Rojpaisarnkit (2016) also confirm that there is important 

relationship between family and the well-being of the elderly.  

 

On the contrary, a study in Thailand shows that controlling for demographic, 

socioeconomic and the internal factors, living with children does not make difference 

to level of happiness in elderly’s life (Gray et al., 2008). A study on happiness among 

adult Chinese by Yiwei  Zhou (2013) found no significant evidence of association 
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between children and happiness. Similarly, a study of elderly Japanese shows that living 

together with son is negatively associated with life satisfaction, but living with a 

married son increases it considerably, whereas living with a daughter increases 

women’s satisfaction, but not for men (Takashi, 2011).  

 

2.1.7 Education 

Although education plays a crucial role in the early part of life, its impact on elderly’s 

happiness is questionable because after becoming old they would have limited 

opportunity to maximize utilization of their knowledge. Findings from studies are 

mixed and there is no definite relations between education and happiness (Cid, Ferrés, 

& Rossi, 2008; Kolosnitsyna et al., 2014; Rojpaisarnkit, 2016). As early as 1970s, Shin 

and Johnson (1978) in their work found out that education had little influence on 

happiness. Some researchers, however, found that educational level is positively related 

to life satisfaction among the elderly. A comparative study between India and Japan by 

Ramachandran and Radhika (2012) shows that education is associated with elderly 

happiness in both the countries irrespective of socio-economic development status. The 

study in Thailand revealed that there is a marked increase in life satisfaction with 

increasing level of education from higher secondary and above (Rukumnuaykit, 2015). 

A study in China also found that low education is associated with low level of elderly 

happiness (Yiwei  Zhou, 2013; Yicheng  Zhou et al., 2015). In some studies, level of 

education is associated with life satisfaction for men (Chyi & Mao, 2012; Meggiolaro 

& Ongaro, 2013).  
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On the other hand, McNeil et al. (1986) concluded that it is not education itself that is 

important to the elderly's subjective well-being, but what the elderly person obtains as 

the result of being better educated (e.g., higher income, better housing, etc.). Probably, 

it is true because at a later part of one’s life (mostly after retirement) the best way to 

utilize education is to help communities and people in solving communal problems, 

which also depends on motivation and role of the individual elderly.  

 

2.2 Social Capital and Happiness 

The concept of social capital is an emerging topic of academic interest. It may be 

interpreted differently in diverse cultures and nations. Coleman (1988) who first 

introduced the term defines "social capital" as a variety of different entities, with two 

elements in common: they all consist of some aspect of social structure, and they 

facilitate certain actions of actors-whether personal or corporate actors-within the 

structure." Putnam (1995) views social capital as “features of social organization such 

as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for 

mutual benefit”. On the other hand, Grootaert and Van Bastelaer (2002) provides a 

similar definition. According to them social capital is “networks, groups or 

relationships between people based on mutual trust, set of norms and understanding, 

and formed to facilitate collective action for common benefits”. (Serageldin & 

Grootaert, 1998) refer social capital to as "glue that holds societies together", along 

with a certain degree of common cultural identifications, a sense of belonging, and 

shared behavioral norms, without which, society at large would collapse.  
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O. Levy, Peiperl, and Bouquet (2013) defined social capital as those abilities of the 

individual which are necessary to satisfy the need for inclusion and affection through 

communication with the members of the community. According to Rukumnuaykit and 

Pholphirul (2016), social capital refers to the institutions, relationships, and norms that 

shape the quality and quantity of a society’s social interactions. Further, close 

relationship and trust in the society including family enables individuals to work more 

efficiently and foster cooperation, therefore, the more networks within the society, the 

better, peaceful and happier society becomes. The variables studied in social capital at 

the individual and social level by Rukumnuaykit and Pholphirul (2016) include, 

knowing other people well in the same community, sacrificing time/ energy to help 

others, trusting other people when lending things, having no anxiety concerning 

security problems in a community, participating in a public meeting, not experiencing 

any crime in the previous month, and engaging in activities that are beneficial to the 

public. 

 

A study among Thai elderly revealed that elderly who perceived better social 

environment in their neighborhood such as knowing each other well, people providing 

helping hand to each other, existence of trust for each other and felt secure about their 

lives and property are associated with higher level of happiness than those with a less 

positive social environment (Rukumnuaykit & Pholphirul, 2016). 

 

Conversely, willingness to contribute time, energy or money also is associated with 

greater satisfaction among elderly. This is due mainly to altruism theory which 

postulates that providing support is not a just a cost, but also brings rewards. Moreover, 
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the act of giving is respected and esteemed by the people, and, thus, it accrues benefits 

(Batson cited in (Gierveld, Dykstra, & Schenk, 2012). 

 

A comparative study of urban China, Taiwan and Hong Kong by (Wu, 2016) found a 

significant association between happiness for those who participated in social 

organizations among Chinese elderly in Hong Kong and Taiwan. The association is 

stronger female elderly than male counterparts.  

 

2.3 Economic Factor and Happiness 

Economic factors relate to those who have association with pecuniary benefits and 

physical ownership of wealth. Several researchers have studied the relationship 

between economic factors and life satisfaction and well-being (D. Diener et al., 2002; 

Edward Diener & Oishi, 2000; Easterlin, 1974, 1995; Kapteyn, Smith, & Van Soest, 

2013; McNeil et al., 1986; Yiwei  Zhou, 2013). Income, work status, ownership of 

house, possessions of assets, debt situation, employment, and perceived social status 

are some of the most commonly studied variables.  

 

2.3.1 Income 

Relationship between income and happiness has been studied for quite a long time by 

many past researchers. Studies on relationship between income and happiness has 

peaked ever since the Easterlin paradox who stated that average happiness remains, 

more or less, the same over time despite significant increases in per capita income 

because, as per his argument such increase is compensated by negative effect of high 

standard of living and soaring expectation of higher wants (Easterlin, 1974, 1995).  
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Both the past and recent studies show that the effect of income on happiness was very 

minimal. A closer analysis revealed that income effect on happiness is said to stay 

constant at a certain threshold, after which real effect diminishes (Ed Diener & Biswas-

Diener, 2002; Easterlin, 2001; Easterlin & Schaeffer, 1999; Shin & Johnson, 1978; 

Stutz & Mintzer, 2006).   Studies on cross-country differences among Europe and the 

United States (US) found that the latter appears to rank lower in satisfaction than many 

former countries with lower per capita incomes (Alesina et al., 2004; Blanchflower & 

Oswald, 2004).  

 

Some studies, however, show that the self-reported income of the elderly was the largest 

predictor of subjective well-being compared to a variety of other predictors. 

Kolosnitsyna et al. (2014) found that income level had an unequivocal positive and 

significant influence on the life satisfaction of Russian elderly with females more 

satisfied than males. Ball and Chernova (2008) have studied relationship among 

absolute income, relative income, and happiness involving large cross-countries data, 

and they found that both absolute and relative income are positively and significantly 

correlated with happiness. It was also found that changes in relative income have much 

larger effects on happiness than do changes in absolute income. They attribute this to 

people’s changing behavior in which after basic needs are fulfilled people tend to 

compare with others’ status.  

 

Studies among Chinese elderly also showed that, both relative and absolute incomes is 

positively and significantly associated with happiness which is partly attributed to 
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peoples’ standard of making comparison among themselves (Cheung & Ngan, 2012; 

Chyi & Mao, 2012; Yiwei  Zhou, 2013; Yicheng  Zhou et al., 2015). Similarly, in 

Thailand, the income was found to have significant effect on the level of happiness of 

Thai elderly (Gray et al., 2008).  

 

A comparative study among the Indian elderly and the Japanese elderly by 

Ramachandran and Radhika (2012) found that financially independent Japanese elderly 

were more satisfied with life than those who were dependent, whereas, it was opposite 

for the Indian elderly. They suggest that such observation as indicative of the impact of 

economic status on the life satisfaction among the Japanese, unlike for the Indians. A 

possible explanation is that, India is still developing and the family network play bigger 

role in which supporting each other are integral compared to Japan.  

 

2.3.2 Employment 

Being employed or actively engaged in work might bring income thereby easing stress, 

but it might also bring about negative effect to the wellbeing, especially to the elderly 

as being in active labor could hamper their health. Most studies suggest that work status 

is strongly associated with level of happiness of the people (Ball & Chernova, 2008; 

Chan, Ofstedal, & Hermalin, 2002; Deeming, 2013; Easterlin, 2004; Kolosnitsyna et 

al., 2014; Ramachandran & Radhika, 2012; Rojpaisarnkit, 2016; Shukla & Kiran, 2013; 

Wu, 2016; Yiwei  Zhou, 2013). The unemployed or those who are not actively working, 

especially among the elderly, are more likely to be happier than those who are actively 

engaged in works (Ramachandran & Radhika, 2012; Rojpaisarnkit, 2016), more so for 

female elderly than male (Kolosnitsyna et al., 2014; Shukla & Kiran, 2013). Whereas, 
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a transition from working to not working contributes to less satisfaction among 

Singaporean elderly (Chan et al., 2002).  

 

2.3.3 Housing Ownership  

Housing is fundamental to a decent and improved standard of life especially for old age 

people as they retire from work. “A roof over a head” to protect from sun and rain and 

other harm is an old popular adage. The housing provides security and safety from 

natural and social harms. According to study, improvements in objective housing 

among the elderly have been found to be positively associated with stable 

improvements in subjective well-being (McNeil et al., 1986). A study among Chinese 

elderly show that those who own a house are more likely to be happier than those do 

not own (Yiwei  Zhou, 2013). A study in Turkey and Mexico also show that owning a 

good house is significantly associated with subjective wellbeing (Cattaneo, Galiani, 

Gertler, Martinez, & Titiunik, 2009; Eren, 2015). Healy (2003) studied 14 European 

Union countries and showed that housing was positive and strong predictor of 

happiness, especially for elderly populations. 

 

2.3.4 Household Possessions    

There is enough evidence from literature that possessions of household items have 

positive effect on happiness or wellbeing of elderly population. A study among Thai 

elderly reveals that ownership of household possessions has a positive and strong effect 

on happiness (Gray et al., 2008). As elderly people owned more items, they become 

happier debunking some literature that claimed increasing wealth beyond ones’ poverty 

brings no change in life satisfaction or wellbeing. On the other hand, A. Levy (2009) 
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proposed an inverted U-shaped relationship between wealth and happiness, wherein, 

when the material possessions exceed an optimal level, the happiness diminishes, which 

he attributes this to an inadequate level of social communication.  

 

2.3.5 Perceived Social Status or Relative Poverty 

Perceived social status or relative poverty “feeling of poor” has been studied widely in 

the past studies. Yiwei  Zhou (2013) claims that assessment of one’s social status in 

that society may be assessed in comparison with other neighborhoods in that society he 

or she lives. This resounds the comparison theory which states that happiness or 

satisfaction is not determined just by absolute object one owns but the relative situation 

by comparing either with their own past or other the people around (Easterlin, 2001; 

Yiwei  Zhou, 2013). The study in Thailand found that the elderly who perceived that 

they were not poor or not as poor as their neighbors are significantly happier compared 

to those who perceived that they were poorer than their neighbors (Gray et al., 2008). 

It is also further confirmed by study in China using Chinese General Social Survey 

(CGSS) 2008, that if people perceived that they were better than others or if people’s 

current conditions were better than the past, they were significantly more likely to be 

happier (Yiwei  Zhou, 2013). A study among Russian elderly show that social status is 

significantly associated with life satisfaction – those who are of poorer social status are 

less satisfied compared to those that are better. A comparative study between Indian 

and Japanese elderly showed that former reported to be happier than the latter despite 

large difference in their socioeconomic status (Ramachandran & Radhika, 2012). 
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2.3.6 Saving and Debt Burden  

Saving and debt situations provide a means to test the theory of hedonism in which 

people tend to seek pleasure over pain. In this case, one’s savings indicate a way of 

maintaining financial stability and security, whereas debt situation indicates the pain 

that elderly might undergo. This might well explain elderly people’s wellbeing is 

relation to their financial security. A study among Thai elderly by Gray et al. (2008) 

show that those Thai elderly who have no debt or had non-burdensome debt are likely 

to be happier than those with burdensome debt. On the other hand, Yiwei  Zhou (2013) 

suggests that possessing large amount of money, probably through savings, effect the 

wellbeing of Chinese elderly. Zhou presumes that such savings help elderly in building 

a better reputation in a society or get into certain kind of social club that can boast their 

status.  

 

2.4 Health and Happiness 

Many studies show that the correlation between health and subjective wellbeing of the 

elderly, are positive, significant and explains significant amount of variance making 

self-reported health status one of the most important factors determining elderly 

subjective well-being especially taking into account the deterioration of health in their 

old ages (McNeil et al., 1986). A study among Russian elderly found that poor self-

rated health status was significantly and negatively associated with individual’s 

subjective wellbeing (Kolosnitsyna et al., 2014). Cid et al. (2008), in their study on 

elderly of Uruguay, analyzed the impact of health in both absolute (self-reported) and 

relative (opinions about individual health in comparison with others) and their analyses 

showed that both absolute and relative health conditions had significantly negative 
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effect on happiness and concluded that bad health is clearly related to low levels of 

satisfaction with life. On the other hand, being healthy is positively correlated with 

happiness yet the direction of the causality between is still debated among researchers 

(Eren, 2015; Veenhoven, 1988). Angelini et al. (2012), however, suggests that 

detrimental health conditions and physical limitations play a crucial role in explaining 

scale biases in the reporting style of older individuals.  

 

2.5 Religiosity and Happiness 

Being religious as compared to belonging to any religion is often viewed as the key to 

a happy life in old age, which is said to provide emotional security, a firm spiritual 

foundation, cope with physical and social losses and thus a satisfied life (Ardelt, 2003; 

Rojpaisarnkit, 2016; Steinitz, 1980). Steinitz (1980) and Blanchflower and Oswald 

(2004) suggest that affiliation with religious activities, belief in life-after-death, and 

faith in organized religion are positively associated with well-being among the elderly. 

(McNeil et al., 1986) underscore that the self-reported frequency of church attendance, 

prayer, and religious behavior is positively and significantly contributes to the 

subjective well-being of the elderly. A recent study in Thailand by Rojpaisarnkit (2016) 

also established that scores of social and religious activities were positively associated 

with elderly well-being. A Longitudinal Analysis in Germany showed that religiosity 

is strongly associated with life satisfaction, and it was more so for women than men 

(Headey, Schupp, Tucci, & Wagner, 2008). However, a study in China showed no 

significant association between religion and happiness (Yiwei  Zhou, 2013).  
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2.6 Summary of the Chapter   

The extensive literature above show that there are various factors that influence elderly 

happiness in varying degree and magnitude of significance and direction. Most of the 

factors related to demographic characteristics such as age, gender, marital status, area 

of residence, region, children and education and their association with elderly happiness 

are mixed. Social capital such as membership of groups, knowing each other well, 

willingness to contribute time or financial, existence of trust for each other and feeling 

secure about their lives and property are associated with higher level of happiness 

among elderly. The economic factors such as income, housing ownership, household 

possessions or assets, having savings account, perceived social status of feeling better 

than others are positively associated with elderly happiness, while employment and 

debt situation are negatively associated.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER III  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND RESEARC  

METHODOLOGY 

This section presents the theoretical framework and methodology used to carry out this 

study. It highlights major theories of happiness, conceptual framework, study model, 

research hypotheses, data source, sample design and coverage, and operationalization 

of variables for the study.  

 

3.1 Major Theories of Happiness 

There are several theories of happiness. Theories described in this section explains 

factors affecting happiness. In recent times, these theories are further backed with 

empirical studies and few have emerged in stark contrast to philosophical ideas. 

Happiness theories can be classified into two main domains: (1) theories which argue 

that happiness is a relatively stable situation and cannot be changed (such as a set-point 

theory); 2) theories which argue that happiness is influenced by some factors or 

environmental conditions (such as objective list theory). These different theories are 

empirically tested through researches and have been discussed by various researchers 

and experts.  

 

The Set-point theory is one of the dominant or at least most widely accepted theories in 

research on subjective well-being (Headey, 2006). The theory opines that an individual 

is thought to have their own equilibrium level or set point of subjective well-being or 

happiness predetermined by genetics and personality (Headey, 2006; Lykken & 

Tellegen, 1996). According to the theory, any life events, such as adversities like loss 
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of a job or serious injury and enjoyable moments like marriage or getting a job may 

deflect a person above or below this set point, but over the period of time this feeling 

returns to the initial level due to hedonic adaptation qualities of a person (Headey, 

2006). This implies that extreme condition of neither unhappiness caused by 

undesirable circumstance such as becoming disabled due to accidents nor happiness 

caused by winning a lottery will stay long enough to deter one’s happiness. 

 

Lykken and Tellegen (1996) find that happiness is a stable characteristic and any shift 

in the level of happiness are due to coincidence and they further concluded from their 

findings that none of the factors such as social status, education, and income, etc. 

contributed significantly to people’s happiness. On the contrary, the set-point theory is 

still debated because of its overstatement that nothing can be done to improve one’s 

satisfaction or well-being (Ed Diener et al., 2006; Easterlin, 2003). (Easterlin, 2003) 

challenged the set point theory with argument that, even if this holds true, then the 

public policy on social and economic development is meaningless and there is nothing 

an individual can do to alter their well-being. However, there are studies that show that 

individuals have different level of set-point and suggested that creating a goal in life 

can promote happiness (Ed Diener et al., 2006; Headey, 2006). On a similar note, 

Kittiprapas, Sawangfa, Fisher, Powdthavee, and Nitnitiphrut (2009) argue that 

happiness can be altered due to internal hedonic adaptation characteristic of an 

individual such as external resources like wealth and social network.   

 

Hedonism is another theory that is similar to the set-point in which people have intrinsic 

hedonic adaptive nature to a certain action. The word ‘hedonism’ comes from the Greek 
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word “hedone” meaning pleasure (Weijers, 2012). According to Veenhoven (2009) 

when people assess how well they feel, they usually estimate the pleasantness in 

feelings, in emotions, and in moods, which he calls it as “hedonic level of affect”. 

Weijers (2012) plainly states that “all hedonistic theories identify pleasure and pain as 

the only important elements of whatever phenomena they are designed to describe”. 

Thus, proponents of hedonistic theory, opines that the dominance of pleasure over pain 

is the recipe for happiness (Seligman, 2004; Yiwei  Zhou, 2013). Veenhoven (2009) 

proposes that a person’s average hedonic level of affect can be assessed over different 

periods in time, including from an hour to over lifetime. Thus, hedonistic happiness is 

the sum of net pleasantness. People tend to optimize their happiness by improving their 

inner pleasures and reduce pain through appreciating what one has rather than seeking 

for what one would like to have (Lyubomirsky, 2010). Therefore, people’s hedonic 

adaptive nature tends to limit desires and be content with what one has. This in a way 

determine how people assesses their subjective well-being or level of happiness. 

However, according to Schimmack, hedonism theory suffers from unresolved questions 

related to the assumption that (i) all experiences have a similar feeling tone, (ii) all 

individuals have a common standard, and (iii) that there is a tendency to choose less 

pleasant experience over a more pleasant one (Schimmack, 2006). Schimmack’s study 

show evidences that life satisfaction is partially determined by internal factors that is 

difficult to change, but external factors do strongly affect well-being, even in societies 

where people’s basic needs are fulfilled.  

 

On the other hand, the objective list theory (Rice, 2013; Seligman, 2004; Yiwei  Zhou, 

2013) holds that all instances of a variety of basic objective goods directly benefit 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

39 

people in improving their living conditions and thus contributes to well-being of the 

people. For example, objective goods such as loving relationships, meaningful 

knowledge, achievement, income, education, and health are important to meet the basic 

needs of people and thus influence their wellbeing and happiness (Rice, 2013). Rojas 

(2005), in his investigation on conceptual-referent theory of happiness, found that 

socioeconomic and demographic factors such as age, gender, income and education do 

have an influence in the way in which people evaluate their level of happiness. 

However, the study also showed some issues about direction and causality, for example, 

whether or not education and income influence happiness or happiness influence his/her 

behavior thereby affecting the levels of education and income she/he wants to achieve. 

Despite this issue, this theory provides fundamental ideas and understanding about the 

empirical studies of influences of demographic and socioeconomic characteristics on 

happiness, which I am interested to examine.  

 

Lastly, comparison theory states that people tend to evaluate their status by comparing 

the self and others after assessing them (Collins, 1996; Michalos, 1985) and social 

comparison is said to be fundamental to psychological instrument in manipulating 

people’s judgments, experiences and behavior (Corcoran, Crusius, & Mussweiler, 

2011). People’s satisfaction and happiness can be achieved through two basic 

comparisons, between one’s past and current, and between self and others in the 

neighborhood in terms of socio-economic parameters (Michalos, 1985; Yiwei  Zhou, 

2013). Previous researches have shown significant association between social 

comparison and subjective well-being such as being higher social status or not feeling 
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poor are happier than those who are not (Gray et al., 2008; Rukumnuaykit, 2015; Yiwei  

Zhou, 2013). 

 

The four major happiness theories introduced above give us an understanding of 

happiness in two broad ways that is, that happiness is unchangeable and happiness is 

changeable. Specifically, set-point theory and hedonistic theory are associated with 

economics of happiness and persons’ intrinsic nature, while objective list theory and 

comparison theory explain the combination of social and economic conditions. The 

main aim of this study is to provide a more comprehensive understanding of these 

various explanations of happiness. Each of these theories provides connection through 

which happiness is linked to certain factors. Specifically, objective list theory explains 

the relationship between happiness and objective socioeconomic factors, while 

hedonism theory provides understanding of how subjective feelings influence 

happiness. Through the lenses of these theories, I have constructed a broader view of 

the determinants of happiness, shown in the form of conceptual framework.  

 

From the above literature and theories, the predictors of happiness that are congruent 

to the four theories explained above can be summarized and grouped into three main 

broad categories namely, (i) individual and demographic characteristics including 

living arrangements, (ii) social capital and (iii) economic factors. Additionally, the 

effect of religiosity and health status of persons on their happiness are studied. The 

relationship of all these factors and happiness is shown in the conceptual framework.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

41 

3.2 Conceptual Framework 

Based on the literature above and the data available for this study, various factors are 

explored and the relationship between these factors and happiness is established as 

presented in Figure 3.  

  

 

Source: Own conceptualization 

  

Figure 3: Conceptual Framework Showing the Relationship between Dependent and 

Explanatory Variables  
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The model shows the core ideas of how the four happiness theories explain the 

relationship between explanatory variables and happiness. The objective list theory is 

explained by the living arrangements, social capital, economic factors, health status and 

religiosity mentioned above whereas the hedonism is explained by the individual and 

demographic characteristics.  

 

As the number of elderly population are growing gradually in Bhutan, this study  is one 

of the important steps to provide baseline information on Bhutanese elderly population 

and about what makes them happy in the supposed land of gross national happiness  

 

3.3 Model of the Study 

In this study, the dependent variable is “happy” which is measured on the Likert scale 

of five in which 1 is being “very happy” through 5 being “very unhappy”. Happiness is 

the function of individual and socioeconomic characteristics of the elderly persons. The 

measurement though not without problems, does reflect respondents’ overall level of 

feelings and capture a substantial amount of variance which makes it valid and 

comparable (Easterlin, 2001; Gundelach & Kreiner, 2004; Wu, 2016). On the other 

hand, researchers have found that the factors that determine people’s subjective happiness 

such as age, gender, health status, income, etc are similar across various societies (Wu, 

2016).  

 

Although it is desirable to use ordered logit or probit model to analyze the relationship 

between determinants and happiness as in most literature (Eren, 2015; Yiwei  Zhou, 

2013), the response in the dependent variable is not normally distributed across the five 
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scales, wherein some cells are small compared to others which is plausible for the model 

to be unstable and lead to invalid results ((IDRE), n.d.; Hosmer, Lemeshow, & 

Sturdivant, 2013). Therefore, in this study, the binary logistic regression is utilized to 

estimate the effects of demographic and socioeconomic characteristics on happiness of 

Bhutanese elderly. The dependent variable is a dummy or binary in which, 1 represents 

“very happy” and “moderately happy” and 0 represents “neither happy nor unhappy”, 

“moderately unhappy” and “very unhappy”. Such transformation was carried out by 

few researchers to determine the effect of the explanatory variables on explained 

variable, which was validated (Wu, 2016).  

 

Since the variables employed in the analysis are not continuous, logistic regression 

analysis does not directly estimate dependent variable but uses independent variables 

to estimate a latent variable to explain the dependent variable (Eren, 2015; Hosmer et 

al., 2013). The estimation model is given below based on the dichotomous dependent 

variable which is estimated 1 if the estimation of latent variable is above the threshold, 

0 otherwise.  

(𝑌𝑛  =1 |𝑋𝑛) = 𝑃𝑛= 
1

1+ 𝑒−(𝛽0+𝛽1𝑋1+𝛽2𝑋2…𝛽𝑛𝑋𝑛) …………..….(1)  

ln(
𝑃𝑛

1−𝑃𝑛
) = 𝛽0 + ∑  𝛽

1
𝑋1  +  𝛽2𝑋2 … 𝛽𝑛𝑋𝑛

𝑛
𝑖=1 …………..(2)  

 

In the equations above,𝑌𝑛 , 𝑃𝑛  and 𝑋𝑛  respectively represent the dependent variable 

showing the probability of Y happening given the independent variables. Calculation 

of logistic regression estimations are, basically, carried out using maximum likelihood 
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method and are analyzed by using R2 values for logit analysis (Chyi & Mao, 2012; 

Eren, 2015). Moreover, logistic regression can be operated based on binary variables, 

multinomial and ordered scales (Eren, 2015). Further, Graham (cited in (Eren, 2015) 

states that within the logit or probit regression unobserved characteristics are stored 

within the error term.  

 

Based on the different group of independent variables defined in the conceptual 

framework, five models used to analyze their differential effect on happiness. In the 

first model, a logistic regression of happiness using only demographic variables is run 

to test if they are significant in order to validate the hedonic theory of adaptation to 

pleasure or happiness. In the second model, the living arrangements are controlled. In 

the third and fourth models, variables related to social capital and economic are 

controlled respectively to find out how this affect happiness in order to test the theories 

of objective list and comparison. In the fifth model, health status and religiosity are 

controlled and full set of variables are run to find out their joint effect and significance 

on happiness of the elderly. Moreover, in order to cope with heteroscekasticity issues, 

robust standard errors were used to estimate the model during the analysis (IDRE, n.d.).  

 

Basically, the model used in this study takes the following form:  

𝑓(𝑦|𝑥) =
𝑒(𝛽0+𝛽1𝑋1+𝛽2𝑋2…𝛽𝑛𝑋𝑛)

1+𝑒−(𝛽0+𝛽1𝑋1+𝛽2𝑋2…𝛽𝑛𝑋𝑛)
 ………………………………..(1) 

 

𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑖𝑡(𝑓(𝑥)) = ln (
𝑓(𝑥)

1−𝑓(𝑥)
) 

……………………………………………..(2) 
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= β0 + β1X1 + β2X2 +…….βnXn + Ɛi ……..……………..….(3) 

 

Where, 

Y is a dependent variable representing happiness, wherein happy equals 1, 0 

otherwise; 

β0 is a coefficient of the constant; 

βn is the coefficient of independent variables; 

Xn is the independent variables including age, gender, marital status, children, 

spouse, urban/rural, region, education, health, social activity, religiosity, 

family income and housing ownership, etc; 

Ɛi is the error term for the unobserved variables.  

 

3.4 Research Hypotheses 

With various demographic and socioeconomic factors reflected above in the model, the 

following hypotheses were tested, but not limited to: 

1. The elderly with better socioeconomic characteristics have different level of 

happiness than those who are not. 

2. The elderly whose living arrangements are tied with their children and spouse 

have different level of happiness than those who are without children and 

spouse.  

3. The religious elderly has different level of happiness than those who are not 

religious.  

4. The healthy elderly has different level of happiness than those who are not 

healthy.  
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3.5 Data Source  

The prime source of data for this study is the Bhutan Living Standard Survey (BLSS) 

2012 conducted by the National Statistics Bureau (NSB). The BLSS 2012 is a large 

cross-sectional survey and the samples are representative of the whole population of 

Bhutan. The primary objective of the BLSS was to study the living standards and 

livelihood of the Bhutanese people and see the trends in terms of socioeconomic 

development and prospects. Unlike the previous surveys, the BLSS 2012 has collected 

new information on happiness, which provided a scope for this study. The main source 

of information is based on the social capital section (Block 12; SC35), which asks, “in 

general, how happy you consider yourself to be? And the answers are given on the scale 

of five from 1 being “very happy” to 5 being “very unhappy”. Moreover, demographic 

and socioeconomic data were collected such as age, gender, marital status, children, 

education, income, wealth, etc. which were very useful for this study (Questionnaires 

Appendix 4). 

 

The BLSS 2012 survey was conducted in the month of March and April of 2012 and 

was funded by the Asian Development Bank. Bhutan conducted its first ever living 

standard survey in 2003 and since then it is collected on the basis of every four to five 

years by the National Statistics Bureau (NSB). 

 

The dataset for this study was obtained after submission of a formal application to the 

NSB office. The NSB has generously granted permission for use of the BLSS 2012 

datasets for this study.  
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3.6 Study Sample  

In the BLSS 2012, a sample of 8,968 households consisting of 39,825 persons was 

collected representing 127,942 households and 581,257 population of Bhutan 

respectively. Out of 8,968 households interviewed 4,350 are in rural and 4,618 in urban 

areas. The total number of women and men interviewed during this survey were 20,191 

and 19,634 respectively.  

 

Out of total sample population of 39,825, respondents or population aged older than 60 

completed years on the day of the survey have been taken into account for the purpose 

of this study. Accordingly, the survey has enumerated a total of 3244 elderly 

population. However, thirty-two of them have been found to be visiting member of the 

household and thus have been excluded from the analysis as did in survey report as 

well. Moreover, one respondent has no information on work status and thus has been 

excluded from the actual analysis. The final sample of 3,211 elderly population older 

than 60 years has been employed for final analysis in this study.  

 

3.7 Operationalization and Measurement of Variables  

The main purpose of this study was to examine determinants of happiness of Bhutanese 

elderly population. The dependent variable is happiness and independent variables 

include demographic, living arrangement and socio-economic characteristics, 

religiosity and health status, which are measured in the following for analyses.  
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3.7.1 Dependent Variable 

In this study, dependent variable is “happy (ness)” of elderly, and the main objective is 

to find out what makes Bhutanese elderly population happy. The main source of 

information for happy comes from the 2012 BLSS survey, where the question asks “in 

general, how happy you consider yourself to be?” and the answer is on the scale of one 

to five; one representing very happy and five representing very unhappy. This study 

focuses on binary logistics outcome on account of small cell count (very low percentage 

of elderly population) in unhappy categories in order to avoid invalid results and 

conclusion6 ((IDRE), n.d.; Hosmer et al., 2013). Therefore, the dependent variable 

“happy” is a dummy variable which is recoded as 1 if the respondents are “very happy” 

and “moderately happy” and 0 if the respondents are “neither happy nor unhappy”, 

“moderately unhappy” and “very unhappy”. This categorization is in accordance with 

the study by Wu (2016), in which they have carried out a comparative study on 

subjective wellbeing of Chinese elderly living in Hong Kong, Urban China and Taiwan 

in 2016 using the surveys of 2010 and 2011 and their results were proven valid (Wu, 

2016).  

 

3.7.2 Independent Variables 

The independent variables are identified based on the relevant literature on the factors 

associated with the elderly happiness and some additional relevant explanatory 

variables on data availability in the context of Bhutan as summarized in Table 2. In 

                                                 
6 The BLSS 2012 data depicts a high level of self-rated happiness among elderly Bhutanese populations. 

Out of total sample of 3211 elderly population, 34.99% are very happy and 49.55% are moderately 

happy, 11.68% are neither happy nor unhappy, whereas, moderately unhappy and very unhappy make 

up 2.2% & 1.59% respectively. They are all weighted.  
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order to understand the association of elderly’s happiness with their individual 

characteristics, variables including age, gender, marital status, area of residence 

(urban/rural), region, education, literacy, and employment are identified. In addition, to 

account for elderly’s living arrangements, the three variables were identified including 

the elderly living with children below 12 years old, living with children, living with 

spouse and household size. According to literature, social capital variables that are 

found to be strong predictors of elderly’s happiness include membership of 

association/social group, having close friends, trust in the community, neighbors 

helping each other, work contribution to the community, participation in community 

social activities, willingness to contribute time and money, and interaction with people.  

 

Similarly, the economic factors that were reported in the literature as important in 

predicting or determining happiness of elderly population include, income, ownership 

of house or dwelling, housing condition index, having savings account, having debt or 

loans, a situation without food, possession of assets/items (asset index), and perceived 

social status or feeling of relative poor. Lastly, self-reported health status and religiosity 

or spirituality are also explored as variables. The operational definition of the variables 

and measurement of each is described as follows. 

 

• Individual and Demographic characteristics 

Age: Age of persons in years at the time of survey. In this study, the age is a categorical 

variable and dummy namely, (i) 60-69 years as young-old; (ii) 70-79 years as middle-

old; and (iii) 80 years and above as older-old. Such age classification was carried out 

by many researchers (Gray et al., 2008; Yicheng  Zhou et al., 2015) and allows us to 
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compare the differentials in happiness among three major different age groups as they 

are distinct in their age from each other. Age group of 60-69 will be considered as 

reference.  

 

Gender: Gender is birth mark of a person at the time of birth. These are male and 

female which takes the form of dummy variable of 1 if male, 0 if female. 

 

Marital status: Marital status of elderly at the time of survey. As per survey, there are 

five categories such as never married, married, divorced, separated, and 

widowed/widower. I re-categorized them into a dummy variable which equals 1 if the 

respondents are married, divorced, and widowed/widower and 0 if they are never 

married.  

 

Area of residence: It refers to the place or area where the elderly person resided at the 

time of survey and it is a dummy variable which equals 1 if the elderlies resided in 

urban and 0 if they resided in rural. 

 

Region: It refers to the region where the elderly persons lived at the time of survey. It 

is a categorical variable and dummy. Basically, the country is divided into three regions 

based on the regional classification used for most of the surveys and reports by the 

Royal Government of Bhutan (Dechen, 2013). The three regions are eastern which is 

constituted of 6 eastern districts, central and western regions which are constituted of 7 

districts each (See Appendix 1). The eastern region was treated as reference as the 

region is considered least developed among the three regions.  
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Education: Education is defined as those who attended a formal education system. 

Survey question asks “what is the grade/level of school currently attended by...?” The 

education level include pre-primary, grade 1 through 12, VTI certificate, Diploma, 

Bachelor’s degree, master’s degree, above masters, and others. However, in this study, 

in order to suit the older persons, education is re-categorized into a dummy variable 

which equals 1 if the respondents have attended any formal education starting grade 1 

through above masters and others, and equals 0 if they have pre-primary education and 

who have not attended any formal education.  

 

Literacy: Besides formal education, there are traditional, self-learning and other forms 

of learning opportunities in the past as it is today that contributed to improved general 

literacy of population in Bhutan. Quite a good number of Bhutanese elderly population 

in those times availed of this opportunity. The traditional learning basically involved 

those teachings developed by indigenous scholars and offered in religious centers such 

as monasteries and temples in the villages where vernacular languages of Bhutan are 

used (NSB, 2013). Such learnings are diverse including Dzongkha (national language), 

Lhotshamkha (one of the dialects in Bhutan) and other languages. In this study, for the 

purpose of analysis of active engagement through utilization of such knowledge by the 

elderly population, reading and writing (literacy) has been included as one of the 

important variables. If the individual elderly person can read or write in any of the three 

or more languages mentioned above, they are considered as “literate”. Thus, literacy is 

dummy variable which equals 1 if the elderlies are literate and 0 if they are not able to 

read or write any language.  
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Employment Status: Employment status is defined as whether respondent is actively 

working or not. There are three questions that pertains to this; one question asks if the 

respondent did any farming, fishing, hunting or gather of fruits, etc. at least one hour in 

the last 7 days? Another asks if respondent worked for money for at least one hour in 

the last 7 days? And the third question asks if the respondent did any unpaid work in 

the friends or relatives’ enterprise or farm for at least one hour in the last 7 days? If the 

respondents answered yes to any of these three questions, then the elderlies were 

considered actively working. Thus, the work status dummy equals 1 if the elderlies are 

working, 0 otherwise.  

 

• Living arrangement and household size 

According to (Palloni, 2011) the term “living arrangements” refers to the household 

structure of the elderly where they live and it influences their status and well-being in 

a society. According to Velkoff, living arrangements are influenced by a variety of 

factors and this in turn affect life satisfaction, health, and most importantly for those 

elderly living in the community (Velkoff, 2001). For example, in China, patriarchal 

extended family is typical due to the traditional Confucian doctrine, where adult child 

or usually the eldest son is obligated to live with his parents and take care of them, even 

after getting married and having children of his own (L. K. White, 1983; Wu, 2016).  

 

In the context of Bhutan, there are no studies being carried out on living arrangements 

as such. However, living arrangement in Bhutan is, more or less, similar to that in 

China, where the traditional way of living together either through consanguineous and 
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conjugal basis of kinship without preference exists. Generally, people living in large 

family or extended family is typical in Bhutan, although on decline. As per survey 

report of 2012, on average about one in every five persons in the household is a member 

of extended family or is someone other than the spouse or offspring of the household 

head (NSB, 2013).  

 

In this study, three categories of household sizes and five types of living arrangements 

were used to examine their association with elderly happiness. The household size is 

defined as the number of persons in the household including those who have lived less 

than 6 months and servants or paid domestic employees. The three-household size is a 

categorical variable, namely (i) household with one to two members, (ii) three to five 

members, and (iii) more than six members. They are dummy variables and household 

of one to two members was treated as reference.   

 

Regarding living arrangements, five types were identified to find out their association 

with happiness. The elderly who live with children below twelve years was taken as a 

separate variable in order to find out the association between young children and their 

association with the elderly’s happiness. Another type of living arrangement considered 

for this study is to find out association of spouse and children with the elderly’s level 

of happiness. It is a categorical variable, namely, (i) the elderly living without spouse 

and children (alone), (ii) living with spouse but without children, (iii) living with 

children but without spouse, and (iv) living with both children and spouse. They are all 

dummy variables and living without children or spouse or alone is considered as 

reference.  
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• Social capital  

Based on the literature (Coleman, 1988; Grootaert & Van Bastelaer, 2002; Putnam, 

1995; Rukumnuaykit & Pholphirul, 2016) and data available in the survey, the factors 

identified for social capital include membership of associations or social groups, close 

friends, trust and feeling of closeness, neighbor helping each other, work contribution 

including volunteerism, participation in community/social activities, willingness to 

contribute time and money, and interaction with people. 

 

Membership of association/social group: There are data on various kind of associations 

or social groups collected by the survey. Some of the associations include farmers’ 

group, spiritual, business, charity, sports, etc. The elderly individuals who are engaged 

in any one of those social groups were classified as “members” and those who are not 

are classified as “not member”. Membership of the association is a dummy variable 

which equals 1 if the respondents belonged to any of the associations, and 0 if they do 

not belong to any of the associations.  

 

Close friends: The survey question asked how many close friends the respondents 

currently have. It was categorized as dummy variable which equals 1 if the respondents 

have one or more close friends, and 0 if they do not have any close friend. 

 

Social trust: The trust and adherence to norms of community is important factor of 

social capital. There are several questions that are relevant to trust including direct 

question on people’s trust on neighbors that they live in, support in times of death or 
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emergencies, feeling of closeness in the community, etc. The trust index was generated 

involving these factors using polychoric principal component analysis technique in 

Stata software. Accordingly, three trust indices were generated, namely (i) low trust, 

(ii) moderate trust, and (iii) high trust in the community. They are all dummy variables 

and low trust was treated as reference.  

 

Neighbor help: The survey question asks how well neighbors helped each other these 

days. This variable is relevant in part as an outcome (action) of trust and adherence in 

the social capital literature (Putnam, 1995; Rukumnuaykit & Pholphirul, 2016). The 

answers are (i) always helping, (ii) helping most of the time, (iii) helping sometimes, 

(iv) rarely helping, and (v) never helping. These are recoded as 1 if elderly felt that 

neighbors are always helping, helping most of the time, and helping sometimes, and 0 

if rarely helping and never helping each other.  

 

Community work contribution: Collective action that results from trust and adherence 

to norms is an important outcome of better social capital. The survey captured an 

important question on whether or not respondents have worked in others’ neighborhood 

to do something for the benefit of the community in the 12 months prior to the survey. 

The responses were in the form of (i) required and (ii) voluntary. The work contribution 

to community was categorized into three namely, (i) not contributed if respondents have 

not worked at all, (ii) contributed but required by the community, and (iii) voluntary 

work contribution to the community. They are all dummy variables and the variable 

“not contributed to community work” was treated as reference.  
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Participation in social activity: Besides, the survey has question on how many days the 

respondents or members of household have participated in any community/social 

activities apart from work contribution in the 12 months prior to the survey. The 

respondents who have contributed more than one day was categorized as 1, and 0 if 

they have not participated a single day. 

 

Willingness to contribute time/money to the community: The survey also asked about 

perceptions on prospective commitment or willingness to contribute in terms of time or 

money to the community even if it does not have any benefit to them directly. There 

are answers for both time and money separately. The respondents who are willing to 

contribute either of the two was considered as willing to contribute. They are dummy 

variables which equals 1 if the respondents said yes, and 0 if the elderly said no.  

 

Interaction with people: There are three questions that are related to interaction. They 

are related to frequency of contact between elderly individual and people around them 

for the purpose of talking or having food or drinks together; visiting their neighbors or 

friends; and neighbors or friends visiting them in return. The respondents who have had 

more than one contact are considered “having interaction” which equals 1, and 0 if they 

had no such contact.  

 

• Economic characteristics  

The economic variables include income, ownership of house or dwelling, housing 

condition index, having saving account, owing loans or debts, a situation without food, 

perceived social status (feeling of poor), and ownership of assets.  
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Income: Income is an aggregate of revenue in terms of cash and in kind from various 

sources, including but not limited to wages/salaries including religious fees, sale of 

agricultural products such as cereals, fruits, vegetables, etc. and non-agricultural 

products such as weaving, pottering, pensions, businesses, etc. The income is a 

continuous number and for analysis income is transformed into log in order to avoid 

heteroscedasticity.   

 

Housing ownership: Housing is one of the important measures of economic wellbeing 

and standard of living and is predictor of happiness (McNeil et al., 1986). The survey 

question pertains to whether or not elderly population in a particular household owned 

a dwelling or house. The answer is in the form of dummy variable which equals 1 if 

respondents said yes and 0 if the respondents said no.   

 

Housing condition index: There are various variables related to housing conditions 

collected by the survey. According to the definition provided by the Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2011) “housing is essential to meet 

basic needs and housing conditions may affect a wide range of outcomes including the 

tenure status of households and the impact of this on psychological and material 

wellbeing.” In this study, OECD (2011) recommendations are followed. Although an 

ideal set of indicators to measure housing conditions may vary across countries due to 

availability of data, it includes only the physical characteristics of the dwelling (e.g. 

availability of electricity, water supply, toilet type, the quality of materials and 

construction).  
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This study makes best use of available data including type of house elderly are residing 

(both a rented or own house), overcrowding, materials used, safe drinking water, proper 

sanitation facility, electricity, fuel for heating, etc. The principal component analysis 

was used to generate housing condition index in the Stata software. The housing 

condition index has been classified into three types, namely, (i) poor housing condition, 

(ii) mediocre housing condition, and (iii) good housing condition. They are dummy 

variables and poor housing condition was treated as reference.  

 

Savings account: The variable savings account is used to determine whether the elderly 

are practicing savings as a proxy for income security. In this study, whether or not 

respondents have savings account in any of the banking institutions in the country are 

considered for analysis. The survey question states “do you or anyone in your 

household have savings/deposit account?” The answer given are a) No, b) Yes, savings, 

c) Yes, current savings, d) debit/credit/ATM card, e) others. These were recoded as 0 

if the elderly responded no, and as 1 if the elderly responded yes to any of the four. 

 

Loans or debt: The variable loan or debt is aimed at determining the pain aspect of 

elderly population that would influence happiness. The survey question states “did you 

or anyone in your household ever availed loan in the past 12 months?” The answers are 

a) No, b) Yes, bank, c) Yes, BDBL, d) Yes, RICBL, e) Yes, NPPF, f) relatives/friends, 

g) supplier/shop, h) money lender, i) NGO, and j) others. The response were recoded 

as 1 if the elderly have borrowed or availed loans from various banking institutions 

including relatives, money lenders, etc. and 0 if the elderly have not availed any loan. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

59 

 

Situation without food:  The other variable that relates to pain aspect of elderly 

population that would have effect on happiness is situation without food that the 

Bhutanese elderly person would have ever faced in the one year prior to the survey. The 

survey question states “in the past 12 months, has a situation been faced when there 

was not enough food to feed all members of the household?” The response is dummy 

which equals 1 if the elderly said yes (faced a situation) and 0 if the elderly said no.  

 

Perceived social status: The survey has collected information on perceived social status 

or ‘feeling of poor’ of the individual respondents. The question pertains to whether or 

not the respondents believed that their household is poor. This question basically seeks 

to find out relative poverty compared to their neighborhoods instead of poverty or 

poorness in absolute terms based on the comparison theory. Studies have shown that 

feeling of poor have negative effect on elderly happiness (Gray et al., 2008; 

Rukumnuaykit, 2015; Yiwei  Zhou, 2013). There are five categories including “not 

poor”, “neither poor nor not poor”, “poor”, “very poor” and “don’t know”. These five 

categories were re-categorized into three, namely, (i) poor (includes poor and very 

poor), (ii) neither poor nor non-poor (includes neither poor nor non-poor and don’t 

know), and (iii) not poor. The variables are dummy and the not poor was treated as 

reference.  

 

Asset index: The evidences from previous literature show that possessions of household 

items have positive effect on happiness or wellbeing of elderly population (Gray et al., 

2008; Yiwei  Zhou, 2013). The survey data show several factors related to possession 
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of assets such as durable goods like sofa, car, washing machine, computer, etc. 

biological asset like animals, and fixed assets like land or orchards. The principal 

component analysis was employed using these variables to generate asset index in the 

Stata software and it is further classified into three categories namely, household with 

(i) poor asset possession, (ii) medium asset possession, and (iii) rich asset possession. 

They are dummy variables and poor asset possession was treated as reference.  

 

• Health status 

According to literature, the health status is key predictor of happiness for the elderly 

population. In this study, the survey question pertains to whether or not the respondents 

suffered from sickness or injury in the four weeks prior to the survey. It is a dummy 

variable which equals 1 if the respondents were either sick or injured and 0 if they were 

not sick or injured.  

• Religiosity/spirituality 

Although there is no direct question related to religious or spiritual practices in the 

survey, expenditure on rituals was explored as proxy variable for religiosity. In this 

study, the elderly persons who had contributed some amount was considered as 

religious or spiritual and otherwise. Generally, most of the Bhutanese population are 

Buddhists and it is typical that Bhutanese people perform rituals once a year or generous 

contribution to any religious activities is not uncommon. It is a dummy variable which 

equals 1 if the respondents had contributed some amount and 0 if the elderly have not 

contributed any amount. The BLSS 2012 survey questionnaire is given in Appendix 4.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

61 

Table 2: Brief Description and Measurement Scale of Variables. 

Variable Description Measurement scale/ binary 

Dummy  Yes No 

Age Age of persons in years 60-69 (reference) 

70-79  

   >80  

1 

1 

1 

0 

0 

0 

Gender Birth mark of elderly – 

male and female  

If Male  

(Female as reference) 

1 

 

0 

 

Marital 

status 

Marital status of 

elderly  

Married  

(Never married as 

reference) 

1 0 

Area of 

residence 

Rural and urban  If urban  

(Rural as reference) 

1 

 

0 

 

Region Three regions usually 

used by government 

Eastern (reference) 

Central  

Western  

1 

1 

1 

0 

0 

0 

Education  Whether or not 

attended education  

If attended formal 

education  

(Not attended as 

reference) 

1 0 

Literacy  Knowing how to read 

and write any of the 

languages (English, 

Dzongkha, 

Lhotshamkha, etc) 

Literate  

(Illiterate as reference) 

1 0 

Employment 

status  

Whether or not 

employed or actively 

working   

Working  

(Not working as 

reference) 

1 0 

 

Health  Sickness or injury in 

the last four weeks 

If sick/injured  

(Not sick/injured as 

reference) 

 

1 

 

0 

 

Living with 

children 

below 12 

years 

with/without 

others 

Whether or not living 

with children below 12 

years in a household 

Children below 12 

years 

(Living without 

children below 12 years 

as reference) 

 

1 

 

0 

Other type 

of living 

arrangement 

(Living with 

children & 

spouse)  

Whether living with 

children and/or spouse 

in a household  

Living without children 

and spouse (reference) 

Living with spouse, but 

without children  

Living with children, 

but without spouse 

Living with both 

children and spouse  

 

1 

 

1 

 

1 

 

1 

 

0 

 

0 

 

0 

 

0 
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Variable Description Measurement scale/ binary 

Dummy  Yes No 

Household 

size 

Number of members in 

the a household  

1-2 members 

(reference)  

3-5 members 

6 or more members 

1 

1 

1 

0 

0 

0 

Membership 

of 

association/ 

social group 

Membership in 

different association/ 

groups 

If a member  

(If not a member as 

reference)  

1 0 

Close 

friends 

Whether or not having 

close friends  

Have close friends 

(Without close friend 

as reference) 

1 0 

Trust index Trust, closeness, and 

reliance on people in 

the community during 

times of emergencies 

and death 

Low trust (reference) 

Moderate trust  

High trust  

1 

1 

1 

0 

0 

0 

Neighbors 

helping each 

other 

Whether or not 

neighbors provide 

helping hand currently 

Helpful neighbor  

(Not helpful neighbor 

as reference)  

1 0 

Work 

contribution 

to 

community  

Work (labor) 

contribution by elderly 

persons for the benefit 

of the community in 

the last 12 months 

Not working 

(reference) 

Worked as required 

Worked as volunteer  

1 

1 

1 

0 

0 

0 

Participation 

in 

community 

activities   

Whether or not 

participated in 

community activities  

Participated in 

community activity 

(Those non-participant 

as reference) 

 

1 

 

0 

Willingness 

to contribute 

time/ money  

Contribution that 

benefits community in 

terms of time/ money  

If yes  

(No as reference)  

 

1 0 

Interaction 

with people  

Whether or not 

interacted in the past 

one month 

If interacted  

(Not interacted as 

reference) 

1 0 

Religiosity  Contribution of some 

on rimdro/ religious 

rituals as proxy 

If contributed some 

amount  

(Not contributed as 

reference)  

1 0 

Income  Aggregate annual 

household income of 

kind and cash 

Log of income  NA NA 

Housing 

ownership 

Ownership of dwelling 

or housing by 

household in which 

elderly persons live 

If own dwelling/ 

housing (If not owning 

a housing as reference)   

1 

 

0 
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Variable Description Measurement scale/ binary 

Dummy  Yes No 

Housing 

condition 

index 

Conditions and quality 

of housing based on 

materials used, toilet 

facilities, source of 

water, etc. 

Low housing condition 

(reference) 

Medium housing 

condition 

Good housing 

condition 

1 

 

1 

 

1 

0 

 

0 

 

0 

Savings 

account  

Whether or not elderly 

person owns savings 

account 

If yes  

(No as reference)  

1 0 

Loans or 

debt 

Whether or not the 

elderly availed loans 

If availed  

(If not availed as 

reference)  

1 0 

Situation 

without food 

Situation no food was 

available for the family 

in the past 12 months  

If faced a situation   

(Not faced a situation as 

reference)  

1 0 

Perceived 

social status  

The feeling of whether 

they are poor or not 

Not poor (reference) 

Neither poor nor non-

poor 

Poor  

1 

 

1 

1 

0 

 

0 

0 

Asset index Ownership of durable 

goods, biological asset 

and fixed asset (index) 

Poor asset (reference) 

Medium asset 

Rich asset 

1 

1 

1 

0 

0 

0 

Source: Author’s compilation based on BLSS 2012, NSB 

 

3.8 Statistical Tools for Analysis 

The STATA for windows was employed to analyze the data. Similarly, Microsoft Excel 

was utilized to produce desired diagrams and figures to support the results. The analyses 

include descriptive statistics to examine the levels, and determinants of happiness of 

elderly population. The binary logistics regression was employed to determine or 

predict the degree of likelihood of elderly’s happiness.   

 

3.9 Limitation of the Study 

Key limitations emerge from the source of data. Firstly, there could have been issues 

regarding the subjective self-reported happiness in which there is possibility that the 
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respondents might have a biased response due to problems related to comprehension of 

the words “in general”, although it was validated to some extent through a cross country 

studies (Edward Diener & Oishi, 2000). The respondents may have been biased towards 

few things that made them happy as compared to the collective majority of matters that 

relates to them in life. Angelini et al. (2012) and D. Diener et al. (2002) point out that 

the main issue with self-reported happiness is that individuals adopt a different 

reference point or evaluation criteria and thus the validity of such assessment of 

feelings. Edward Diener and Oishi (2000) also noted that the existence of scale biases 

might be caused by various differences such as demographic profiles, socio-economic 

conditions and cultural background. As such there could be biases among individuals 

in evaluating their feelings of happiness.  

 

Secondly, due to the nature of cross-sectional data, the association between two 

variables are unable to demonstrate any causal relationships. Thus, there could be 

possibility that the happiness might also influence some of the explanatory variables, 

for example, physical health (Veenhoven, 2008) or work productivity and career 

success (Boehm & Lyubomirsky, 2008), which is beyond the scope of this study.  

 

Thirdly, some of the factors were household based and not individual such as income 

and ownership of assets and housing. In such cases, there are chances that duplicating 

such information to the elderly would conceal the true story that are specifically 

relevant for the elderly.  
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Similarly, the question on health status includes only injuries and sickness that had 

occurred to the elderly individuals four weeks prior to the survey and lacks crucial 

amount of information on actual health conditions of an individual elderly. For 

example, chronic health conditions or prolonged disability might have negative 

implications on the way Bhutanese elderly report their happiness status as do many 

literature suggest. Thus, in this study, we cannot make any definite conclusion about 

the implication of health status on the happiness of the Bhutanese elderly based on the 

available data.  

 

This study has found that variable volunteerism has unexpectedly negative association 

with happiness of the elderly. Possibly, this negative association could be due to 

frequency and type of volunteer works. But this study has not considered these aspect 

for analyses. Therefore, the findings of this study can be debatable requiring further 

analysis.  

 

Additionally, there is also no direct question on religiosity. The proxy variable used for 

religiosity in this survey, although the findings are as expected, might as well cover 

much of the actual status of religiosity among the elderly population. Because it is 

typical in Bhutan that, as a Buddhist, the Bhutanese elderly tend to embrace religious 

and spiritual practices after retirement. Future research must explore variables related 

to religious practices, including perception on religion.  
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3.10 Summary of the Chapter  

The four theories of comparative, objective, set-point and hedonism explains how the 

factors influence and are linked to the happiness. The Bhutan living standard survey 

data 2012, which is a large cross-sectional survey representative of the whole 

population was used for this study. The binary logistic regression is employed to 

analyze and estimate the dependent variable “happiness” based on several independent 

variables under four main broad categories of demographic characteristics, living 

arrangements, social capital, and economic factors. Accordingly, measurements of each 

of the dependent and independent variables are carried out for easy analyses.  
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CHAPTER IV  

RESEARCH RESULTS 

This chapter presents the analyses of 3211 Bhutanese elderly population older than 60 

years old using the BLSS 2012 data with the goal of understanding the level of 

happiness among them and examination of their determinants. Based on the literature 

discussed in chapter II of this study, various factors were identified that are associated 

with the elderly’s happiness and they are broadly covered under demographic, living 

arrangement, social capital and economic categories. The results of the association 

between dependent variable and explanatory variables are presented using multivariate 

analyses.  

 

The first section provides descriptive statistics in the form of mean and percentages of 

dependent and various independent variables in the five sub-sections including 

happiness of elderly, demographic characteristics, living arrangement, social capital, 

and economic characteristics. The second section explains multicollinearity issues and 

goodness of fit test carried out including selection of final independent variables for 

multivariate analyses. The third section illustrates and analyses the logistic regression 

results. The fourth section provides discussion of the results with necessary analyses 

and interpretations. The fifth section elaborates on the assessment of robustness of the 

model and data analyses and the final section provides the summary of this chapter.    
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4.1 Descriptive Statistics  

4.1.1 Happiness of the Elderly 

The mean happiness is .84 with standard error of .36 or about 84% of elderly population 

are happy, showing a high level of self-rated happiness among Bhutanese elderly 

population (Figure 4). Among the independent variables, mean happiness is greater for 

those elderly who perceive that they are not poor and the least for those that faced a 

situation without food. The mean happiness of most of the other independent variables 

are more than 80%.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Distribution of Happiness among the Bhutanese Elderly Population (Source: 

Author’s own based on BLSS 2012) 

 

 

 

4.1.2 Demographic Characteristics  

The mean age of the elderly population is close to 70 years with minimum age of 60 

years and maximum age of 105 years. More than half (53%) of the Bhutanese elderly 

population are in the age group 60-69 years and another 33% are in the age group of 

70-79 years, manifesting a large representation of young elderly compared to older-old 
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elderly population. The older-old of 80 years and above represent 14% only, indicating 

high mortality in this age group. More than half (52%) of the Bhutanese elderly 

population are males and 48% are females, showing a slightly more representation of 

males than females. The majority of the elderly persons are married, separated or 

widowed (96%) and never married constitute over 4% only. The elderly population 

mostly live in rural areas (87%) while only small portion (13%) reside in urban areas. 

This high representation of elderly in rural area indicates Bhutan’s predominant 

agrarian society and slow developmental progress before the modern development was 

first started in 1960s. More than one-third (37%) of elderly population are from western 

region, 33% are from central and 30% are from eastern region, showing a fair 

representation of population in each region. Only about 6% of elderly have attended 

grade one or more. This is attributed to modern education system. Bhutan started its 

modern education system only in the 1960s. About 17% of elderly population can read 

or write (literate) at least one language, which shows that there were other learning in 

Bhutan prior to or apart from modern education system. Less than half (44%) of the 

elderly are actively working indicating either their active engagement in activities or 

working. About one-third of the elderly population (33%) were sick or injured four 

weeks before the survey showing that the elderly population are more vulnerable to 

sickness or injury. The percentage, mean, standard deviation and other details of elderly 

population are shown in Table 3.  
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Table 3: Percent Distribution of Demographic Characteristics, Mean Happiness and 

Standard Deviation of Bhutanese Elderly Population Older than 60 Years  

  Percent  Happiness 

Variables   N  Mean   SD 

Happy 3211 - .84 .36 

Age group (Av. 69.76, SD=8.01)     

   60-69 years (young-old) 1710 53.25 .85 .35 

   70-79 years (middle-old) 1054 32.83 .84 .37 

   80+ years (older-old) 447 13.92 .82 .38 

Gender      

  Female  1539 47.93 .85 .36 

  Male 1672 52.07 .84 .35 

Marital status      

  Married  3068 95.56 .85 .36 

  Not married  143 4.44 .83 .38 

Area of residence     

  Urban Area  400 12.45 .87 .33 

  Rural area 2811 87.55 .84 .36 

Region     

  Eastern region 960 29.90 .80 .40 

  Central region 1066 33.19 .88 .32 

  Western region 1185 36.91 .85 .36 

Education     

  Yes  193 6.00 .89 .31 

  No  3018 94.00 .84 .36 

Literacy      

  Literate 536 16.70 .88 .32 

  Illiterate  2675 83.30 .84 .37 

Employment status     

  Working  1418 44.16 .85 .35 

  Not working  1793 55.84 .84 .36 

Health status (sick/injured)     

  Sick  1056 32.88 .84 .36 

  Not sick 2155 67.12 .85 .36 

Source: Own calculation based on BLSS 2012. 
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4.1.3 Living Arrangement   

The elderly who live with children below twelve years and with/without others make 

up a large proportion of the elderly population (69%), indicating a reasonable degree of 

extended type of living arrangements among the elderly population. Another type of 

living arrangement identified for this study is to find out the association of spouse 

and/or children on the elderly’s level of happiness. It is a categorical variable and 

among the four categories, more than half (58.5%) of the elderly live with both children 

and their spouse, followed very distantly by those who live with children but without 

spouse (23%). About 13% of the elderly population live with spouse but without 

children and very small proportion (5%) live without spouse and children. Regarding 

household size, a majority of the elderly (62%) live in a household with more than six 

members, showing another reasonable degree of evidence of extended family and 

multi-generational family. The proportion of the elderly that live with three to five 

members represent about 33%. Only small proportion (5%) of the elderly population 

live in a household with less than two members, which according to literature can be 

equated to living alone. The mean, standard deviation and other details of elderly 

population is shown in Table 4. 
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Table 4: Percent Distribution of Living Arrangement Type, Mean Happiness and 

Standard Deviation of Bhutanese Elderly Population Older than 60 Years. 
 Distribution Happiness 

Variables   N Percent Mean SD 

Living with children below 12 years/with/ 

without others 

2229 69.41 .85 .35 

Living without children below 12 years/with/ 

without others 

982 30.59 .83 .37 

Other type of Living Arrangement 

(categorical) 

    

Living without children and spouse (or 

alone)  

162 5.03 .75 .43 

Living with spouse but without children  430 13.39 .77 .42 

Living with children but without spouse 741 23.08 .86 .35 

Living with both children and spouse 1878 58.50 .87 .34 

Household size     

   1-2 members 166 5.16 .75 .43 

   3-5 members 1045 32.57 .84 .37 

   More than 6 members 2000 62.27 .86 .35 

Source: Own calculation based on BLSS 2012. 

 

 

4.1.4 Social Capital Characteristics  

The vast majority (89%) of elderly population are not members of any 

association/social groups, while very few (11%) are actually active members. Nearly 

nine out of ten (88%) of the elderly have close friends and 12% do not have any close 

friends. This indicates, in subtle ways, how Bhutanese are still closely knit. Regarding 

the three trust indices, the proportion of elderly in each index is fairly distributed, 

however, with slightly higher proportion of elderly who feel that there is trust (medium 

trust – 34%) in the community compared to 33% each in low and high trust indices. A 

majority of (94%) of elderly reported that neighbors are helping each other compared 

to only 6% of elderly who reported that neighbors never help each other in times of 

need such as death or emergencies. More than two-thirds of elderly (79%) have not 
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worked for the benefit of the community, whereas only slightly more than 10% each 

have actually worked either because it was required by community or they volunteered 

themselves. Another one-third (33%) of elderly have participated in community 

activities, while about 77% have not participated in any community activities. The 

statistics reveals that majority of elderly population (93%) have reported that they 

would contribute either time or money for the benefit of the community as opposed to 

only 7% of elderly population who reported they would not contribute. A majority of 

(84%) of the elderly persons have interacted with other people one month before the 

survey. Average frequency of interaction taken place was 3.2 times for the entire elderly 

population. Only about 8% of elderly population have spent some amount on 

religious/ritual activities as opposed to large majority (92%) who have not spent any 

amount to rituals. The mean, standard deviation and other details of elderly population 

is shown in Table 5. 
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Table 5: Percent Distribution of Social Capital Factors, Mean Happiness and Standard 

Deviation of Bhutanese Elderly Population Older than 60 Years.  
 Distribution Happiness 

Variables   N Percent Mean SD 

Membership status of social group     

  Member 340  10.58 .88 .33 

  Not member  2871 89.42 .84 .36 

Close friends status     

  Yes 2813 87.59 .85 .35 

  No 398 12.41 .80 .40 

Trust index     

  Low trust  1070 33.31 .80 .39 

  Moderate trust 1077 33.57 .84 .37 

  High trust  1063 33.12 .89 .31 

Status of neighbors helping each other     

  Yes  3014 93.87 .85 .36 

  No  197 6.13 .82 .39 

Worked with others to benefit community 

(type of work) 

    

  Not worked  2528 78.73 .85 .36 

  Worked as required 351 10.93 .86 .35 

  Work volunteered 332 10.34 .79 .41 

Participation in community activities     

  Yes  1044 32.50 .81 .39 

  No  2167 67.50 .86 .35 

Willingness to contribute time/ money     

  Yes  2990 93.12 .85 .35 

  No  221 6.88 .78 .41 

Interaction with people     

  Yes  2701 84.13 .84 .36 

  No  510 15.87 .85 .36 

Religiosity (amount spent for rituals as 

proxy) 

    

  Yes  244 4.60 .87 .34 

  No  2967 92.40 .84 .36 

Source: Own calculation based on BLSS 2012. 
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4.1.5 Economic Characteristics 

The average income for Bhutanese elderly population is ngultrum 142,125 (USD 

2,100). The median income is ngultrum 60,000 (USD 900) meaning that half of the 

elderly population has income less than ngultrum 60,000, while the other half of the 

elderly population has income more than ngultrum 60,000. This means that half of the 

elderly population are surviving on meager sum of Nu 5,000 (USD 76) per month. Nine 

out of ten elderly population (90%) own dwelling/house. The proportion of elderly 

population that live in poor and mediocre housing conditions account for about 37% 

each, while 25% represent elderly that live in a good housing condition. About 37% of 

elderly population have savings account, indicating that there is low level of saving 

habits among the Bhutanese elderly population. One in five elderly population (20%) 

have availed loans or have debts. About 7% of the elderly have faced food shortages in 

the 12 months before the survey, which is more or less, a rural phenomenon. The 

statistics reveal that about 8% of the elderly population perceive that they are not poor 

compared to about 66% of the elderly that perceive they are neither poor nor non-poor. 

Another 26% of elderly perceive that they are relatively poor. The statistics show that 

a larger proportion (43%) of elderly population (household where elderly live) possess 

rich assets compared to elderly that possess mediocre assets (41%). A small proportion 

of elderly population (16%) possess poor assets. The mean, standard deviation and 

other details of elderly population is shown in Table 6. 
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Table 6: Percent Distribution of Economic Factors, Mean Happiness and Standard 

Deviation of Bhutanese Elderly Population Older than 60 Years  
 Distribution  Happiness 

Variables   N Percent Mean   SD 

Income (Av.=142125, SD=724871, Min=0, Max=3.00e+07) 

Housing ownership     

  Own a house 2903 90.42 .84 .36 

  Not own a house 308 9.58 .85 .36 

Housing condition index     

  Poor condition  1219 37.96 .84 .37 

  Mediocre condition 1196 37.25 .83 .37 

  Good condition  796 24.79 .88 .33 

Status of savings account     

  Yes  1190 37.07 .90 .30 

  No  2021 62.93 .81 .39 

Loan/debt status     

  Yes  633 19.71 .86 .35 

  No  2578 80.29 .84 .36 

Situation without food     

  Yes   220 6.85 .61 .49 

  No  2991 93.15 .86 .34 

Social status (feeling of poor)     

  Not poor 256 7.96 .94 .24 

  Neither/nor poor  2108 65.66 .89 .31 

  Poor  847 26.38 .70 .46 

Asset Index     

  Poor  522 16.26 .87 .33 

  Mediocre  1316 40.98 .82 .39 

  Rich  1373 42.77 .86 .34 

Source: Own calculation based on BLSS 2012. 

 

 

 

4.2 Multi-collinearity and Goodness of fit Tests 

Multi-collinearity test was conducted involving all the explanatory variables identified 

for this study using correlation and variance inflation factor (VIF). The pair-wise 

correlation among the explanatory variables was conducted. The result is given in 
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Appendix 2. The correlation result shows that there are few variables that are 

moderately (0.4 to 0.6) to strongly (0.6 to 0.8) correlated. The explanatory variables 

that are moderately correlated are literacy with education, housing with urban, and asset 

index with urban. The explanatory variables that are strongly correlated are household 

size with children below 12 years old, and participation in community activities with 

type of community work contribution for the benefit of the community.  

 

For further scrutiny, explanatory variables are tested using VIF. The VIF test was done 

after running normal regression of dependable variable on explanatory variables. 

Applying the rule of thumb of VIF more than 2 (University of California, Los Angeles 

(UCLA), n.d. online), variable household size has been detected to have collinearity 

with children below 12 years old (See Appendix 3). Thus, the variable household size 

is dropped from the explanatory variables. Similarly, the variable education is also 

dropped, but replaced by literacy (who can read or write any single language) for final 

analysis. Further, variable participation in community activities has also been dropped 

as it has strong correlation with types of work contribution for the benefit of the 

community according to correlation result matrix. Midi, Sarkar, and Rana (2010) 

studied collinearity diagnostics and concluded that, without increasing sample size, 

excluding or omitting one of the correlated variables reduces multicollinearity to a great 

extent.  

  

After dropping explanatory variables of household size, education, and participation in 

community activities, a goodness of fit test was conducted using Hosmer-Lemeshow 

goodness-of-fit test. As a standard rule of thumb, a large chi square value is considered 
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as goodness of fit in the model. The test was done after running logistic regression of 

dependent variable on explanatory variables. The Hosmer-Lemeshow goodness-of-fit 

test result showed that the model was fit for final analyses (chi square=6.34 and 

probability chi square of 0.61, n=3211).  

 

4.3 Logistics Regression Results  

In this section, result of the logistics regression analyses is presented. The result of the 

logistic regression describes the likelihood or odds of Bhutanese elderly being happy 

based on carefully selected explanatory variables. The Table 7 illustrates the results of 

the logistics regression based on five models. In the first model, the dependent variable 

“happy” was regressed on demographic characteristics of elderly population. In the 

second model, factors related to living arrangement was controlled. In the third model, 

social capital variables were added. In the fourth model, economic variables were 

controlled. Finally, in the fifth model self-reported health status and religiosity were 

controlled to examine their combined effect on elderly happiness. 

 

The fifth regression model, which is a full model, shows that variables like being in 

central region, being employed, living with children but without spouse, living with 

both children and spouse, perceived moderate and high trust, income, having savings 

account and religiosity are strongly positively associated with elderly’s happiness, 

whereas, community work contribution, volunteerism, a situation without food, and 

social status or feeling of neither poor nor non-poor and feeling of poor are strongly 

negatively associated with the elderly’s happiness. Having close friends and 

willingness to contribute time or money for the benefit of the community have slight 
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positive association with elderly happiness, while on the other hand, the area of 

residence (being in urban) have slight negative association with elderly happiness.  

 

The result shows that controlling for other factors, there is greater likelihood of being 

happy for elderly population in central region. Specifically, for the elderly persons in 

the central region the odds of being happy is 1.6 times the odds for the elderly persons 

in the eastern region and it is statistically strongly significant at 95% confidence level 

(p=0.001).  

 

This study found that being employed is positively associated with the happiness of the 

elderly. For the elderly persons who are actively working, the odds of being happy is 

1.3 times the odds for those who are not working and it is statistically significant at 

95% confidence level (p=0.04).  

 

The elderly living with children but without spouse in the household are more likely to 

report being happy. Specifically, for the elderly living with children, the odds of being 

happy is 2 times that of the odds for the elderly who live without children and spouse, 

and it is statistically strongly significant at 99% confidence level (p=0.0001). Similarly, 

those elderly who live with both spouse & children are happier than those who live 

without them and it is statistically at 95% confidence level (p=0.002).  

 

Those elderly that believe that there is strong trust in the community are positively 

associated with higher degree of happiness than the ones who perceive that there is low 

trust in the community. Particularly, for elderly who believe that there is moderate trust 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

80 

and high trust, the odds of being happy are 1.4 times and twice respectively that of the 

odds for those elderly who believe that there is low trust. Both these show statistically 

high significance at 95 and 99% confidence level (p=0.008 and p=0.0001 respectively).  

 

The elderly who earn one unit higher income are more likely to make them happy. For 

one percent increase in income of elderly persons, the log odds of being happy is 1.1 

times than the odds for those who do not earn and it is statistically strongly significant 

at 95% confidence level (p=0.001).   

 

On a similar note, those elderly who have a savings account are more likely to be happy 

than those who do not have one. By having savings account, the odds of the elderly 

being happy is 1.5 times the odds for those who do not have account and it is statistically 

significant at 95% confidence level (p=0.002).  

 

This study shows that being religious has positive and significant association with the 

elderly’s happiness. Particularly, being religious or contributing/spending money on 

rituals in this case, will lead to 1.6 times greater in the odds of being happy than the 

odds for those who are not religious or do not contribute/spend on rituals and it is 

statistically significant at 90% confidence level (p=0.033). 

 

Likewise, those elderly who have close friends are more likely to be happier than those 

who do not have, but it is only marginally significant (p=0.061). 
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Similarly, the odds of the elderly who are willing to contribute time or money for the 

benefit of the community is 31% higher than the odds for those who are not willing to 

contribute, but it is also only marginally significant (p=0.084).   

 

On the other hand, surprisingly those elderly who are actively involved in voluntary 

community work are less likely to be happy than those who do not. Specifically, the 

odds for the elderly who are involved in voluntary community work is 31% less than 

the odds for those that do not work at all and it is statistically significant at 90% 

confidence level (p=0.076). 

 

From the pain aspect of the hedonism theory, this study shows that the elderly who 

faced a situation without food in the past 12 months before the survey are less likely to 

be happy. Particularly, the odds for elderly who faced a situation without food is 66% 

less than the odds for those who have not faced such situations and it is statistically 

strongly significant (p=.0001). 

 

The study shows that the comparison of one’s status in the society also influences on 

happiness substantially. The comparison which is measured in terms of feeling of 

neither poor nor non-poor and feeling of being poor are less likely to be happy 

compared to those who do not feel poor. Particularly, the odds for the elderly who feel 

neither poor nor non-poor and feeling of being poor are 58% and 84% less than the 

odds for those who do not feel poor and they are statistically strongly significant 

(p=0.002 and p=.0001 respectively).  
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Surprisingly, the study shows that living in urban areas, the elderly are less likely to be 

happy compared to their counterpart in rural areas. Particularly, the odds for the elderly 

residing in an urban area is 28% less than the odds for those residing in rural area, but 

it is only marginally significant (p=0.092).  

 

In contrast to other literature, this study shows that the factors such as age, gender, 

marital status, literacy, living with children below 12 years, living with spouse but 

without children, membership of association, neighborhood helping each other, 

interaction with people, ownership of house, housing conditions, having loans or debts, 

and possession of assets do not have any clear association with elderly happiness.  

 

The Nagelkerke’s R2 shows that about 19% of the variance of dependent variable is 

being explained by the independent variables in the model, which is more than the R2 

produced by the ordinary least square of 13%. Comparatively the fifth model explains 

better than the other four models.   
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Table 7: Summary of Binary Logistic Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting 

Happiness of the Bhutanese Elderly Aged 60 Years and Older.  

 
 (Model 1) (Model 2) (Model 3) (Model 4) (Model 5) 

VARIABLES odds ratio odds ratio odds ratio odds ratio odds ratio 

Constant 2.978*** 1.796† 0.581 1.513 1.605 

 (0.754) (0.579) (0.229) (0.883) (0.946) 

      

Age70-79 0.981 0.985 1.005 1.037 1.033 

 (0.110) (0.111) (0.114) (0.122) (0.122) 

Age80+ 0.781 0.789 0.776 0.786 0.791 

 (0.119) (0.124) (0.123) (0.131) (0.132) 

Male=1 0.946 0.937 0.924 0.985 0.983 

 (0.099) (0.099) (0.099) (0.111) (0.111) 

Married=1 1.175 0.939 0.939 1.121 1.093 

 (0.271) (0.229) (0.237) (0.296) (0.289) 

Urban=1 1.077 1.085 1.176 0.729† 0.724† 

 (0.137) (0.138) (0.155) (0.137) (0.136) 

Central=1 1.871*** 1.809*** 1.776*** 1.538** 1.572** 

 (0.234) (0.229) (0.233) (0.218) (0.224) 

Western=1 1.576*** 1.520*** 1.458** 0.988 1.014 

 (0.184) (0.180) (0.179) (0.143) (0.148) 

Literate=1 1.563** 1.607** 1.642** 1.156 1.147 

 (0.235) (0.243) (0.254) (0.187) (0.187) 

Employed=1 1.080 

(0.120) 

1.141 

(0.127) 

1.120 

(0.126) 

1.267* 

(0.150) 

1.275* 

(0.151) 

      

Living with children 

below 12 yrs=1 

 1.118 1.083 0.949 0.952 

 (0.118) (0.117) (0.109) (0.110) 

      

Other type of living 

arrangement 

(Reference = Living 

without children and 

spouse) 

     

Living with spouse but 

without children  

 1.433† 

(0.275) 

1.433† 

(0.275) 

1.415† 

(0.291) 

1.399 

(0.289) 

      

Living with children but 

without spouse 

 2.479*** 

(0.471) 

2.326*** 

(0.439) 

2.082*** 

(0.422) 

2.090*** 

(0.426) 

      

Living with both spouse 

& children  

 2.215*** 

(0.384) 

2.100*** 

(0.362) 

1.784** 

(0.338) 

1.799** 

(0.344) 

      

Member of 

association=1 

  1.230 

(0.240) 

1.016 

(0.209) 

1.017 

(0.211) 

      

Having close friend=1   1.369* 1.314* 1.295† 

   (0.182) (0.181) (0.179) 

Moderate trust=1   1.402** 1.393** 1.389** 
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 (Model 1) (Model 2) (Model 3) (Model 4) (Model 5) 

VARIABLES odds ratio odds ratio odds ratio odds ratio odds ratio 

   (0.165) (0.172) (0.172) 

High trust=1   2.027*** 1.994*** 2.000*** 

   (0.271) (0.278) (0.279) 

      

Neighbor helping each 

other=1 

  1.214 1.238 1.221 

   (0.227) (0.246) (0.243) 

Community work 

(required=1) 

  1.130 

(0.210) 

1.067 

(0.208) 

1.065 

(0.208) 

      

Community work 

(volunteered=1) 

  0.740† 

(0.125) 

0.694* 

(0.122) 

0.689* 

(0.122) 

      

Willingness to 

contribute time/ 

money=1 

  1.551** 

(0.239) 

1.311† 

(0.209) 

1.315† 

(0.209) 

      

Interaction with 

people=1 

  1.063 

(0.146) 

1.005 

(0.145) 

0.989 

(0.143) 

      

Income (log of income)    1.074** 

(0.0237) 

1.074** 

(0.0237) 

      

Having housing=1    0.983 0.981 

    (0.199) (0.199) 

Medium housing 

condition index=1 

   0.942 

(0.118) 

0.936 

(0.117) 

      

Good housing condition 

index=1 

   0.947 

(0.170) 

0.920 

(0.166) 

      

Having saving 

account=1 

   1.514** 

(0.208) 

1.518** 

(0.209) 

      

Having loan or debt=1    1.003 1.002 

    (0.145) (0.145) 

Situation without food=1    0.339*** 

(0.0569) 

0.338*** 

(0.0574) 

      

Neither poor nor non-

poor social status=1 

   0.423** 

(0.117) 

0.415** 

(0.115) 

      

Poor social status=1    0.160*** 0.156*** 

    (0.0463) (0.0451) 

Medium asset=1    0.858 0.845 

    (0.161) (0.159) 

Rich asset=1    1.175 1.169 

    (0.249) (0.247) 

Health status 

(Sick/injured=1) 

    0.956 

(0.109) 

      

Religiosity (Spent on 

rituals=1) 

    1.560* 

(0.326) 

      

Observations 3,211 3,211 3,211 3,211 3,211 
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 (Model 1) (Model 2) (Model 3) (Model 4) (Model 5) 

VARIABLES odds ratio odds ratio odds ratio odds ratio odds ratio 

Log likelihood -1396.68 -1377.55 -1343.78 -1232.31 -1229.82 

LR Chi2 47.07 83.23  142.40  323.12  327.75  

Nagelkerke R2 .025 .045 .079 .188 .191 

 

Note: Robust standard errors are in parentheses and the asterisks ***, **, * denote significance level 

at the 1% (p<0.001), 5% (p<0.01), 10% (p<0.05) levels, respectively and the symbol † denote 

significance level at 15% (p<0.1).  

 

* Nagelkerke’s R2 was used to investigate the explanatory or predictive power of independent variables 

on the variance of the dependent variable in each regression model.  

 

 

4.4 Discussion  

The analyses of the levels of happiness of Bhutanese elderly population using the BLSS 

2012 data showed that there are several determinants that have significant association 

with the elderly’s happiness. The positive and significant precursors of elderly 

happiness include region (central), working elderly, living with children, perception of 

moderate and high trust in the community, income, having savings account, and being 

religious. Having close friends and willingness to contribute time or money are 

moderately, yet positively associated with the level of happiness of the elderly. The 

factors that are negatively and significantly associated with elderly’s happiness include 

volunteering for a community work, a situation without food, and perceived social 

status (feeling of neither poor nor non-poor and feeling poor). The area of residence 

(being in urban area) is moderately but negatively associated with the level of elderly 

happiness. 

 

This study showed that the elderly in the central region are significantly more likely to 

be happy than the eastern and western regions even after controlling for social capital, 

economic factors and self-reported health status of elderly. This could be because the 
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central region is experiencing a significant improvement in socio-economic 

development and living standard. It is in the early phase of booming tourism industry; 

hydropower projects and agricultural development and thus elderly people are 

experiencing the fruits of such developmental activities through improved income and 

living standard. This supported the hypothesis of an association of better demographic 

characteristics with elderly happiness in which the elderly in central region are likely 

to be happy than their eastern counterpart. This was partly explained by the hedonic 

adaptation of people living in the central region as well as the objective list theory 

wherein the fulfillment of one’s objective desire lead to life satisfaction and thus make 

them happy.  

 

Besides, the study showed that the working elderly are likely to be happy than non-

working counterpart. It is attributable to their active engagement and contribution to 

society while earning an income for their own sustenance. They also derive satisfaction 

from being able to provide material support in terms of money to family members and 

relatives, especially non-working and school going children. These findings supported 

the hypothesis of an association of better demographic characteristics in which the 

elderly in central region are happy. 

 

The study found that the elderly who live with children but without spouse and those 

that live with both children and spouse had positive and strong association with the 

elderly’s happiness compared to those that live without children and spouse. The strong 

association between living with both children and spouse and the elderly’s happiness 

could be mainly due to strong influence of children than spouse as was evident from 
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the latter’s unclear statistical significance in the result. Possibly, the strong association 

of children could be due to material and instrumental support to the elderly from their 

children as reciprocity strongly pervades Bhutanese society due to its religious belief 

of cause and effect. Moreover, when their children perform better in life, it elevates 

their status in society, thus resulting in emotional and psychological fulfilment of the 

elderly. However, further study is required to find out children’s influence on the 

elderly’s happiness, including children’s education and their socio-economic status. 

This contradicts the findings of study on Thai elderly in which it showed that living 

with children does not make a difference to level of happiness in elderly’s life (Gray et 

al., 2008). The findings of this study supported the hypothesis of positive association 

of living arrangements on the level of elderly happiness.  

 

The perception of trust in the community was positively associated with elderly’s 

happiness. It could be because the feeling that people can be trusted in the community 

where they live make elderly feel secure and reliant on the community when needed 

especially during the time of emergencies. In the similar lines, having close friends is 

also positively associated with elderly happiness. According to Gray et al. (2008), 

“close relationship and trust in the society including family enable individuals to work 

more efficiently and foster cooperation, therefore, the more closely-knit society is, the 

better, peaceful and happier society becomes”. 

 

The willingness to contribute time or money was moderately associated with the elderly 

happiness and its significance drops drastically when economic variables, health status 

and religiosity were controlled. This could be because as the country develops the value 
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of time and money shifts its importance towards performing more valuable economic 

related activities. This indicates that the social capital is dwindling in general in the 

wake of modern development and changing lifestyles in Bhutan. This partially 

supported the hypothesis of positive association of better social capital like contribution 

to community with elderly’s happiness.  

 

Many studies showed that income has unequivocally positive and significant effect on 

elderly happiness (Ball & Chernova, 2008; Kolosnitsyna et al., 2014; Ramachandran & 

Radhika, 2012; Yiwei  Zhou, 2013). This study also showed that income has 

unambiguous positive and significant effect on the Bhutanese elderly population. The 

reason could be because, as the living standards improve and start earning more, 

consumption also increases. Moreover, the elderly who earn income are able to provide 

material support to their children and relatives, thus increasing their satisfaction and 

happiness. This strongly supported the hypothesis of positive association of better 

economic situation in which having more income brings about happiness among the 

elderly.  

 

Similarly, this study showed that having a savings account is more likely to make 

elderly happy. It is mainly because elderly’s livelihood and sustenance are partially 

maintained by the incomes earned through pension benefits and remittances transferred 

through the saving account. Thus, by maintaining a saving account, they feel secured 

in terms of income and livelihood. This also goes to support the hypothesis of positive 

association of better economic situation with the level of elderly happiness.  
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Literature showed that religiosity or being spiritual is positively associated with elderly 

happiness (McNeil et al., 1986; Rojpaisarnkit, 2016). This is coherent to the findings 

of this study and that religiosity, contributing or spending on rituals in this case, 

enhances the level of elderly’s happiness. This could be because the spirituality or 

religiosity, by contributing money for religious activities like rituals in this case, 

provides emotional fulfillment and life satisfaction for the elderly. Generally, 

Bhutanese are a Buddhist society and giving is one of the ten pious acts enshrined in 

Buddhist doctrine. This religious belief-induced monetary contribution to performing 

rituals are thought to avert ill health or demerits and generate merits, which is believed 

to have future bearings such as generating positive or good life at present life and life-

after-death like being born as better person or in a higher realm. 

 

On the contrary, this study suggested that elderly in urban areas are less likely to be 

happy than their counterpart in rural areas. This finding is in line with what McNeil et 

al. (1986) have found in their studies. This could be attributed to a changing lifestyles 

and cultural shift among the urban elites where the age-old tradition of respect and care 

for the elderly are dwindling due to development and modern influence. This finding 

echoes the findings of the baseline study conducted by the RSSC on senior citizens of 

Bhutan aged 55 and above in 2013, where 29.7% of senior citizens reported that they 

felt disrespected and not treated well by the general public (RSSC, 2013). Moreover, 

the other interesting finding that converges well with this is the disappearance of 

evidence of happiness of elderly living in western region after controlling for social and 

economic factors. It could be because the western region is more developed and 

possibly due to overcrowding and changing lifestyles that make elderly unhappy. This 
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suggests that there are other significant factors that can explain this ambiguity of 

association between urban or development and the elderly happiness, which deserve 

detail study.  

 

In contrast to previous literature (McNeil et al., 1986; Ramachandran & Radhika, 2012; 

Rukumnuaykit & Pholphirul, 2016), this study showed that volunteering in a 

community work has negative association with the elderly’s happiness, although it is 

marginally significant (p<0.1). It may be presumed that unlike young age, the elderly 

become disinterested in standing out and volunteering to work for community because 

of their old age as the tendency to take risk, health and energy level decreases in old 

ages. Moreover, such voluntary works are over and above the several works normally 

required of a household by the local authority such as to carry out water services, temple 

renovation, road maintenance, etc. Such volunteer works could in some ways 

compromise their time and effort for their own works such as business in urban area 

and farm works in rural areas. Thus, it is possible that the benefits of the volunteer 

community works might have been offset by the frequency of such volunteer work.  

 

Similarly, elderly persons are highly likely to be unhappy when they face situations 

without food. This is mainly because food is necessary commodity for survival and 

such situations are undesirable. It indicates sign of absolute poverty and inequality. 

According to the Bhutan Poverty Assessment Report 2014 (NSB, 2014), 12% of the 

population live below the national poverty line in Bhutan and this study suggests 

relevant sectors in the government to come up with measures to alleviate poverty and 

improve the lives of the elderly people.  
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The perceived social status or feeling of being poor, which is a relative assessment of 

one’s own conditions or socioeconomic status with that of another neighbor in the 

community has strong evidence of unhappiness among elderly. This finding relates to 

study by (Yiwei  Zhou, 2013) on subjective wellbeing among Chinese elderly 

population, which showed relative poverty as strong predictor of subjective wellbeing 

of Chinese elderly and a study in Thailand by (Gray et al., 2008) who found that “those 

who felt that they are not poor are significantly happier than those who feel as poor as 

or poorer than their neighbors”.  

 

However, factor such as age group, gender, marital status, literacy, living with children 

below 12 years and spouse, membership of social group or association, neighbor 

helping each other, interaction with people, having house or dwelling, housing 

conditions, ownership of assets and health status did not have clear indication of 

association with elderly’s happiness.  

 

Age is not associated with elderly happiness in the logistics regression model. However, 

a separate chi square test statistic conducted for each age group showed that elderly 

over age 80 years are strongly associated with happiness and it is statistically significant 

at 95% confidence interval (χ2=4.1(1), p<0.05). The bivariate logistic regression results 

showed that the elderly of 80 years and older are 24% less likely to be happy (se~.10, 

z=-2.01, p<.05) compared to their younger age groups. This may be attributable to their 

deteriorating health condition and reduced energy levels that affects their overall life 

condition and thus happiness. On a general note, the turning point of happiness or the 
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U-shape pattern of age in relation to happiness of general Bhutanese is 45 years with 

same for men, while for women it is slightly higher at 46 years. It is slightly higher than 

what Zhou found among Chinese elderly with 41.5 years (Yiwei  Zhou, 2013).  

 

Living with children below 12 years and spouse do not make any difference to the 

elderly’s happiness. It could be because children below 12 years and spouse also 

provide the similar support as their children who stay in the same household and this 

does not make any difference to elderly’s happiness. This contradicts the finding of the 

study on Chinese elderly population which showed that “elderly Chinese who live with 

grandchildren are associated with a much higher degree of happiness” (Chyi & Mao, 

2012).  

 

In some studies membership in social groups, community participation and contact with 

people have been found to be significantly associated with elderly happiness (Gray et 

al., 2008; Kolosnitsyna et al., 2014; Yiwei  Zhou, 2013). However, this study showed 

otherwise. The reason could be because the Bhutanese community is generally a 

closely-knit society and labor contribution or being a member of any social groups such 

as farmers group and interaction with people usually occurs on a daily basis. Therefore, 

there is no marked variation in whether or not such factors would bring any change in 

level of happiness of the elderly.  

 

The other economic factors such as having housing or dwelling does not have any clear 

association with the level of elderly’s happiness. This could be mainly due to the fact 
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that dwelling is a basic necessity and almost all elderly have their own dwelling or even 

if they don’t, they can stay in an affordable rental house or apartment.  

 

Although having debt could be stressful and bring unhappiness among the elderly, the 

unclear association could be because those who have larger loans are either for 

construction of house or for business purpose which have returns through rentals and 

profits and those who have smaller loans feel less of a burden as they could be paid up 

easily either by themselves or with the help of their family members or children.  

 

Ownership of assets do not make any difference to the elderly’s life and thus happiness 

as most elderly households fairly own one or the other item. This finding contradicts 

the findings of study among Thai elderly in Thailand which showed that ownership of 

household possessions has a strong positive effect on happiness (Gray et al., 2008). 

 

Many researchers found health status as one of the main factors determining an 

individual’s subjective wellbeing in older age especially owing to the fact that health is 

directly proportional to aging (Angelini et al., 2012; Kolosnitsyna et al., 2014; Ross, 

2005; Yiwei  Zhou, 2013). However, this study showed that health status is not 

associated with the elderly’s happiness. There are two possible reasons. The first reason 

could be due to limitation in question in which there is insufficient period in which the 

health status could be reported. This question does not consider for those who have 

disability previously or occurred recently more than four weeks prior to the survey 

period thus losing crucial amount of information health status. Inference from the 

findings of this study is not comprehensive and inconclusive. Thus, further study is 
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required to find out true association between health status and happiness among the 

elderly. Second reason could possibly be due to inherent Buddhist doctrine of cause 

and effect (karma). The Bhutanese generally believe that the existing deterioration of 

health is because of bad life or behavior in their past lives and thus accepts sickness or 

injury as part of their life.  

 

Although individual factors themselves portrayed a different association with varying 

magnitude and significance, a regression run on separate characteristics7 showed that 

they are jointly significantly associated with the level of elderly happiness. Therefore, 

it is fair to conclude that our hypotheses of elderly being in better demographic 

characteristics, living with children, social capital, economic and health status and 

religiosity are supported.  

 

Mostly the four theories of objective list, set point, hedonism, and comparison 

explained association between the elderly determinants and elderly happiness. For 

example, in the health status, the level of happiness among the elderly are more or less 

explained by theories of hedonic and set point. The association of social and economic 

characteristics are explained mostly by the objective list theory meaning the elderly 

tends to be happy when they achieve what they desire most such as income, actively 

working, etc.  

 

                                                 
7 Constants of each model showed a significant association with the elderly happiness: for demographic 

characteristics OR=2.978, RSE=0.754, p<.0001; for living arrangement OR=2.418, RSE=0.381, 

p<.0001; for social capital factors OR=1.529, RSE=0.338, p<.1; for economic factors OR=4.728, 

RSE=1.907, p<.0001; and for health status & religiosity OR=5.526, RSE=0.332, p<.0001; N=3211. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

95 

4.5 Policies Promoting Happiness 

Bhutan accords high priority in ensuring happiness of its people through several 

policies. One of the most important policies or laws that ensures that happiness is 

reverberated at all times to come for its people is the country’s sacred Constitution. The 

Article 9 of the Constitution of the Kingdom of Bhutan states that “the State shall strive 

to promote those conditions that will enable the pursuit of Gross National Happiness”; 

and further the Article 20 states that “the Government shall protect and strengthen the 

sovereignty of the Kingdom, provide good governance, and ensure peace, security, 

well-being and happiness of the people.” (The Constitution of the Kingdom of Bhutan, 

2008). In line with this Constitution, the gross national happiness screening tool was 

developed by the Royal Government of Bhutan, in order to ensure that all development 

policies and projects of Bhutan are carefully chosen under GNH lens and that the 

conditions are conducive to the happiness and wellbeing of the people, and country as 

a whole (GNH Screening Tool, p.1, online, n.d.). (Musikanski, 2014) in his review work 

on happiness in public policy highlights that, “happiness in public policy is at early 

stages in all countries except Bhutan, where it reaches from foreign direct investment 

to mindfulness training in primary schools.” The government through its central 

planning commission, the Gross National Happiness Commission, makes sure that all 

the developmental policies and projects are screened before they are approved and 

implemented. Thus, the findings of this study offer as a baseline for the policy makers 

to develop policies and strategies that are geared towards improving lives of the 

Bhutanese elderly population and thus promote their well-being and happiness.  
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4.6 Assessment of Robustness   

For completeness, various analysis techniques and regressions were carried out using 

the five models used for the interpretation of results in chapter 4. Firstly, robust 

command in the Stata software was used in order to correctly fit the model by avoiding 

heteroskedastic standard errors or to have same variance of standard errors across 

observation points. Because there are several factors affecting happiness, the robustness 

was used to overcome biasness of the omitted variables in the model.  

 

Secondly, probit regression was run using the same five models to find out their 

differences in the results. The results of the probit regression showed that the 

magnitude, direction and significance of the determinants remained the same with the 

results produced by the logistic regression, except in model 1, 3, and 4 of the probit 

regression, where the age group older than 80 years become slightly significant. This 

means that the elderly being older than 80 years, increases the probability of being 

unhappy.   

 

Thirdly, ordered logistics regression was also run based on the five models for easy 

comparison of results with that of binary logistics regression results. The results showed 

that the magnitude, direction and significance of almost all the determinants across five 

different models remained same, except few. Specifically, the income became strongly 

significant in ordered logistics regression (increases from p<0.01 to p<0.001). The 

constants for all the five models became significant indicating that all the models 

explain the much of the variants of the outcome variable.   

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

97 

Finally, the results were further compared using weighted and un-weighted data in 

binary logistics regression. When the weight was used, significance for the urban, 

employment and religiosity disappears. The significant for the literacy, living with 

children, and having savings account reduces. However, most literature used un-

weighted data for logistics regression as using weighted data did not make significant 

difference. 

 

Thus, it is fair to say that the binary logistic regression model used for analyses in this 

study is valid and thus the interpretations are correct.  

 

4.7 Summary of the Chapter    

The statistics showed that about 84% of the Bhutanese elderly population are happy, 

which is comparatively high than any literature have provided. Among the independent 

variables, mean happiness is greater for those elderly who perceive that they are not 

poor and the least for those that faced a situation without food. After the 

multicollinearity tests variables like education, household size, and community activity 

were removed from final analyses. The multivariate analyses results show that, factors 

like living in central region, working elderly, living with children but without spouse 

and living with both children and spouse, perception of moderate and high trust in the 

community, having close friends and willingness to contribute time or money for the 

benefit of the community, income, having savings account, and being religious are 

positive and significant predictors of elderly happiness. On the other hand, the factors 

like volunteering for a community work, a situation without food, and perceived social 

status (feeling of neither poor nor non-poor and feeling of poor) and being in urban area 
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are negative and significant predictors of the elderly’s happiness. The robustness test 

results suggest that the results provided above are valid and reliable.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

This chapter summarizes the thesis and concludes with policy recommendations and 

future research directions accordingly. The first section describes the summary of the 

thesis. The second section provides policy implications of the study and 

recommendations. The third section provides future research directions.  

 

5.1 Summary of the Thesis  

The main objectives of this study were to understand the status of happiness among the 

Bhutanese elderly population over 60 years of age, to examine the factors that influence 

their happiness and provide evidences for making appropriate policy choices for the 

Bhutanese elderly in general and their happiness in particular. Bhutan has claimed to 

be the happiest country and was in the international limelight ever since the 1970s when 

His Majesty the Fourth King Jigme Singye Wangchuck announced that “gross national 

happiness is better than gross domestic product”. Moreover, the country has gained 

wider international attention in the recent past since Bhutan’s success in bargaining to 

include happiness as the ninth goal of the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) in 

2011 (GNHC, 2011; Helliwell et al., 2015). The gross national happiness index (GNHI) 

survey 2015 showed that happiness is highest for those under 30 years of age and lowest 

for the elderly (CBS&GNHR, 2015), while the BLSS 2012 report also reported same 
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result. With growing number of elderly persons in the country, there is lack of detailed 

study about their happiness and their associated factors, which lead to this study.  

 

The results of this study showed that about 84% of the Bhutanese elderly population 

are happy, which is relatively high compared to many countries reported in the 

literature. Among the demographic factors, the multivariate analyses showed that area 

of residence, region and employment are significant predictors of the elderly happiness. 

The elderly in urban areas are less likely to be happy compared to their rural 

counterparts. On the other hand, the elderly in the central region are more likely to be 

happy compared to their counterpart in the eastern region. Similarly, the employed 

elderly are more likely to be happy compared to unemployed and it is statistically 

significant.  

 

The logistics regression analyses revealed that the older-old elderly are 20% less likely 

to be happy than the young-old, but there is no evidence of statistical significance to 

show that the difference exists. However, a separate chi square test statistic conducted 

for each age group showed that the elderly over age 80 years is strongly associated with 

unhappiness. The association of other demographic factors like gender and marital 

status are not clear.   

 

The analyses showed that living arrangement also do matter for the elderly’s happiness. 

The elderly living with children are more likely to be happy than those who do not. This 

clearly indicates that the role of children for the old age is still strong in Bhutan through 

the provision of material support like money and instrumental support such as 
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emotional and psychological benefits. However, the elderly living with spouse and 

children below 12 years are not associated with their happiness.  

 

The social capital factors like having close friends, trust in the community, community 

work contribution, and willingness to contribute time or money are strongly associated 

with the elderly happiness. The elderly who have close friends are more likely to be 

happy compared to those that do not have close friends. The belief that there is high 

trust in the community are more likely to be happy compared to those who believe that 

there is no trust in the community and trust make one of the most important predictors 

of the elderly’s happiness. Those elderly who are willing to contribute their time or 

money for the benefit of the community are more likely to be happy compared to those 

who do not have such willingness. Surprisingly, the elderly who provided voluntary 

community work are less likely to be happy than those who do not volunteer. This could 

be attributed to their declining energy, but more so because they have to provide more 

work contributions over and above many labor contributions that usually happens 

almost throughout the year for one reason or the other. In contrast to previous literature, 

this study found that membership of social groups or associations, neighbor helping 

each other and interaction with people do not have any clear associations with the 

elderly’s happiness.  

 

The economic factors such as income, having savings account, facing a situation 

without food, and social status are strongly associated with the elderly’s happiness. 

Those elderly who earn more income have greater likelihood to report to be happy 

compared to those who earn less income or no income. Similarly, having a savings 
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account can also contribute to the elderly happiness because the elderly depend on 

pension and remittances for their survival and livelihood. Those elderly who had faced 

a situation without food are less likely to be happy, which was expected. Regarding 

perceived social status, those elderly who felt that they are neither poor nor non-poor 

and poor are less likely to be happy compared to those who felt that they are not poor. 

This resounds the findings of many previous literature.  

 

The elderly who are religious, through contribution of money for rituals in this case, 

are more likely to be happy than those who are not religious. Bhutanese are generally 

Buddhists and contributions for rituals are part of many religious activities they 

perform. Statistics showed that there is no association between health status of the 

elderly and their happiness. There are two possible reasons. Firstly, it could be because 

the survey question lack crucial information on health status of the elderly. The survey 

accounts for the sickness and injury in the past four weeks prior to the survey and does 

not include those who had health problems such as chronic diseases and prolonged 

disability. This could possibly distort whole gamut of health status of the elderly and 

thus their relationship with well-being. Thus, future research should explore more 

variables related to health status of the elderly to ascertain these findings. Secondly, it 

is fair to presume that this could be associated with religious belief of “cause and 

effect”. Most Bhutanese believe that the present life is the result of their previous life 

and whatever they undergo in the present life including sickness is due to their past 

actions and there is fair level of acceptance of such a pain.  

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

103 

5.2 Policy Implications  

This study underscores a few important key messages that might be useful to help 

improve lives in general and happiness in particular for the Bhutanese elderly 

population. This study is in line with the Royal Government of Bhutan’s goal in 

improving wellbeing and happiness of its people through provisions of gross national 

happiness as driving policy in its pursuit of socioeconomic development. The important 

key messages are stated in the following for consideration as mentioned in chapter IV.  

 

First of all, reiterating some of the significant factors that pose as an impediment to 

making Bhutanese elderly population happy. These factors include the area of 

residence, a situation without food, and perceived poverty or feeling of being poor. 

Although economic development is found as a solution to improvement the living 

standard and income of the people in general, the findings from this study suggest 

otherwise. The elderly population living in urban areas are not as happy as their rural 

counterparts. This indicates that modern development not only brings about 

improvement in living standard and income, it also has development footprints that are 

detrimental to wellbeing of the elderly population.  

 

The BLSS 2012 report showed that the household size is small in urban areas compared 

with rural areas. The average household size is smallest (3.2) in the higher per capita 

consumption quintiles compared with largest (6.1) in the poorest consumption quintiles. 

Moreover, within each quintile, the average household size is higher in rural than in 

urban areas (NSB, 2013). This suggests that despite a government policy of 

preservation and promotion of culture and traditions through gross national happiness 
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policy, family structures and living arrangements are changing from extended family 

to nuclear family in urban areas due to change in lifestyle, influx of modern cultures, 

and partly due to rising inequalities.  

 

Moreover, this study suggests that a conducive social environment like having close 

friends, trust in the community, and living with children or both with children and 

spouse are strongly associated with the elderly’s happiness. The current policies of the 

government offer ample opportunity that can help improve or maintain social 

environment and extended family structures. In view of the rapid changes in social 

environment and family structure, it is paramount for the Government to devise detail 

programs and strategies that are specific to elderly persons based on regions. These 

must cater to their needs and foster conducive social environment for the elderly to live 

in. 

 

As expected, this study found that a bad economic situation, including a situation 

without food is likely to make the elderly persons unhappy. Thus, in order to solve such 

situation, the government must identify those group of elderly population and develop 

food support programs as an immediate measure and develop long-term strategies and 

condition for them to earn a living and overcome such a situation.  

 

On the other hand, perceived poverty or feeling poor as compared to absolute poverty 

can speak a lot about the mental state of elderly population. Such feeling of being poor 

comes only from comparison with another individual or group in a society where he or 

she lives in (Veenhoven, 2012; Yiwei  Zhou, 2013). This is often a consequence of 
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inequitable development. Once the basic necessities are fulfilled, people tend to seek 

higher level of need for deriving happiness or satisfaction. This leads to comparison of 

their status with others and creates a sense of competition and desire for more.  

 

Improving income and economic situation as this study suggest would elevate their 

status and contribute to economic well-being. Equitable socioeconomic development is 

one of the pillars of gross national happiness policy. There are rooms where the 

government can focus specifically on elderly population in order to improve their living 

standard through improved income and old age securities by creating home-based 

economic activities suitable to a targeted elderly people. Moreover, providing old age 

allowances could be an immediate solution to those elderly who do not earn an income 

that could enhance their living standard. Such allowance can be slowly instituted as a 

universal program as part of the social security system in the country. The long-term 

strategy could be focused on introducing government sponsored pension system 

including for those who do not earn. As the results suggest, the policy for ageing or old 

age people should be focused on area of residence and region of the country.  

 

5.3 Contribution in Elderly Research and Directions for Future Research   

Besides the baseline study conducted by the Royal Society for Senior Citizens (RSSC) 

in 2013, there are no other studies conducted specifically on happiness of the Bhutanese 

elderly population and their determinants. This study is the first of its kind, which is a 

small contribution towards study of happiness of Bhutanese elderly population in 

general.  
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Most of the previous literature has used demographic and socio-economic survey data 

to study the determinants of wellbeing and happiness of elderly population and their 

use have been validated. Thus, this study is unique in its own way especially in the 

context of Bhutan, which provides a gateway for many such studies and researches in 

the future especially in view of growing elderly population and importance of their 

happiness and well-being. Since this study used secondary data from BLSS 2012, it 

lacked information on individual elderly and socio-economic characteristics specific to 

them. Therefore, in order to adequately account for the Bhutanese elderly population 

and their happiness, few important research areas are suggested.  

 

Firstly, the survey does not capture information related to living arrangement of the 

elderly persons. Many literature revealed that there is a change in living arrangement 

among the elderly in many societies (Velkoff, 2001). Literature also points out impacts 

of such changes on the elderly’s living conditions and well-being (Palloni, 2011; 

Velkoff, 2001). This study attempted to find out the association between the living 

arrangement and their happiness, and the results show that living with children is 

significantly associated with their happiness. However, it is not clear what causes this 

strong association, although it is presumed that children’s socioeconomic status might 

have played a role. Thus, future research must focus on the relationship between 

children’s socioeconomic status and the level of elderly happiness.  

 

Secondly, there are differences in the level of happiness of the elderly based on region 

and area of residence. This study is limited to the level of happiness among the elderly 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

107 

population in general. In this respect, future research should focus on the elderly 

happiness based on area and region, including ethnicity and religion.  

 

Thirdly, it was found that employment is positively associated with the elderly 

happiness. However, it is not clear what type of occupation among the employed elderly 

was associated with their level of happiness. Therefore, it is suggested that the future 

research should focus on association between occupational status and the elderly 

happiness.  

 

Fourthly, many literature reported that health status is strongly associated with the 

elderly happiness – poor health condition leads to lower level of happiness among the 

elderly and vice versa (Cid et al., 2008; Kolosnitsyna et al., 2014). However, this study 

found no clear association with the level of elderly happiness. This could be owing to 

limited information in the survey question related to health conditions of the elderly 

persons. Therefore, further data is required to ascertain the findings of this study.  

 

Fifthly, this study found that volunteering for community work is likely to make the 

elderly unhappy, which is surprising. The previous literature show a mixed result. One 

literature suggest that volunteering contributes to well-being of the older persons 

(Willigen, 2000), while another literature points out that volunteer has upper bound and 

lower bound, beyond which it diminishes well-being among the elderly (Windsor, Anstey, 

& Rodgers, 2008). In this respect, future research must include frequency of 

volunteerism and type of volunteer works that the elderly perform.  
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Sixthly, many previous literature showed that income in unequivocally significantly 

associated with the elderly happiness. However, the survey question pertains to only 

household income and does not include an individual income of the elderly. Such 

duplication of household income to individual elderly for analysis might conceal true 

story of the elderly well-being. Thus, it is paramount to include personal level income 

in future research.  

 

Finally, this study found that religiosity is associated with the elderly happiness. Owing 

to the lack of information, this study used contribution of money for rituals as proxy 

variable for religiosity. However, this does not account much of the information related 

to religious activities that typical Bhutanese elderly persons are used to practicing and 

it play significant role on their everyday life. Thus, it is suggested that future research 

should take into account information related to religious activities and their perception 

of life.  
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Appendix 1: Classification of Region 

Table 8: Classification of Region in Bhutan 

 Region Dzongkhags (Districts) 

Western Thimphu 

 Paro 

 Haa 

 Samtse 

 Chhukha 

 Punakha 

 Gasa 

Central  Wangdue Phodrang 

 Dagana 

 Tsirang 

 Sarpang 

 Zhemgang 

 Trongsa 

 Bumthang 

Eastern Lhuntse 

 Mongar 

 Pemagatshel 

 Samdrup Jonkhar 

 Trashigang 

 Trashiyangtse 

 

Source: Adapted from Dechen, P. (2013).  
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Appendix 2: Multicollinearity Test 1  

Table 9: Multicollinearity Test 1: Results of Pair-Wise Correlation among the 

Explanatory Variables Used in the Logistics Regression Analysis  
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Pair-wise correlation continued… 
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Pair-wise correlation continued… 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 3: Multicollinearity Test 2  

Table 10: Multicollinearity Test 2: Variance Inflation Factor for Independent 

Variables  

 

Variable VIF Tolerance (1/VIF) 

Area (Urban=1) 2.00 0.500679 

Asset index 1.89 0.528499 

Housing condition index 1.67 0.598790 

Housing 1.47 0.678212 

Saving  1.43 0.700721 

Income  1.29 0.772345 

Employment status 1.28 0.780586 

Social status (feeling of poor) 1.28 0.779912 

Literacy  1.25 0.799868 

Other type of living arrangement 1.15 0.870463 

Male  1.20 0.832812 

Region  1.21 0.825246 

Age group 1.16 0.859121 

Living with children below 12yrs 1.14 0.879591 

Trust index 1.15 0.870893 

Neighbor helping each other 1.14 0.879456 

Health status (sick/injured=1) 1.12 0.888936 

Religiosity (amount spent on rituals) 1.11 0.900427 

Close friends 1.10 0.907780 

Willingness to contribute time/money 1.10 0.912327 

Loan or debt  1.09 0.917016 

Marital status (married=1) 1.03 0.968200 

Community work type 1.08 0.921935 

Membership of association 1.08 0.923310 

Situation without food 1.08 0.925000 

Interaction with people 1.07 0.936135 

Mean VIF 1.25 
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Appendix 4: Bhutan Living Standard Survey 2012 Questionnaires       
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