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ABSTRACT
This paper is an illustration of the case study of trying to create an awareness of sejahtera
leadership as practised in Malaysia that could be linked with the pillars of Gross National
Happiness in Bhutan. Some of the principles of this intervention and the key process used in
developing sejahtera leadership are highlighted. A brief background of why Sejahtera
Leadership Initiative (SLI) undertook sejahtera journey is given along with the approach and
the process used, based on historical indigenous values. Events leading to a sustainable and
balanced relationship between humans and nature have been a part of the sociocultural makeup
of all ancient societies. This means that relationships must be nurtured in everyday life as a
fundamental part of sejahtera; they must be cherished, protected, and lived by. The
development of other internal processes customised to design multilateral advisory
relationships are also outlined. This paper combines two perspectives in this case study; the
etymology and cultural context of sejahtera leadership and the external advisory linkages to
parts of the process. The objective is to share insights from best practices to enable other
stakeholders to benefit from this experience.
Keywords: sejahtera, leadership, happiness, Malaysia, Bhutan, Gross National Happiness,
SPICES,

BACKGROUND
Money can’t buy happiness. But it could buy the ability to measure it. Many things of value
in life cannot be captured by Gross National Product (GDP), but they can be measured by
metrics of health, education and freedom. When we focus on well-being a conversation that
provokes profound and fundamental questions - what is really matters to us in our lives. What
do we valued in the communities that we live in, what kind of country, what kind of society
do we really want to be and when do we engage people in those questions, then we have
better chance of addressing the alienation.
Sejahtera is an indigenous concept in the Malay Archipelago. Today the practice of ‘balanced
well-being’ or even ‘coexisting with genuine shared values and prosperity,’ but its essential
meaning is ‘beyond well-being of individuals, families, institutions, universities,
organizations and societies. When one Google translates the Malay word ‘sejahtera’
(pronounced se.jah.te.ra), it means ‘prosperous’ in English. The learned say that the meaning
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of sejahtera is closer to ‘well-being’. Some articulated that the word consists of all the good
values that a person may process: kindness, calmness, prosperous, well-being, respect,
compassion, unity, honesty, to list but a few. Still others consider the origin of the word came
from ‘Sadhya’ (celestial being) in Sanskrit or even ‘salamat’ (safety) in Arabic.
The authoritative Malay dictionary (Kamus Dewan Edisi Keempat) defined ‘sejahtera’ as
peace, harmony, happiness and prosperity. Overall, it is understood that Sejahtera is an
indigenous concept in the Malay Archipelago which conveys a strong positive connotation.
The hope is that one day Sejahtera Values will make its way into the international lexicons,
towards a fresh global definition to further enhance good will and cooperation. Without a
doubt, coexistence is a vital concept in making sejahtera work in a balanced humanity. It
must be cherished, nurtured, practiced and lived by.
OBJECTIVES
When I wrote my little book, ‘Operationalizing the Philosophy of Sejahtera Leadership’ in
2018, I traced the 2000-year old history of culturally rich notion of Sejahtera from the
research and development work in early 2000 mooted by Professor Emeritus Tan Sri
Dzulkifli Abdul Razak (for short, Prof Dzul), the Founding Convener of Sejahtera Leadership
Initiative (SLI) during his tenure as the 5th Vice Chancellor of Universiti Sains Malaysia
(USM). In his characteristic foresight, Prof Dzul reclaimed the notion to ignite transformation
mind-set changes in embracing the concept of sustainable development of sejahtera through
excellence in areas of research, education design, teaching methods and the scalable learning
environments. Though much richer in scope, content and practice Sejahtera lent naturally to
support the United Nations (UN) programs for Decade of Education for Sustainable
Development in line with the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 2030 and the
Shared Prosperity Vision 2030.
The very core of sejahtera concept as understood by the early society moulded the concept of
statehood in the Malay Peninsula. SLI as a citizens’ initiative wished to link sejahtera to
economic, political, cultural, education and social importance for people of Malaysia. This
paper will focus on sejahtera values in the education sector which shares Prof Dzul’s view on
the importance of helping children to balance mindfulness and heartful-ness discovery.
However, for the volunteers who helped SLI grow, it is a calling, a revolution, and a
movement. It started from just a simple yet bold desire that education is the future of
Malaysia to fill one of the most important gaps on the planet “a gap that has the most direct
impact of the future of our country and humanity.”
The work of the Scottish economist, Adam Smith who wrote in ‘The Theory of Moral
Sentiments’ that the value of any government is ‘judged in proportion to the extent that it
makes its people happy.’ That is a good founding principle for any group of countries focused
on promoting well-being. A focus on policies that promote well-being and not just economic
growth that could help address the rise of alienation and disaffection from politics. The time
for GDP to be seen as the only measurement of a country’s success was over. In the world of
growing division and inequality, it is more important than ever for governments to focus on
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broader measurement of well-being not just wealth. Yes, building a sustainable well-being
economy and social cohesion.
Where it Matters Most
Sejahtera (human well-being) values is influencing the future of individuals, families,
communities, countries and the education system worldwide. The former President of South
Africa, anti-apartheid crusader and revolutionary Nelson Mandela aptly put it: “Education is
the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world.”
Given education’s potential to positively drive social change, parents and leaders must invest
wisely in education resources that maximize return. According to 2U, a company that
provides digital educational resources to colleges and universities, more than 1.9 trillion
dollars is spend every year on higher education globally. While post-secondary education
helps prepare young adults for an increasingly complex world, investments in early childhood
education have been shown to greater well-being economic and social returns. Research from
the late 1990s identified a gap in education which required solutions for children in their most
formative years. It was discovered that early childhood education fosters highly cognitive
skills along with attentiveness, motivation, self-control and sociability - the character skills
that turn knowledge into know-how and people into humanely caring productive citizens.
For Malaysia, in these challenging and unprecedented post COVID-19 crisis, it will be in the
nation’s best interest to depart from looking at the economy based on standard conventional
indicators times. It is now timely for the government to quickly revisit the country’s overall
socio economic goals into focusing on establishing stimulus policies, mechanisms and
measures to move fast the economy towards resiliency and shared genuine prosperity, not
unsustainable growth-oriented policies of the past decades. Going forward, the people
expects realistically recovery from this year’s projected economic recession due to the
COVID-19 outbreak and implementation of Malaysia government’s stimulus package will
result in a V-shape recovery (as happened in all previous recession since 1985), so that the
year 2021 will see a better performance.
Malaysia needs to nurture the power of human potential for a better tomorrow
To make that vision a reality, Sejahtera Leadership Initiative (SLI) defines its WHY as a
mission to:
Nurturing a leadership that is holistic, integrates macro-micro cosmic nexus, human-centric
with universal consciousness and with balanced well-being in order that we may, as a
community, build and live in a harmonious, caring and peaceful society.
Putting this statement together, SLI exists to challenge, translates and improve the philosophy
and practice of a society energizing the values of Sejahtera Leadership:
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Humility - open to listening and learning, open to receiving ideas, open to receiving feedback
from others, absence of egoism. Practicing it can cultivate in our hearts such character
strengths as kindness, generosity, patience, discipline and diligence.
Mutual Respect - able to build trust and empathy, able to mindfully, selflessly and
democratically communicate with team members. Respect is mutual as a feeling of high
regard, honour, or esteem, as well as a deference or dutiful regard of others.
Balanced Co-Existence - alert to diversity, alert to balancing the goals and needs of self,
team members and community. Accepting roles and duties positively develops our character
and protects as well as builds better relationships and collaborations.
Sejahtera Values can be a bridge to cross-cultural understanding that emphasize the relational
self, moral causality and one’s responsibility to the community. The result of this values
inculcation is shared vision and deeper awareness of the rich network of interdependence that
links us with others and with nature; and that reminds us of our moral duty to act for the
common good. It is important globally as this is a common denominator in the most attempts
to nurture moral growth beyond the east and west.
Driving Sejahtera Values Transformation and Growth through Education
A number of studies show that exceptional leaders achieve their potential through the pursuit
of learning, knowledge, and wisdom. Taking the time to read book indicates our learning
mind is engaged and active. In his book entitled, ‘MY GREEN SCHOOL An Outline
Supporting the Educating for GROSS NATIONAL HAPPINESS Initiative’, Mejay Lyonpo
Thakur S Powdyel, former Education Minister of Bhutan, captured the links between
creativity and leadership He summarized that leaders are learners.
In addition to attainment of ethical behaviour, Lyonpo Powdyel’s work emphasizes on social
skill development early in education process. He constantly recommends all parents, teachers
and community leaders to educate the ‘whole child’. Effective early childhood education
should package cognitive skills with character traits such as humbleness, attentiveness,
impulse control, graciousness and teamwork. Together, cognition and character drive
education, career and life success - with bold character development often being the most
important factor. SLI has adopted this methods.
In Malaysia. The Ministry of Education endorsed SLI’s new child-centred approach differed
from extant education practices and societal views which our young children were often
disciplined as defective or miniature adults. One Sejahtera School in rural East Coast of
Peninsula Malaysia collaborated with SLI that pre-schoolers from ages of 3-6 were inherently
good-natured, should be granted freedom to self-governed, with the intelligence and aptitude
to learn through creative, imaginative and traditional play. We believed that children could
teach themselves lessons about real happiness.
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Are Malaysians happy?
SLI has examined where Malaysia is in the World of Happiness Rankings (WHR)?
Every year, the United Nations Sustainable Development Solutions Network publishes the
WHR. It contains reports and rankings in each country. The key variables taken into
consideration cover categories such as income, healthy life, expectancy, social support,
freedom, trust and generosity. This time, the United Nations also considered three factors that
also affect the happiness of a nation. The 3 factors are: the links between government and
happiness, the powers of pro-social behaviour (behaviours that promote happy places to live
in, such as helping others) and the changes in IT.
The top 10 countries in the World in 2019 are:
1. Finland
2. Denmark
3. Norway
4. Iceland
5. Netherlands
6. Switzerland
7. Sweden
8. New Zealand
9. Canada
10. Austria
Where is Malaysia on the list?
Sadly, Malaysia fell from the 35th place in 2018 to the 80th in 2019 in short has fallen 25
places, which is not good at all. When compared to other neighbouring Southeast Asian
countries, Malaysia ranked 4th this year, compared to 2nd place in 2018. It appears that as a
nation, we’re not getting happier, and this just means there are a lot of improvements that
need to be made very quickly! For further comparison, here is how Malaysia did in the
previous reports of the World Happiness Rankings:
2013 - 56th
2014 - 58th
2015 - 61st
2016 - 47th
2017 - 42nd
Malaysia was significantly improving over the years. Regardless of the report, what’s
important is how we feel in our own daily lives and heroes who live among us. They are the
people who work hard every day to provide for their families and nurture their children. The
tireless heartbeats of our heroes who work every-day to keep the lights and water flowing,
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who protect us at night, who bring us food?
What Malaysia can learn from the Champion of Happiness - Bhutan?
SLI is more inclined for Malaysia to subscribe to the reality articulated by His Majesty Jigme
Singye Wangchuck, the 4th Druk Gyalpo that “Gross National Happiness (GNH) is far
more important than Gross Domestic Product (GDP).” The fundamental truth that all
human beings on all parallels and meridians are always looking for a balanced co-existence
and happiness. Bhutan’s values are based on compassion, tolerance and wisdom.
According to GNH, true development of human society takes place when material and
spiritual advancement complements or reinforces each other. In other words, it states that the
means must always be considered in terms of the end and, therefore, every step in material
development and change must be measured and evaluated to ensure that it will lead to
happiness, not just more development. The philosophy therefore, attempts to harmonize
economic progress with the spiritual and emotional well-being of the people. Bhutan believes
that the holistic development of the individual and society can be achieved only through a
sustainable balance between the economic, social, emotional, spiritual and cultural needs of
the people and future generations.
On 12-16 July 2019, Prof Dzul and SLI Team met Guru who’s the former Bhutan’s
Education Minister, Lyonpo Thakur S Powdyel in Thimphu to learn about philosophy of
GNH & the fundamentals of Green School. Bhutan has made a conscious decision to
harmonize the needs of the body with the yearnings of the soul. It has identified four
principal domains otherwise called pillars to support the architecture of GNH, namely:

1. Balanced and equitable socio-economic development,
2. Conservation of the natural environment,
3. Preservation and practice of culture, and
4. Promotion of good governance.
SLI learned from Lyonpo Powdyel that in order to translate the vision of GNH into concrete
policy outcomes, the Government of Bhutan has initiated research on GNH indicators with
the intent that they become the basis for planning, monitoring and evaluating government
policies. It is believed that such indicators, as strong enabler to democratic institutions of
governance, would establish reciprocal feedback and collaboration between the people’s
aspirations for happiness and the state’s provision of conditions for its attainment. A set of
nine indicators have been chosen which includes psychological well-being; health of the
population; education; time use and balance; community; vitality; cultural diversity and
resilience; ecological diversity and resilience; living standards, and good governance linking
to relevance of GNH Index.
In reflection, Lyonpo Powdyel aptly said, “Indeed there is much that Malaysia and Bhutan
can learn from each other’s visions and hopes for our shared future. We can build on our
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common dreams based on our experiences and hopes for our people and the well-being of our
Planet Earth.” He has won the hearts and minds of SLI Team by his charm, graciousness,
wisdom and simplicity not by his many honorific positions.
To strengthen the learning process, Lyonpo Powdyel was invited to sit on SLI Eminent
Advisory Panel in conjunction with his visit to Malaysia 09-17 September 2019. Other
international who’s who in this Panel are Prof Dr. Park Eun Kyung, President, Regional
Centre of Expertise Tongyeong Sejahtera Forest; Dr. Nimrod Sheinman, the Director of
Centre for Mindfulness in Education & Director of the International Soul of Education
Initiative; Dr. Evangelos Afendras, International Education Consultant.
Lyonpo Powdyel shared deep insights on his nation-wide programs called ‘Educating for
Gross National Happiness’ through the Green School as a means to building Green Bhutan.
We were impressed with impactful results from across the country as school after school
reports enhanced academic performance, improved student behaviours, reduced discipline
issues and positive change in the overall life of various institutions in Bhutan. He has been
kind to encourage SLI to translate his book ‘My Green School: An Outline’ in Malay for the
benefits of educators who are keen to inculcate practices for green home, green schools,
green villages & towns, and, most of all, green minds.
SLI Team will forever be indebted with Lyonpo Powdyel for sharing in-depth guidance and
coaching during our sojourn at 3D2N Port Dickson SLI Retreat 15-17 Sept 2019. He showed
a deep understanding of SLI Founding Convener, Prof Dzul’s passion and leadership for
educating sejahtera values to young minds. Placing integrity and values foremost blended on
character and knowledge. This is key for sustainable future. We also found in his book
“Gyal-Khab: Reflections on State, Citizen and Citizenship” both authentic and inspiring. It is
not just as a guide to educating the young minds but an important and timely contribution to
global conversation about citizenship education.
Producing Results and Shaping the Future with Sejahtera Leadership
Sejahtera Leadership is about the development of a balanced mind, heart, body, and soulful
leadership. The goal is to establish oneself as a leader and continually expand our sphere of
influence, so that we become a proactive and real effective contributor in any effort we
actively participate. It is essential to growth and productivity of individual’s professional and
personal life. To be successful, pursuing such an endeavour must be a conscious choice that
can take in two forms and occur every-day, if so desired.
First, we can approach leadership as a field of study: reading research, considering existing
models, and internalizing the standard and established the benchmarks of effective
leadership. Assess what others have learned about leadership to sharpen our understanding on
intellectual approach of how leadership models have evolved.
A second approach is a more personal one: evaluating our own experiences in career and
personal life to build and strengthen sejahtera values. These skills can always be practiced
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regardless of our knowledge of leadership literature or our job title. Hands-on practice is easy
to understand but in reality, challenging to execute and can only be mastered over time if we
practice every-day in our actions and conversations. It results in the daily development of
leadership capacity. Consistent, successful practice then enables people to have a greater
influence in all spheres of our life, both at work and at home. It prepares us to accept more
responsibility personally and professionally.
The goal of SLI is to encourage learning how to practice Sejahtera Leadership in every
situation, regardless of rank, ethnic, religion or station in life. It will show how to make every
interaction an opportunity to lead. Whether we consider ourselves as a natural born leader or
not, the skills and techniques covered in Sejahtera Leadership modules will enable us to lead
in whatever situation we find ourselves, both at the workplace and in the community.
Sejahtera can be learned from the 10 essential skills based on the acronym SPICES Method
that can help us develop our leadership abilities: Spirituality: sincere pursuit of God, persistent connection and commitment to God
Physical-psychological: physical and mental health is one of the fundamental matter in life
Intellectual: human intellect has the potential to understand the unlimited truth of God
Cultural: people way of life relating to the ideas, customs and social behaviours of a
society/community
Cognitive: acquiring knowledge and understanding through thought, experience and senses
Emotional: the ability to adapt and manage one’s own emotion as well as the emotions of
others
Economic: focuses on the behaviour interaction of economic agents and how dynamic
economies work
Ethical: pragmatically flexible and conforms to self-imposed high standard of public conduct
practices
Ecological: relationships between humanity, living things with nature and their environments
Societal: relating people whose behaviour and attitude is determined by community practices
Each aspect of the ten SPICES dimensions must be balanced for each individual to achieve
lasting well-being. The relationship of each dimension must be stable link between one
another as though direct balancing micro-cosmos of every individual with macro-cosmos in
which we immersed. In other words, the nurturing of a balanced individual is a vital agenda
and it correlates closely to reflection of the macro-cosmos.
This SPICES method is focused to create everyday leaders: individuals who seize the
potential in any and every interaction to lead, positively and authentically. Sejahtera
Leadership exchanges occur not only with people at the top of the organization, but at every
level in between. Sejahtera Leadership can indeed be learned, and like any other skill must be
increasingly practiced. The goal is to establish oneself as a leader and continually expand our
sphere of influence, so that we become a proactive and real effective contributor to any effort,
project team in which we actively participate.
Anyone who has a part in the mission of a work system that involves the inputs, tasks,
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processes, procedures, systems, outputs, outcomes, schedules, deadlines, etc. can take an
active role as a Sejahtera leader. These leaders can help fulfilled their team or organization’s
strategic vision, and create a mentoring and harmonious workplace. This is about everyday
leadership where individuals find ways to become influencers, mentors, teachers regardless
of title, position, or authority, increasing their sphere of influence as they further hone their
Sejahtera Leadership skills, values and abilities.
SLI aspires to combine the converging forces of citizens’ initiatives across the board as an
imperative to move forward a balanced future with compassion and a sense of higher future.
It is therefore, essential to mainstream sejahtera and its practices to sustain growth and
productivity not only the individual but also shared for humanity.
RECOMMENDATIONS
SLI believed if Malaysia wants to make a difference, its well-being strategy should be
sharing the wealth and opportunities of the nation irrespective of ethnicity, religion and class
will be the panacea. Peaceful, crime-free living boosts people’s sense of loyalty, patriotism
and determination to fight challenges for our collective well-being. Ultimately, the harmony
between contemplation and action, being and doing.
If anything, COVID-19 has taught Malaysians that returning to society what rightfully
belongs to humanity is non-negotiable. If we want to unleash the potential of people of this
nation, we need sejahtera values-based framework that encompasses politics, social,
economic and ecological dimensions. Business owners must think of humanity first, not just
by profits and profiteering. It is crucial to reorient this cross-culture if we are to become a
resilient nation. The environment needs a more deep rooted, viable, philosophical approach.
We need a conversion of minds, hearts, souls and attitudes.
As such, we need to make sejahtera philosophy a compulsory subject in schools all the way
through universities for all disciplines, i.e arts, science and social sciences. In the past, we
encouraged people to become specialists in their respective field so that we could benefit
from their specialized knowledge. But that had the side effect of producing blinkered human
beings. It is now time to provide every Malaysian a holistic comprehension of the meaning of
human co-existence in a planet that is inextricably glued to a larger cosmos. The symbiotic
relationship of basic physics, chemistry and biology must be taught to all irrespective choice
of specialization later in life. Putting in harmony theory and practice.
CONCLUSION
Sejahtera Values are truly built on convergence of the heart-mind-soul nexus rather than the
brain alone. Success indicators should be defined by nurturing of sejahtera based-values
rather than unsustainable consumption of resource. Instant gratification (tangible) should be
replaced by deep sejahtera values (intangible) focus. Leadership is about application of
sejahtera values balancing it with materialistic gains. The Sejahtera philosophy of values22
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based leadership is about life-altering.
In a nutshell, life is about living in harmony with nature. It is about thriving in harmony with
the planet. We have to live ‘by design’ and not ‘through defiance’. No matter how much we
claim to know; no matter how fast we race to find solutions to problems: no matter how great
we’re in creating marvels of technology, arts and science, ultimately human existence lies
within the framework of the entire cosmology and this is what will determine the quality life
on earth. This is the inner justification for SLI advancing ‘humility, mutual respect and
balanced co-existence’ as sejahtera leadership values.
What is really required is that we live our own life deeply. And in doing so, life itself lives
through us. To realize the depth of our humanity and through its own divinity, to get the most
for our nation’s economy does take abundant of energy, certain inner capacities, powers of
mind and heart, body and soul. Life is precious within our reach. This shows connection
between wisdom gained from goodness in action.
Today, SLI is again reminded by Lyonpo Powdyel about the notion to re-discover the
fundamental goal of education - that is ‘Sherig’ - meaning ‘deep learning’. He clearly stated,
“This Life Principle of Learning would provide greater diversity in learning and in
representing what is learnt, free learning from undue dependence on expensive gadgets
especially in the disadvantaged areas, relieve our teachers to focus on more purposeful
support and mentoring, and build greater integrity in learning. Above all, such alternatives
would emphasize depth over breath, insights over information, quality over quantity,
education over qualification, among other advantages”. Ultimately, putting in harmony ideal
and reality.
Life cannot be sustained merely through economic systems. What’s acceptable in the future
will be generating value for the world, not just for the shareholders. Operating without a clear
sense of values interconnectedness will seem even more iniquitous than it did before.
Creating value for the world now seems the only viable thing to do. We are all in this
together. So, we human beings need a universally agreed time and space to review, reflect,
redress and move forward on collectively as a species.
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