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Abstract

The concept of sustainable development has become the focal point of modern
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debates. The purpose of sustainable development is to improve the quality of life
of people of the world. It could only be possible to talk about sustainable welfare
and happiness for all when and if we achieve sustainable development. In 2015, the
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United Nations developed the Sustainable Development Goals. In order to ensure
the welfare and happiness of countries in the future, it is argued that these objectives
should be achieved. In this study, it has been investigated whether the dimensions of
sustainable development are effective in explaining the sustainable happiness that
provides welfare and life satisfaction. For example, does economic freedom also lead
to higher levels of happiness? Do environmental impacts have a direct impact on hap-
piness beyond the effects on human health? Can social sustainability bring satisfac-
tion to happiness in society? In this context, three dimensions of sustainable
development were analyzed with respect to sustainable happiness by using the struc-
tural equation model. According to the analysis results, it was found that the environ-
mental dimension of sustainable development has a positive correlation with
sustainable happiness. Furthermore, another finding was that improvements in social
sustainability have a positive effect on sustainable happiness. On the other hand,
there were no statistically significant correlations between the economic dimension
and sustainable happiness. The results support previous work and emphasize that
sustainable development should be taken into account clearly to ensure sustainable

happiness.

KEYWORDS

economic sustainability, environmental sustainability, happiness, social sustainability, structural
equation model, sustainable development

1 | INTRODUCTION Development. Drafted by the United Nations in 2015, the 2030

Agenda for Sustainable Development adopted 17 Sustainable Devel-

The concept of sustainable development has grown into a rather com-
prehensive and complex subject. This concept has emphasized that
economic development, environmental development, and social devel-
opment cannot be studied in isolation from each other. There are
global action plans in place aimed at sustainable development. The lat-
est addition to these action plans is the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable

opment Goals (SDGs) with the purpose of ending poverty and ensur-
ing social participation, environmental protection, among others. It
was suggested that these goals must be met in order to ensure welfare
for all in the world. These goals were built on three dimensions,
namely, economic, social, and environmental development, and they

are defined to ensure sustainable development in the world (United

Sustainable Development. 2020;28:385-392.
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Nations, 2015). The aim is to measure sustainable development using
the indicators created for each one of these dimensions. These indica-
tors are necessary to meet the need for measuring the progress of sus-
tainable development, to follow at national, regional, and global levels,
and to facilitate decision-making processes, taking into account the
three dimensions (Diaz-Sarachaga, Jato-Espino, & Castro-Fresno,
2018). The abovementioned SDGs were adopted by approximately
200 countries (Campagnolo & Eboli, 2015; United Nations Develop-
ment Program [UNDP], 2015). It is evident that the indicators of eco-
nomic, environmental, and social sustainability must be in balance all
over the world to achieve sustainable development. To be able to
ensure such balance, on the other hand, all the nations must work
together (Malik, 2017).

Economic sustainability suggests a production system that is able
to meet the level of consumption using available resources without
compromising on future needs (Basiago, 1998). Social sustainability,
on the other hand, is a social process that improves the quality of life
of the people (McKenzie, 2004). The main purpose here is continuous
social welfare. Environmental sustainability refers to the preservation
of natural resources (Goodland & Daly, 1996).

Happiness and welfare of the societies heavily depend on the
advancements made in sustainable development. O'Brien (2005)
defines sustainable happiness as the pursuit of happiness that contrib-
utes to global welfare, society, and individual without exploiting other
people, the environment, or future generations. The author also noted
that such happiness depends on sustainability. The happiness of soci-
eties is related to personal income according to economists. Whereas
sociologists underline the importance of social capital in order to have
a happy community, ecologists suggest that human well-being is only
possible through environmental sustainability. However, the advo-
cates of sustainable development suggested, in their World Happiness
report, that happiness depends on a number of factors such as well-
being, which includes livelihood, housing, nutrition, clothing, security,
feeling good, living in a clean environment, social adaptation, justice,
freedom, equality, good social relationships, and many others,
discussing that it is only possible through a combined focus on eco-
nomic, social, and environmental dimensions (Helliwell, Layard, &
Sachs, 2016). According to this report, sustainable development is a
far more inclusive guide for happiness when compared with isolated
concepts such as income, employment, and economic freedom. As
mentioned by Helliwell et al. (2013), Helliwell, Layard, and Sachs
(2015, 2017), and Helliwell et al. (2016), happiness is the product of
many aspects of society. According to the World Happiness report
(2017), happiness is a measure of social development and well-
received public policies. The UNDP suggested that nations need to
check on happiness as they try to ensure sustainable development.
The New Economics Foundation (NEF) developed the Happy Planet
Index as a measure of social happiness. The creator of Happy Planet
Index, Marks (2006), promoted the idea that the welfare and happi-
ness of a nation should be based not only on financial indicators but
also on social and environmental dimensions. Also, the same index
suggests that environmental issues, social justice, and general well-

being should have equal standing as the improvement of national

income. Happy Planet Index focuses on how the nations can be happy
and how they can live a longer and sustainable life. This index is calcu-
lated using the variables of well-being, life expectancy, inequality of
outcomes, and the ecological footprint (Happy Planet Index, 2016).
There are different views in the literature about the effect of the
economic dimension of sustainable development on happiness (Coyle,
2010; Deaton, 2008; Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2002; Fischer, 2008;
Hagerty & Veenhoven, 2003; Veenhoven, 2004). According to the
first view, economic sustainability increases happiness (Hagerty &
Veenhoven, 2003; Inglehart, Foa, Peterson, & Welzel, 2008; Steven-
son & Wolfers, 2008; Tella & MacCulloch, 2008; Tella, MacCulloch,
& Oswald, 2003; Veenhoven, 1991). The advocates of the first view
claim that developing nations with increasing gross domestic product
will increase their happiness because they are not forced to meet their
needs. They believe that economic development is the driving power
behind the increased employment rate along with advancing in areas
such as health and education, that is, it provides the riches needed
in order to meet the needs of societies. Besides, they hold that the
wealth, when increased at a national level, will also increase the level
of happiness; otherwise, the shrinking economy will cause unrest in
the society (Marks, Abdallah, Simms, & Thompson, 2006). According
to the second view, economic sustainability does not have a positive
impact on the happiness of societies (Easterlin, 1974, 1995; Diener,
Sandvik, Seidlitz, & Diener, 1993; Easterlin & Angelescu, 2009; Kahne-
man, Krueger, Schkade, Schwarz, & Stone, 2006; Clark, Frijters, &
Shields, 2008; Tella & MacCulloch, 2008; Layard, 2005, Dietz et al.,
2001; Goldstein, 1985; Inglehart & Klingemann, 2000; Preston, 1975).
Easterlin (2004) found that there is no long-term correlation
between personal income and life satisfaction; however, the author
reported a statistically significant positive correlation between these
two variables in the short term. According to the author, if the basic
needs of people are met by economic growth in low-income societies,
then such economic growth will have a positive impact on the happi-
ness of the people. On the other hand, the economic growth of a
nation with high-income would lead to diminishing marginal revenue.
Thus, economic growth has no impact on the welfare of the society
(Easterlin, 2013; Frey & Stutzer, 2002). Other studies on this subject
suggested that economic growth leads to increased pollution (Cobb,
Halstead, & Rowe, 1995), depletion of natural resources (Meadows,
Meadows, Randers, & Behrens, 1972), and increased psychological
stress (Thoits & Hannan, 1979), which are known to be detrimental
to happiness. Malik (2017) suggested that the modern economic sys-
tem behind the economic development consists of unequal economic
functions, which have a negative impact on global peace and happi-
ness. Moreover, the comparison of the correlation between economic
development and happiness in developed, developing, and transition
economies gave statistically insignificant results (Easterlin, 2009;
Easterlin & Sawangfa, 2010). Many researchers reported similar results
using different datasets in different periods in time (Blanchflower &
Oswald, 2004; Frey & Stutzer, 2002; Layard, 2005; Oswald, 1997).
Mayraz, Layard, and Nickell (2006) found that any increase in the
income level by 20% leads to an increase of only by 2% in the life sat-

isfaction observed in most of the Western world. Brady, Beckfield, and
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Seeleib-Kaiser (2004), on the other hand, suggested that economic
development is a prerequisite of welfare in underdeveloped countries.
This notion also finds support in the literature (Bhagwati, 2004;
Mill, 1963).

Environmental sustainability, the environmental dimension of sus-
tainable development, and its effect on happiness continue to receive
research interest. This dimension of sustainable development espe-
cially needs to be secured in the long term if it is to ensure the happi-
ness of the nations. Underdeveloped countries have always placed
more importance on economic development in order to offer the wel-
fare and happiness their people needs. Unfortunately, these efforts
took place in a manner disregarding nature, and these countries ended
up depleting their natural resources, causing deforestation and pollut-
ing water reserves (Knight & Rosa, 2009, 2011; Mazur & Rosa, 1974;
Steinberger & Roberts, 2010; Steinberger, Roberts, Peters, & Baiocchi,
2012). Although it is possible for a nation's economy to assume an
uptrend, which brings happiness to the communities in the short term,
they actually damage human well-being by destroying the ecosystem
(Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005).

The literature offers a number of studies suggesting the need for
environmental sustainability in order to ensure that the nations have
sustainable happiness (Dietz & Jorgenson, 2014; Dietz, Rosa, & York,
2012; Jorgenson, 2014; Knight & Rosa, 2011; Steinberger & Roberts,
2010). It was found that there is a direct, an indirect, and a mediation
effect between environmental sustainability and happiness (Adger &
Jordan, 2009; Dasgupta, 2001; Dietz et al., 2012; Dietz, Hepburn, &
Stern, 2007; Dietz, Rosa, & York, 2009; Jorgenson, 2014; Marks,
2006; McKinnon et al., 2016; Reid et al., 2005; Russell et al., 2013).
Lamb et al. (2014) showed that a number of nations are able to sup-
port strong and steady economies causing less damage to nature,
achieving higher levels of welfare and happiness.

Having claimed that the purpose of sustainability is to minimize
environmental stress while maximizing human happiness, Dietz et al.
(2009) analyzed the nations for their social, economic, and environ-
mental sustainability and the effects of such sustainability on happi-
ness. The authors developed the concept of environmental efficiency
of well-being and called for the minimization of the environmental
damage in order to maximize human welfare. The concept of environ-
mental efficiency of well-being is consistent with the definitions of
sustainability as it considers both happiness and the level of environ-
mental consumption.

Social sustainability, the last dimension of sustainable develop-
ment, has always been in the background of the discussions (Anand
& Sen, 2000; Dillard, Dujon, & King, 2008; Partridge, 2014; Vallance,
Perkins, & Dixon, 2011; Woodcraft, 2015). Social sustainability refers
to the welfare of individuals and societies, protection of cultural
values, promotion of social adaptation and participation, equal oppor-
tunity for all, ensuring fair income distribution, equal access to facili-
ties and services, and democratic and a better government. In short,
it is a concept that calls for the satisfaction of material, immaterial,
and social needs of the people (Atkins, 2008; Rogers et al., 2012;
Sachs, 1999). Social sustainability actively supports the present and

future generations in order to create healthy and livable societies. It
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ensures improved quality of life for these people (WACOSS, 2004).
The literature generally agrees that the people are satisfied with hap-
piness as soon as social sustainability prevails. Yan and Spangenberg
(2018) stated that ensuring social justice and fair distribution is also
an indispensable component of the happiness of the citizens and,
hence, of political stability. Rogers et al. (2012) advocated that human
well-being is a more important factor in social sustainability when
compared with consumption and called for the equitable distribution
of natural resources for sustainable development. It is also believed
that a socially sustainable society, which places more importance on
cultural values and social relations, would be happier than a consumer
society, which places more importance on economic growth (Rogers
et al., 2012). Dillard et al. (2008) suggested that the welfare and hap-
piness of societies depend on social sustainability. The author held
that human beings are social creatures and that societies with better
social relationships that allow for social engagement are happier than
the others. A number of studies reported that social sustainability
offers a number of benefits for individuals and societies in general
(Fredrickson, 2001; Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005). Lyubomirsky
et al. (2005) emphasized the limited interest in happiness in the litera-
ture, although happiness is a universal pursuit. In this respect, the
authors focused on how to improve happiness and how to achieve
sustainable happiness. Cloutier and Pfeiffer (2015) explored a hypo-
thetical sustainable society that focuses on happiness. The authors
developed Sustainability Through Happiness Framework as an
approach to this hypothesis. In their approach, happiness was a goal
in achieving social sustainability. Magee, Scerri, and James (2012)
suggested that societies with a stable political scene, where the mem-
bers of society engage in harmony, are sustainable societies with

improved welfare.

2 | METHODS

The research model was tested using structural equation modeling. A
structural equation model is a multivariate statistical technique used
to explore the causal and correlational relationship between observed
and latent variables. This technique simultaneously tests the relation-
ships in a model using a holistic approach (Anderson & Gerbing,
1988). In this study, the structural equation model was used to mea-
sure the effect of the three dimensions of sustainable development
on sustainable happiness.

2.1 | Data collection

This study used the SDGs defined by the United Nations and the
Happy Planet Index developed by the NEF in order to measure and
sustainable happiness. The SDGs specify 17 universal goals, 169 tar-
gets, and 230 indicators leading up to 2030. The Happy Planet Index
of each nation is calculated by multiplying the average life expectancy
and average life satisfaction of that nation divided by the ecological
footprint (Happy Planet Index, 2016). The data for these variables
were obtained from the UNDP and happyplanetindex.org websites.
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The data were then rendered for the analysis using z-score standardi-
zation. Some nations were excluded as the data were insufficient to
conduct an analysis. A total number of 131 nations (n = 131) were
included in the study.

2.2 | Model

In this study, the sub-dimensions used were those obtained using the
confirmatory factor analysis as conducted by Spaiser, Ranganathan,
Swain, and Sumpter (2016) to reduce the SDGs defined by the United
Nations Open Working Group into their economic, social, and envi-
ronmental dimensions. There are a total number of 17 SDGs. Spaiser
et al. (2016) categorized five SDGs under the economy dimension,
six SDGs under the social dimension, and the remaining five SDGs
under the environmental dimension of sustainable development.
Global cooperation for sustainable development, which is goal 17, is
not included in these dimensions. Goal 17 is about making sure all
countries have what they need (funds, capacities, technologies, etc.)
to achieve the rest of the SDGs (United Nations, 2015).

In the conceptual model, these three dimensions of sustainable
development were defined as the exogenous latent variable, and the
Happy Planet Index developed by NEF to measure happiness was
defined as the endogenous latent variable (Figure 1). Happy Planet
Index is developed on the basis of well-being, life expectancy, inequal-

ity of outcomes, and ecological footprint.

3 | RESULTS

The structural equation model estimated for happiness is shown in
Figure 2. This model allowed covariates between the error terms and
the indicators of the dimensions of sustainable development. How-
ever, these were not shown in the model. The model indicates a good
fit to the data, with x2/df=2.762, root mean square error of approxi-

mation (RMSEA) =0.10, standardized root mean square residual

W

Hj
Happiness

\(\”:

H1: The economic dimension of sustainable development has a correlation with happiness.

Happiness

FIGURE 2 Standardized solution of the causal model. *p < .05;
“p<.01

(SRMR) =0.08, goodness of fit index (GFI) =0.76 and comparative fit
index (CFl) =0.88 (Byrne, 2016). Among the results obtained, GFI
and CFI values are out of acceptable limits. The R? was found to be
0.94 for sustainable happiness. This finding suggests that 94% of the
variance in sustainable happiness can be accounted for by economic,
social and environmental variables. Thus, the variables in our model
predict a large share of the variance in sustainable happiness. The eco-
nomic dimension of sustainable development was found to be statisti-
cally insignificant in the estimated model (8 = -0.01; p > 0.05). This can
be explained by the fact that the nations included in the dataset offer
heterogeneous economic development levels. The difference in the
economic development levels of nations lead to differences in the
way they perceive happiness. It was found that social sustainability
has a direct and positive correlation with happiness (B = 0.32;
p < 0.05). This finding suggests that the welfare of society, protection
of cultural values, promotion of social adaptation and participation,
equal opportunity for all, equal access to facilities and services, and a
democratic and a better government increase the happiness level of

the society. Among the dimensions of sustainable development,

H3: The social dimension of sustainable development has a direct and positive correlation with happiness.

H3: The environmental dimension of sustainable development has a direct and positive correlation with happiness.

FIGURE 1 The model to be tested
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environmental sustainability was found to be the dimension with the
highest positive correlation with happiness (B = 0.46; p < 0.01) . This
finding suggests the importance of placing importance on environ-
mental factors in order to ensure sustainable happiness as nations pur-
sue sustainable development. In other words, reduction of

environmental stress has a positive impact on happiness.

4 | DISCUSSION

O'Brien (2005) defined sustainable happiness as the pursuit of happi-
ness that does not exploit other people, the environment, or future
generations. On a social level, sustainable happiness requires nations
to place importance on social, environmental, and economic dimen-
sions of sustainable development. Sustainable happiness necessary
for welfare for all and high levels of life satisfaction can only be
achieved through sustainable development.

This study sets an example for the adoption of sustainable happi-
ness as a goal for sustainable development and proposes an approach
for achieving happiness through the SDGs. The study focuses on the
sustainable happiness of the member states of the United Nations that
has adopted the SDGs. It examines whether the dimensions of sus-
tainable development are effective in explaining the levels of happi-
ness in countries. For example, does economic freedom also lead to
higher levels of happiness? Do environmental impacts have a direct
impact on happiness as well as on human health? Does social sustain-
ability contribute to sustainable happiness?

Countries, communities, or institutions use different indicators and
methods to measure happiness. Happy Planet Index is a valid tool for
measuring happiness (Marks et al., 2006). Sustainable development
indicators are used to measure sustainable development. To date,
interactions between sustainable development and happiness have
been analyzed at a general level. Structural equation modeling was
used to measure the potential relationships between different dimen-
sions of sustainable development and happiness. The structural equa-
tion model is an analytical tool that enables the development of the
theoretical structure and dynamics of sustainable development. The
model results show that it is necessary to realize all dimensions of sus-
tainable development for sustainable happiness. That is, in order to
ensure sustainable happiness, a holistic approach to sustainable devel-
opment is needed. Empirical findings show that the environmental and
social dimensions of sustainable development positively affects happi-
ness. Although the findings indicate that the economic dimension has
no significant effect on happiness, there are different opinions in the
literature. According to these views, perceptions of happiness vary
according to the economic development of countries. Whereas eco-
nomic sustainability affects happiness positively in less developed
countries (Stevenson & Wolfers, 2008; Veenhoven, 1991), improve-
ments in economic sustainability in developed countries do not affect
happiness after a certain point (Diener et al., 1993; Easterlin, 1974;
Schyns, 2000). Therefore, each country should establish its own
national and regional policy in terms of economic sustainability. As a

result, the findings showed that sustainable development should be
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effective on the social and environmental dimensions in order to
ensure sustainable happiness but not on economic development.

The results support previous work and emphasize that sustainable
development should be clearly taken into account to ensure sustainable
happiness. It is seen that countries should give importance to environ-
mental policies in order to realize sustainable happiness (Dietz et al.,
2009; Dietz & Jorgenson, 2014; Freitas, Schitz, & Oliveira, 2007). It
also has a positive impact on happiness in social sustainability. Equality
is linked to social justice and to a trustworthy society (Helliwell, Huang,
& Wang, 2014; Hellstrom, Hamaldinen, Lahti, Cook, & Jousilahti, 2015;
Sengupta, 2002). The perspectives in which economic growth is equal
to development, increased income and consumption are enough to
make people happy, and that environmental costs are ignored while
ensuring sustainable development are out of date. From a new point
of view, while achieving the necessary wealth to ensure sustainable
development of societies, the environment, social equality, human
rights, justice, and so forth are of utmost importance. For this, countries
need to make significant changes in their policies and people in their
behavior. These changes will bring sustainable happiness.

Flexible and efficient economic, environmental, and social systems
should be developed through a multidimensional focus on economic,
social, and environmental objectives in order to ensure the happiness
of countries in the future. If a comprehensive and inclusive approach is
adopted, sustainable happiness can be achieved by dealing with the
environmental decline, inequality, and economic uncertainty.

In this study, the relationship between sustainable happiness and
sustainable development is addressed only at the global level, but for
future studies, analysis of country-specific perspectives will be benefi-
cial because of the differentiation of national factors in geographical
areas. It is recommended that a conceptual framework that intersects
and combines themes at global, national, and local levels be created,
where countries and regions can adapt to their own conditions and

requirements and sustainability indicators.
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