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ABSTRACT 

Present development path is based on the Western ideas, with focus on market, competition, 

capitalism and individualism. It has shown to create unsustainable patterns in terms of a 

growing ecological footprint, decreased wellbeing and growing inequities. This calls for new, 

alternative development paths. The traditional African values are based on a holistic and 

humanistic ideology which focuses on health and safety of common citizens; meeting all 

peoples basic needs, sharing, social connectedness, living in harmony with other species and 

nature, a healthy environment, to experience satisfaction when your basic needs are met, not 

wanting more than you need (luxurious cravings), and the concern for health of future 

generations. In this sense, traditional values are sustainability bearing, and are also suggested 

to influence human wellbeing in a positive way. 

  This study have explored to what extent sustainability-bearing values from the traditional 

African lifestyle are considered to be important for the wellbeing of young, black individuals, 

and analyzed whether the values of means to achieve wellbeing differs or corresponds 

between people living a traditionally influenced lifestyle and a Western influenced lifestyle. 

Generally, the respondents found all these values more important for their wellbeing than 

luxurious consumption.   



 
 

This suggests that values that are sustainability bearing are important for peoples wellbeing, 

and is thereby important to include in the development debate.  

Keywords: Life quality, African Culture, Sustainable development. 

 

SAMMANFATTNING 

   Dagens utveckling är baserad på den Västerlänska livsstilen med fokus på marknad, 

konkurrens, kapitalism och individualism. Detta har visat sig orsaka ohållbara mönster i form 

av ett allt större ekologiskt fotavtryck, sänkt välbefinnande och växande sociala klyftor, vilket 

visar behovet av nya, alternativa utvecklings vägar.                                                          

Traditionella Afrikanska värderingar baseras på en holistisk och humanistisk ideologi där man 

fokuserar på hälsa och säkerhet för framtida generationer, tillfredsställa allas grundläggande 

behov, att dela med sig, social samhörighet, att leva i harmoni med andra arter och naturen, en 

frisk miljö, att uppleva tillfredsställelse när grundbehoven är tillfredsställda, att inte kräva mer 

än man behöver samt omsorg om hälsan för framtida generationer. På detta sätt är 

traditionella värderingar hållbarhets skapande och anses även inverka positivt på mänskligt 

välbefinnande.                                                                                                                                 

Denna studie har utforskat I vilken utsträckning hållbarhetsskapande värderingar från den 

traditionella Afrikanska livsstilen anses viktiga för välbefinnandet hos unga, svarta personer, 

samt analyserat om det som anses viktigt för människors välbefinnande är likvärdiga eller 

särskiljer sig, mellan människor som lever en traditionellt influerad livsstil, och de som lever 

en Västerländskt influerad livsstil. Generellt ansåg respondenterna att dessa värderingar var 

mer viktiga för deras välbefinnande än lyxkonsumtion. Detta antyder att värderinga som är 

hållbarhets skapande är viktiga för människors välbefinnande, och de är därmed viktiga att 

inkludera i utvecklings debatten. 

Sökord: Livskvalitet, Traditionell Afrikansk kultur, Hållbar utveckling 
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GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS 

- Sustainability-bearing values; refers to values that  

 Do promote a low ecological footprint, to sustain the possibilities of future generations 

to satisfy their needs. These are values like holism, a wish to live in harmony with 

other species and the natural environment, and to protect the environment. Values like 

not take more than you need, feeling rich when your basic needs are met, and acting in 

ways so that future generations shall be able to thrive.  

  Promotes social sustainability in terms of good social relations in the present, and a 

social balance between present and future generations. These are values like: social 

inclusion  and interconnectedness, sharing, trust and treating people with respect to 

promote the common good, non-manipulative, non-dominating, listening to others and 

hospitality.  

- Traditional African lifestyle; refers to the lifestyle that originates from, and was practiced 

in Africa before colonialism. 

- Wellbeing /happiness/quality of life; are all used synonymously to describe an experience 

of having a good life regarding both body and mind, and the circumstances in which we live.
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 Introduction 1.1

  We are living at a time when human population is growing, and human exploitation and 

consumption of world’s limited resources is increasing.  A growing population means more 

agricultural production, more resource extraction, manufacturing, transportation, waste 

management and consumption. This causes habitat alteration, loss of biodiversity and 

ecosystem services, pollution and increased climate change. For human population, this may 

result in economic loss, negative health impacts and social disruption (Jay Withgott, 2011, pp. 

3,4,8,16). 

   Human beings over-consume natural resources very fast. In 2010 the joint human ecological 

footprint was one and a half globe. If we continue on the same track, in a couple of years, two 

planets will be needed to satisfy human demand (WWF, Living Planet Report 2010). But, in 

fact, there is only one planet, which means that human footprint is higher than what is 

sustainable in long-term and that our present way of living is undermining the possibilities for 

future generations to meet their needs (Jay Withgott, 2011, pp. 5,15).  

 At the same time, it has shown that over consumption does not make people happier. Rather 

the opposite: the more materialistic possessions people have got, the unhappier and 

unhealthier they become. A lower level of consumption would actually increase the wellbeing 

of the over consumers (John De Graaf, 2005).  But overconsumption is exercised by a small 

percentage of the population (WWF, Living Planet Report 2010, 2010, p. 13). Most people 

are poor, and does not even get their basic needs met. For this group, an increased level of 

consumption would increase their wellbeing. Today, inequities are widening, both globally 

and in South Africa (Bank, 2012, p. 8), which means that the social development is going in 

an unsustainable direction.  

  Up to date, the global development path has mainly been dominated by the Western ideas 

(Breidlid, 2009, p. 140) and by the neo- liberal thoughts and a great focus has been put on 

creating an economic development by liberation of market mechanisms (ANC, The second 

transition?, 2012, p. 25). The present development path is not successful, neither seen from 

the perspective of ecological and the social sustainability, nor from the wellbeing of people, 

and one can wonder if this is the kind of development people do crave. Given the present state 
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of the world, there is an urgent need to address sustainable development issues in new and 

creative ways (Breidlid, 2009, p. 147).  

  The Nobel Prize laureate Amartya K. Sen, among others, has started to reflect about the 

concept of development, and what we mean by it. He suggests that development should be 

viewed as “the expansion of human capabilities”(Amartya K. Sen, p. 41, referred in 

Clark,2002, s 1). This would mean a refocus on people, instead of conventional development 

approaches which typically focuses on economic activity, material wealth and efficiency, and 

is misleading for peoples overall quality of life (Clark, 2003, p. 1). 

   An alternative ideology of development is offered by the holistic nature of traditional 

African values. Its interrelationship of nature, human beings and the supernatural, is suggested 

to have major contributions to make on the preservation of natural resources and ecology, and 

on the sustainability of global development (Breidlid, 2009, p. 141).  Traditional African 

values are also recognized to shape well-being and happiness among people by its focus on 

social connectedness and meaning bearing activities (Maathai, 2009, pp. 160-162).Some 

people even say that the neglect of such knowledge, not the least in the school systems in the 

South, is a major threat to sustainable development (Breidlid, 2009, p. 142).  

  Thus, the traditional African values can extend the present view, and offer an alternative 

way, of how to shape social and ecological sustainability, and even a possible way to combine 

an increased wellbeing with a more sustainable development path. Lifestyles based on these 

values are still practiced around Africa today, partly by the Xhosa people in the Eastern Cape 

(Crossman and Devish, referred in Breidlid, 2009, p. 141), where this study was conducted.  

 Background 1.2
 Since the independence in 1994, South Africa has been governed by the African National 

Congress (ANC). ANC ideology is based on human solidarity. ANC: s vision is to eliminate 

antagonistic relations of class, race and gender, and to promote values of caring and human 

compassion. Social inequities, corruption and over consumption are described as sources of 

social conflict (ANC, 52nd National Conference: Adopted Strategy and Tactics of the ANC, 

2007, pp. 3-4). This strategy was adopted to deal with economic subjugation and exclusion, 

and is also seen as an important way to get away from the essence of apartheid, and to sustain 

social stability (ANC, The second transition?, 2012, p. 23). Social issues are also promoted in 

the Constitution, in the way that “Everyone has the right to have access to adequate housing, 

health care, sufficient food, water, and social security” (ANC, African National Congress 
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Constitution, 2007, pp. section 25,26), as well as in the freedom charter from 1955 which say 

(ANC, The Freedom Charter, 1955).The social issues are an ideological foundation of the 

present government, and is backed up by the constitution. 

    Natural environment shall be used for collective advantage and in a way so that “the 

regeneration for future use must be ensured” (ANC, 52nd National Conference: Adopted 

Strategy and Tactics of the ANC, 2007, p. 3). The constitution also expresses that “it is 

everyone’s right to have an environment that is protected, for the benefit of present and future 

generations” (ANC, African National Congress Constitution, 2007, p. section 24). 

  Some specific attempts have been made to reach the goals.   A few months after 

independence, The Reconstruction and Development Program (RDP) were implemented, with 

the aim of addressing the immense socioeconomic problems by combining measures to boost 

the economy, with socially-minded social service provisions and infrastructural projects.  The 

general issue was to provide equal rights and “a better life for all“ (ANC, The Reconstruction 

and Development Program, 1994, p. chapter 2.2.3).   In the history, the apartheid legislation 

distorted access to natural resources, and denied the majority of South Africans the use of 

land, water, fisheries, minerals, wildlife and clean air. The environmental rights were thereby 

considered important. It is expressed in the RDP that: “All South African citizens, present and 

future, have the right to a decent quality of life, through sustainable use, and by equitable 

access to, natural resources” (ANC, The Reconstruction and Development Program, 1994, p. 

kap 2.10.2). 

  The “black economic empowerment” (BEE)  was a moral initiative taken to redress the 

inequalities by giving previously disadvantaged groups of South African citizens economic 

opportunities, previously not available to them (Department of Economic Development, 

1994). BEE has entailed a deliberate middleclass creation, and a transfer of wealth from 

whites to blacks (RogerTangri, 2008).   

In 1996, the Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) strategy followed the RDP. 

The GEAR was designed along the neo-liberal convictions to economic policy where priority 

was given to liberalize the economy (Mthuli Ncube, 2012). The reason for rejecting the 

ambitious social policies of the RDP in favor of the neo-liberal market was because ANC was 

unable to wrest control of the economy, and were thereby forced to accommodate the 

demands of national and global capital (Marais, 2000). As no consideration was given to 

inequality, poverty or social well-being, the GEAR has been criticized. (Mthuli Ncube, 2012) 
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  The African Renaissance is a philosophical and political movement, born in 1996, with an 

attempt to discuss future strategies for African prosperity, turn to a more just and equitable 

order and to end violence, elitism, corruption and poverty. The identity of Africans, and the 

role of African values for future development, is the main issues, and it is a key element in the 

post-apartheid agenda (Mbeki, 1998, pp. 1-4).   At the African Renaissance conference Mbeki 

stated:  “The beginning of our rebirth as a Continent, must be our own rediscovery of our 

soul” (Mbeki, 1998, p. 3).                                                                                                                      

The African Renaissance, has inspired interest in, and focuses on, other world-views, 

traditional African values and knowledge systems in Africa (Breidlid, 2009, p. 141).This 

philosophy encourages the finding of  new paradigms of development, that emphasizes 

complimentary and interconnectedness, rather than competition and duality.  

  Today, South Africa has a rapidly growing middle class, who is embracing the consumerist 

lifestyle (Iheduru, 2004). At the same time, South Africa is facing high levels of 

unemployment, crime, bad health, lack of education and proper housing (Darkey, 2012, pp. 

209-219) which has resulted in different kinds of social frustration and protests (Managa, 

2012, p. 1). Poverty generates stress and frustration, which in turn leads to alcohol and drug 

abuse, that undermines interpersonal relations (Clark, 2003, p. 13). The development is 

controversial.  People are getting higher living standards, but only a small part of the 

population has taken part of the benefits. The gap between rich and poor is widening, and 

South Africa is today one of the most unequal countries in the world (World Bank, 2012, p. 

8).  It is a better life for some, but not for all. It is a threat to social development, and 

particularly to the wellbeing and happiness of people. With higher levels of material 

consumption, also South Africa’s ecological footprint can be expected to expand, and is 

thereby a threat to the ecological sustainability. 

  Neither the social, nor the environmental development goals in order to build the nation, has 

by far been fulfilled. This has been recognized by ANC, and it has expresses willingness to 

look at new and creative ways to develop. In ”The second transition? 2012”, ANC underline 

that the ideological struggle needs progressive, ideological alternatives (ANC, The second 

transition?, 2012, p. 42). This thesis explores such an ideological alternative. 
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Figur 1.  Map of Eastern Cape Province. The study was conducted in Grahamstown and in Nqileni at the coastline, south 

East of Mthatha. 

 

 Aim of the study 1.3
The aim of this study is to explore how traditional African values in South Africa can promote 

sustainable development and wellbeing of people as an alternative development path to the 

current unsustainable paths. The interest to undertake this study was on the one hand inspired 

by the book “The challenge for Africa” by Wangari Maathai, which is about traditional 

African values as a source of sustainable development and wellbeing of people, and on the 

other hand my personal dedication to the African culture and alternative world views. Thus, 

explicitly the following four aims are included; 

1. To find out if young people with African heritage find other factors than money 

and increased material standard to be important for their wellbeing 

2. To assess if sustainability-bearing values within the traditional lifestyle correspond 

to what black people in the Eastern Cape find important for their wellbeing, and 

evaluate how it can be used to handle the problems South Africa is facing today.  

3. To evaluate how young people would welcome alternative development paths, 

including post-materialistic, traditional African values.  

4. To explore if the traditional lifestyle does promote wellbeing and sustainable 

development in practice. 
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Subsequently, to evaluate wellbeing as social and environmental dimensions of sustainable 

development, and suggest development paths centered on human wellbeing and sustainable 

development as opposed to the current ones, centered on economic growth. 

      Hypothesis and research questions 1.4

1.4.1  Hypothesis  

The present development paths are not sustainable, too much centered on economic growth 

and material consumption.  This gives some few people high material standards while many 

others stay poor, and people does not necessarily experience wellbeing based on material 

things. It seems that sustainable development centered on economic development does not 

promote human wellbeing and harms the environment. My hypothesis is that sustainability-

bearing, traditional African values generally corresponds with peoples values of means to 

experience wellbeing and happiness, and that it would be welcomed as an alternative 

development path to promote sustainable development and human wellbeing. 

1.4.2  Research Questions 

Four research questions are posed to aid steering this study; 

1. What do young, black people in Eastern Cape consider important to achieve 

wellbeing?  

2. To what extent do the values of means to achieve wellbeing differ between young, 

black people who are living a traditionally influenced lifestyle, and those who are 

living a Western influenced lifestyle?  

3. How do sustainability-bearing values within traditional African lifestyle generally 

correspond with young, black people’s values of means to experience wellbeing and 

happiness? 

 

4. To what extent does the traditionally influenced African lifestyle promote wellbeing 

and sustainable development in practice? 

 Methods and limitations 1.5
This study deployed an ethnographic, multi-method research consisting of both qualitative 

and quantitative data collection methods (Claire Wagner, 2012, p. 22). Data collection 

methods included two pilot studies, four in-depth interviews and general observation, while 

triangulation was used to integrate the results.  
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  Ethnographic method was chosen as it focuses on the study of culture, with the aim of 

describing and interpreting cultural behavior, values and attitudes. It was a way of learning 

about different realities, and how others make sense in their worlds. Observing the way 

people live their daily lives was a primary tool for cultural understanding (Claire Wagner, 

2012, p. 127). 

Triangulation was also chosen as it is a multi-method design that enables a combination of 

qualitative and quantitative data-collection methods. By using different kinds of data 

gathering methods from different sources, the validity and trustworthiness of the study was 

increased as the conclusion was based on more than one source of evidence. The data 

gathering methods measured the same thing, and analysis of the found empirical data from 

different methods and sources was systematic and related to one another (Claire Wagner, 

2012, p. 138).  

1.5.1  Sampling techniques  

This study deployed non-probability sampling techniques, including purposive, maximum-

variation, snowball and convenience sampling. People included in the sample were available 

and willing to participate. Choice of this sampling technique was decided by the research 

context and the resources available at the time, and hence non-probability sampling was used 

due to its cost effectiveness and convenience (Claire Wagner, 2012, pp. 89-89). 

  The study selected two groups of people; the first group was urban, highly educated, 

middleclass (localized in a Western context) and the second group was rural, low educated, 

poor (localized in a traditional context). Both groups focused on black people with African 

heritage. To compare possible divergent and similar opinions between the groups, maximum 

variation sampling was used. The technique enhanced selection of participants with different 

experiences and characteristics that could cause divergent opinions (Claire Wagner, 2012, p. 

93). Comparing the values of what shapes wellbeing within the two groups is interesting, 

because sustainability bearing values might be shared and supported by both groups.  

The study mainly focused on the opinions of young people of both sex aged between 18 and 

30 years. This group has specific selection criteria and was identified as suitable for a 

purposive sample (Claire Wagner, 2012, pp. 89-93). This young generation will be affected 

very much by our present unsustainable life styles; at the same time this is the key generation 

that can influence future development greatly. Therefore, the values and opinions of this 

generation were seen as most important.  
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  Pilot study/survey research: Survey research is an effective way to gather data from a 

large amount of people in a short time.  It is a good way to complement the more time 

demanding data collecting methods of interviews and observations.  It is important to 

carefully consider the target group and strive to ask appropriate questions and use a language 

that is familiar to the respondents, by considering their level of education, economic and 

social background factors (Claire Wagner, 2012, pp. 100,104). 

 Two pilot studies were conducted (Appendix 1). Both pilot studies strived to be gender-equal 

as there might be differences between the opinions among women and men. By dividing 

respondents gender-equally, the studies could cover the opinion of both groups.                   

The urban pilot study in Grahamstown, consisting of 24 respondents, was a combined 

purposive and convenience sampling. Black, young, urban, middle class was the purposive 

target group. Rhodes University is located in the city, the students are mostly young, and only 

people who are well off can afford university education. Thereby the university was a natural 

place to find the sample group. Within that group, the respondents were selected by 

convenience to make it as time efficient as possible. 

In the rural pilot study in Nqileni, consisting of 27 respondents, a purposive snowball 

sampling was used. The purposive target group was black, young, rural, and poor. The group 

was not situated at a certain place, and because of that, snowball sampling was used. By 

approaching a few people within the relevant population, these people helped to approach 

other individuals within the group (Claire Wagner, 2012, p. 92). A local interpreter was used 

to translate the questionaries’ into Xhosa.  

  Observations: Observation is a primary tool to learn what is important to the people being 

observed and to study the culture of a group and offers the possibility to clear up 

misunderstandings that can show up. Observations were conducted systematically and 

through the observations the study got the opportunity to provide rich, detailed descriptions, 

improve interpretations and develop new questions (Claire Wagner, 2012, pp. 150-153).  

The observations were of direct type, and were conducted generally with the researcher as a 

complete observer. The focuses of the observations were put on the experiences of happiness 

and wellbeing promoted by traditional, African values. By observing people, you can see 

when they feel well and get an understanding for why it happens, and when it is hindered. 

Information from visible observations and informal discussions were captured and noted. 

Because the observations were conducted only one month in each area, it can be difficult to 
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draw accurate, comprehensive conclusions, as it takes time to infiltrate deep in the society in 

such a short period. Observations during a longer timespan might have showed another result.  

 

As the researcher, I was a foreigner in South Africa, and thus concerns and reflections were 

made over problems that my observations and understanding could be filtered by gender, 

culture and ideological issues (Claire Wagner, 2012, p. 100). Putting biases and assumptions 

aside were important in order to view the data neutrally and make accurate interpretations 

(Claire Wagner, 2012, p. 154). Therefore, many questions were also asked to ensure that my 

understanding and interpretations were correct. 

Interviews: Four qualitative, in-depth, semi structured interviews were conducted. 

Interviews were used as the way to collect rich, descriptive data about values, ideas, 

experiences, beliefs, views and opinions of the participants, and to see the world through the 

their eyes (Claire Wagner, 2012, p. 133). The negative thing about interviews was that it was 

very time consuming (Claire Wagner, 2012, p. 102).   

  A semi structured interview guide with open ended answers was used (appendix 2). By using 

semi structured interviews the researcher was enabled to explore deeper, and to corroborate 

data from other data sources when triangulation was used (Claire Wagner, 2012, p. 138). 

During the interviews a recorder was used to make it possible to transcribe later, and be able 

to pay attention to the respondents during the interview. Because of a combination of bad 

recording quality and difficulties to understand the English dialects of the respondents, it was 

sometimes difficult to transcribe the material word by word. For the two interviews conducted 

in Nqileni an interpreter was used for translation. As the interpreter had a good understanding 

of cultural differences, one can say that he translated language and also interpreted cultural 

differences, which is strength for this study. 

Four interviews were conducted, two in Grahamstown and two in Nqileni. The selected target 

respondents were: 

1. Old, urban, middle class person with African heritage 

2. Young, urban, middle class person with African heritage. 

3. Old, rural, poor person with African heritage. 

4. Young, rural, poor person with African heritage. 



10 
 

The reason for choosing respondents based on oldness was based on the believe that old 

people have a closer connection to the African Culture and its values, than the young people 

who were born at a time when society was more influenced by the Westernized culture.   

1.5.2      Analyses 

  The analyses have an inductive and thematic approach. Inductive analysis was used in order 

to describe or explore different phenomenon, and codes were identified from the collected 

data rather than from the predefined codes. The analysis process went from specifics to the 

general in order to be wide-ranging (Claire Wagner, 2012, p. 229). Thematic analysis was 

also used so as to identify a unit of analysis, and to link themes of different patterns from 

different data sources. For instance it was used to describe how different factors influence the 

wellbeing of the participants (Claire Wagner, 2012, pp. 172, 231).  

1.5.3 Limitations 

This is a minor field study which was limited to eight weeks, and financial resources were 

also limited. Sustainable development, wellbeing and lifestyles are big subjects which cannot 

be covered comprehensively within such a small study. Therefore, I focused the study on 

some of the factors where values within the African lifestyle are connected to sustainable 

development and people´s wellbeing.  

 Outline of the study 1.6
  This thesis is comprised of four chapters and references. The first chapter presents the thesis 

overall view, including an introduction and a background to the current situation in South 

Africa, aim of the study, hypothesis, research questions and the research methods. Chapter 

two makes a review of previous research and theoretical framework. The previous research 

looks at economy and happiness, wellbeing; post-materialistic values and wellbeing in South 

Africa, while the theoretical framework writes about ecological footprint, problems that 

consumerism pose on human wellbeing, immaterial factors for wellbeing, and traditional 

African lifestyle.  

Chapter three provides the triangulated results of interviews, pilot studies and observations 

from the field study. The last chapter presents a discussion and conclusion based on previous 

research, theory and the findings from the study, and the research paper ends with references.  
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2 PREVIOUS RESEARCH AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 Previous research 2.1
Development is currently mainly valued through the economic growth of a nation, or of the 

world. Some researchers like Porta , Diener, Zidansˇek and Graham suggests that much of  

people´s wellbeing arises from other factors rather than economic progress. One must 

consider whether a rising economy is what we mean when we talk about development, or if a 

positive development can include other factors.  

2.1.1 Economy and happiness, The Easterlin Paradox 

It has been demonstrated that happiness increases with wealth significantly for nations with a 

GDP per capita below 5000 USD, the level of extreme poverty (Zidansˇek, 2007, pp. 5, 

referring Frey BS, Stutzer A.2002), as money is a mean to improve health, educational level 

and to give a longer life span. Countries with income levels below 15 000 USD per head, 

experiences an increased happiness when their income rises, while nations above that level 

does not. (Porta, 2005, p. 149) . This is linked to the finding of Richard Easterlin: as countries 

grew materially wealthier and healthier over time, the average happiness did not increase. 

This is called the Easterlin paradox (Graham, 2009, pp. 25-26). For countries above median 

income level of the world, growth even has a negative effect on happiness. (Graham, 2009, 

pp. 18-19; referring Laura and Chaparro; Steven and Wolfers, 2008; Graham and Pettinato, 

2002a; Knight and Gunatilaka, 2007; Whyte and Hun, 2006)  

People tend to strive for excessive levels of income and comfort, even though we are aware 

that such behavior makes our ecological footprint grow and is unsustainable. Porta suggests 

that it can be explained by two factors, the first is that people are rivalry, and the second is 

that people easily makes their way of living into a habit. By comparing incomes and material 

assets, people has shown to have a desire to exceed, or at least not fall under, the social norm, 

and when income rises, their increased living standard turns into a habit that is difficult to 

change. (Porta, 2005, pp. 147,151). 

2.1.2 Wellbeing   

  Well-being is a term for the different valuations people make regarding their lives, the events 

happening to them, their bodies and minds, and the circumstances in which they live, and 

experiencing one’s life to be fulfilling and meaningful. Diener suggests that that well-being is 

a desirable goal for nations, because it produces beneficial societal outcomes, whereas 

depression and prolonged negative states tend to produce negative societal results.  It has been 

suggested that to measure well-being and ill-being should be a part of the democratic process, 
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to give citizens and their leaders’ information about what political decisions to take (Diener, 

2005, pp. 1-3). 

2.1.3  Post-materialistic values 

   Post materialistic values refer to materialism as a value-system with the desire to fulfill 

basic, material necessities such as security, sustenance and shelter, instead of material 

affluence. A transition from materialistic to post materialistic values has been demonstrated to 

significantly influence happiness, and is generally accepted to also be beneficial to 

sustainability. The importance of money has also shown to decrease with growing happiness 

(Zidansek, 2007 ss 1-2, referring Diener & Oishi, 2000). There is a correlation between 

happiness and sustainability, thus happiness and sustainability can go hand in hand 

(Zidansˇek, 2007, p. 5).  

2.1.4 Wellbeing in South Africa 

  A survey concerning the perceptions of well-being in South Africa, conducted by David A. 

Clark, showed that the most important factors to have a good life were to have a job, housing 

and education. Education and jobs were important to be able to acquire basic housing, to get 

healthy food and clothing, supporting family and friends, and to achieve happiness, self-

confidence, self-respect and peace of mind (Clark, 2003). Money was generally seen as a way 

to a better life, and as a mean of security and survival, even if some people also expressed a 

desire to spend money on luxuries. Clark observed on his research that: ”respondents were 

aware of many of the better things in life, but chose to emphasize the most urgent needs.” 

(Clark, 2003, p. 15).   

 The main reason for valuing money was to be able to support family and friends. A good 

family and reliable friends were in turn considered a valuable source of emotional security, 

moral support and comfort, company and to avoid loneliness. People in this study indicated 

that good inter-personal relationships facilitate happiness.   The focus on being able to support 

family and friends was explained to derive from the value system of African Humanism, 

called “Ubuntu”, in which sharing, trust and treating people with respect, is an effort to 

promote the common good. (Clark, 2003, pp. 10 -11,13). 

 Theortical framework 2.2

2.2.1 Ecological Footprint 

Ecological footprint is a way of quantifying resource consumption. It is an expression of 

environmental impact in terms of how much biological productive area and water are required 
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to provide the resources a person or a population consumes, and to dispose or recycle the 

waste and carbon dioxide produced (Jay Withgott, 2011, p. 5).  

Living Planet Report 2010 indicates that world’s biological diversity shows a steep, negative 

trend. Renewable resources are used faster than they can be renewed, more carbon dioxide is 

emitted than ecosystems can absorb, and human beings over-consume natural resources very 

fast. In 2010 the joint human ecological footprint was one and a half globe, and keeps 

growing. It means that the joint human footprint is bigger than what is sustainable in long-

term, something that may result in economic loss, negative health impacts and social 

disruption. It is also undermining the possibilities to meet human needs in the future (Jay 

Withgott, 2011, pp. 3-5,8,15-16). Generally, countries with a high gross national product 

(GNP), has a big ecological footprint (WWF, Living Planet Report 2010, 2010, pp. 6,10,12).  

The concept of sustainable development is expressed as “development that meets the needs of 

the present generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 

own needs” (UN, 1987). To live sustainably, means managing to live from the natures 

interest, so that the natural capital is not declining.  In that way resource base is kept stable 

and in good shape for future generations. (Jay Withgott, 2011, p. 15). 

2.2.2 Problems that consumerism pose on human wellbeing 

Over consumption has shown negative influence on human wellbeing.  An endless increase in 

material wealth will lead to feelings of worthlessness and dissatisfaction instead of 

experiencing a better life and undermines other, non-material values like family, 

connectedness and nature. When people have too many things, their life will be dominated by 

maintaining, thinking and caring for things. To afford such lifestyle, people work harder and 

harder and faster and faster and this results in stress and exhaustion (John De Graaf, 2005, 

ss.5, 45).  It has shown to cause increased loneliness, isolation and alcohol abuse, high rates of 

depression, drug use for psychic pain and anti-depressants. Also the health and connectedness 

of the society has shown to decrease when GDP rises (John De Graaf, 2005, pp. 70-72,79).  

2.2.3  Immaterial factors for wellbeing 

  What people crave is not solely money and materialistic values, but they also crave a 

meaningful life. Meaningfulness can be found in things like service to others, relations with 

family and friends, connection with nature and work with moral value. A person’s talent, 

creativity, interest and inspiration must be able to flower, and one must feel that what we are 

doing is important for others.  People need respect, to feel attractive, to feel excitement, 
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identity, experience challenges and love. Real wealth is built on good relations to other 

people, skills, time to relax, wilderness and love (John De Graaf, 2005, p. 80.117).  

2.2.4   Traditional Afrikan Lifestyle 

The traditional African lifestyle holds many sustainability-bearing values. Nobel Prize winner 

Wangari Maathai describes the African lifestyle in the following way: “Much of the African 

Culture before colonialism was, to a big extent, a sustainable type of culture. Human beings 

lived in harmony with other species and the natural environment, and they protected that 

world. People took what they needed for their life, not more, not less. They did this so that 

future generations would be able to survive and thrive. Their ways of measuring happiness, 

material and spiritual well-being is completely different ways than we do today. Domestic 

animals were kept and used carefully for survival and treated humanely. A variety of crops 

were cultivated. Because most of their basic needs were met, they didn´t consider themselves 

poor. At the same time, their community was full of rituals, ceremonies and expressions of 

their connection to the land and to their culture. As a result, they didn´t feel alienated or 

adrift in meaninglessness”. (Maathai, 2009, p. 162). Traditional African lifestyle has a natural 

way of shaping a sense of meaning and connectedness, and of quality of life without over 

consuming.  

 The traditional African values are holistic. It includes the connectedness between present 

human generation, ancestors, pre born, animals and environment. All are part of the same 

system and all are interdependent (Breidlid, 2009). In this way people have an interest in 

taking care of nature and ecological systems and keep them stable for their own wellbeing and 

for the use of future generations. This lifestyle seeks harmony and balance between people 

and nature, and refers to the principle of complementarity (Ntuli, 2002, p. 55). The holistic 

nature is foundational in the Xhosa lifestyle (Breidlid, 2009, p.14; referring Crossman and 

Devisch, 2002) which is the dominating tribal system in the Easter Cape province.  

“Ubuntu” is part of the traditional African value system, and is based on social 

interconnectedness.  It is “a humanistic way of life that involves sharing, trust and treating 

people with respect in an effort to promote the common good” (Clark, 2003, p. 11).  It is 

expressed as “I am we. I am because we are. We are, because I am” (Claire Wagner, 2012, p. 

58).  Ubuntu can be described to be non-manipulative, non-dominating, social and people-

centered and relational.This lifestyle advocates attentive and perceptive listening to others 

(Okumu, 2002). Nelson Mandela, among other high leaders, was raised in this lifestyle, and 



15 
 

the knowledge and values he adopted here from, is explained to be the reason to his 

successful, tolerant, leadership with a struggle to include instead of exclude, to reach 

consensus, and uniting people from different groups. (Rylander, 2012, pp. 39-42). Social 

acceptance is not based on wealth, but on the basis of relationships to others. In this way, 

individuals together support their extended family, avoiding the extremes of dependency and 

poverty (Okumu, 2002). It works as a kind of social insurance and peace making mechanism. 

When your own wellbeing is connected to the wellbeing of others, there is no need for 

protectionism and egoism, because by satisfying others is a way to satisfy yourself. By social 

inclusion, hospitality, and generous sharing, social sustainability can be promoted  

  The holistic nature in this lifestyle is suggested to have major contributions to make to the 

critical debate on ecology, the preservation of natural resources, and to the sustainability of 

global development (Breidlid, 2009, pp. 141,143), as well as the well-being and happiness of 

individuals (Maathai, 2009). Some people even suggest that the neglect and erosion of such 

knowledge, not the least in the school systems in the South, is a major threat to sustainable 

development (Hoppers, 2002) (Breidlid, 2009, p. 142) .  
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3 RESULTS 
 Seven main categories have been recognized to be important for the wellbeing of people in 

Eastern Cape. These include money, social relations, education, environment, religion, 

culture, and future issues.  Many of these factors are interrelated.   

 Money  3.1

  Money was one of the factors that were considered most important to achieve wellbeing. The 

main reason why people found money important was because money is something everyone 

needs to acquire basic services like education, transport and health care, and to satisfy basic 

needs like security, cleanliness, food, clothing, proper housing and shelter. Most importantly, 

it was to have enough money to support ones children and family, and to afford children`s 

education. Thus, money is a prerequisite for education and good health, without which the 

possibility of getting a job and improve one´s life is limited.   

  In the rural area a certain weight was put on the ability to buy cows. This is because to get 

married in Eastern Cape, a man has to pay a bride-price of ten cows to the parents of his wife 

to-be. If he cannot afford the cows, he cannot get married and have a family. In this way 

money is socially important.    

   To have enough money for basic needs were considered to be important or very important 

by 100% of the respondents in the urban area, and by 93% in the rural area. To have enough 

money for luxurious consumption like fancy cars, cloths, and electronic gadgets was 

considered less important. In the urban area 54% of the respondents thought it was 

important/very important, while 46% thought it was of little importance/not important. In the 

rural area 78% thought luxurious consumption were important/very important, whereas 22% 

thought it were of little importance/ not important.(See diagram 1 and 2, page 23 and 24). 

Observations showed that a few individuals from the rural area had cellphones, cars and 

beautiful cloths.  In the urban area everyone had beautiful cloths, hairstyle and cellphones. 

Many had computers, cars and visited restaurants, theaters, cinemas and pubs now and then. 

3.1.1 Equity 

  The unequal economic conditions were expressed to decrease people’s wellbeing in different 

ways. It was largely said that “poverty pulls down people emotionally and make them start 

drinking, begging and feel hatred when they see people who can afford”. “People who are 

poor are always the ones being oppressed, while the people who are rich get even more.  If 

you are rich, you easily can do further improvements and become even richer, while if you 
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are poor you do not have the same opportunities to improve your life”. “If you are rich, the 

poor judge you for the money you have got”, and “when you got money you need to protect 

them and are not able to share”.  

  Observations from the urban area showed that people are living under very different 

housing, health and educational standards. The rich are protecting their properties from 

burglars with fences, security alarms and watchdogs. There is a need to guard what you have 

got. Many of the rich experience loneliness, guilt and being judged. However, there are many 

who also expressed sadness and compassion, and a willingness to share. At the same time, the 

poor are living very simplistic, struggling to achieve what the rich have got, recognizes their 

unequal opportunity to improve life, and experiencing a frustration over its unattainability. 

Some people have given up, and started drinking, smoking weed and behave improperly. 

These unequal circumstances made people shameful, scared, suspicious, protective, feeling 

despair, hopelessness, frustration and insecurity.  

 Work 3.2
Working was cited as another source of wellbeing, both as the source of income and 

enjoyment. People in the rural area expressed that working make them feel well, like 

collecting firewood from the forest, weeding the garden, making mud bricks, making tray-

mats, fishing lobster, ploughing the garden, planting vegetables, and chopping tree brunches 

to fence the crawl or garden. Working makes one important to other people and gives feeling 

of satisfaction.   

Working as an employee can also have negative sides. A young man said: “since I started 

working, I do not have time to cultivate my own food. Now I need money to buy my food”.  

Getting a paid work make people dependent on money for their living, while if you are self-

sufficient peasant you get less dependent on money.  

 Social relations 3.3
Social relations were the second main factor to achieve wellbeing. The reason was that other 

people make you feel a sense of belonging, and it makes you feel loved and safe, and that the 

wellbeing of others strongly influences the wellbeing of oneself as an individual. 

One woman expressed “wellbeing is to be contained, to be included, a part of society and be 

proud of your roots”. Another man said, ”It is very satisfying when your family is satisfied. 

The wellbeing of other human beings around you is very important for your own wellbeing. 
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Love brings more satisfaction than money. When I make others feel better, I also feel better. I 

feel rewarded”. These values were shared in both the urban and the rural group. 

Being with one’s family, parents and friends was very important to most of the people 

included in the study, as it was seen as a big source of safety and love, and also having fun, 

reading books, talking and sharing important ideas. Some people mentioned “being with their 

children”, “when there is a newborn in the family” and “when ones lover calls them” as 

sources of wellbeing. 

Social relations were also recognized to be a possible threat to people´s wellbeing. It was 

expressed that “being responsible for a family can be a problem if you cannot fulfill your 

responsibility. It will make you feel bad, and threaten your own health”. “Spending time with 

people who are behaving improperly makes you adopt that way of living. It can even put your 

life at risk.” 

Interviews and observations showed that both groups wished for good social relations. In the 

rural area people to a large extent had this connection to each other, while people in the urban 

area expressed that they were lonely, they didn´t want to go out, were having minimum social 

contact, and lack of time to spent with others.  

  100% of the respondents in both groups thought that safety and health of themselves and 

their family was important/very important. When asked about the importance of health and 

safety of common citizens, a difference in opinion showed up.  In the urban group 25% 

thought it was “very important” and 62.5% “important”, while 96.3 % in the rural group 

found it “very important”.  On the question about how important it is to share what you have 

got with others, showed the same result:  both groups thought it was important, but when 

splitting the answers, it showed that 77.8 % in the rural group and only 33, 3% in the urban 

group, found it “very important” to share.  Also the importance of social connectedness within 

the society was considered higher in the rural area (very important 81.5%, important 18.5%) 

then in the urban (very important 29.2%, important 54.2%).  The importance of meeting all 

people´s basic needs, showed that 74.1 % in the rural, and 58.3% in the urban group, found it 

very important.   All these questions showed that the importance of the safety and wellbeing 

of common citizens was generally high in both groups, but it was constantly considered more 

important in the rural than the urban group. (See diagram1and 2, page 23 and 24).  
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3.3.1 Sports and games 

  Most respondents expressed enjoyment of playing games like netball and football, and doing 

other kinds of sports together, particularly in the rural area, where sport was also observed to 

be a big source of enjoyment.  

3.3.2  Observations from the rural area 

   The following social factors showed to contribute to people´s wellbeing. 

 Connectedness; a high level of connectedness between people, caused by singing, 

playing, eating, crying and laughing together. In other words, joy and sadness is 

shared.  

 Generosity; the one who has something share with others.” if I don´t have food today, 

I will be invited to the ones who have. Another day I will invite them to my table.” 

 Acceptance and being valued equally; in this society nothing is “wrong”. It is non-

stigmatic with a high acceptance for differences. Everyone is allowed to be the way 

they are. One man said” You have to accept people as they are. You must put people 

on the same level”.   

 Closeness; people have a relaxed, physical contact. People touch when meeting, 

laughing, or talking to each other. People lean to each other when waiting or watching 

something. Sharing plates while eating is part of the daily life. The physical closeness 

makes people feel connected and relaxed. 

 Honesty; People do not pretend. They are themselves. If someone does not 

understand, he will not pretend he does. If you are tired, you go to sleep. If it is not 

funny, people do not laugh. If something is wrong, people say so. Honesty makes it 

possible for people to trust each other. 

 

The general impression was that people generally were safe and loved. They were not 

nervous, tensed, stressed, dishonest, excluding or protective.  But observations from this area 

also showed a lack of accessible health- and childcare, transportation, housing equipment and 

to some extent cloths. 

 Education 3.4
  Education was considered important because it was seen as the pathway to a higher living 

standard and higher wellbeing in the future.  One man expressed it like this: “Education is 

very crucial in our life time, and everybody needs quality education. Quality education is 
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expensive. For us people coming from the poor, rural areas, we could not access the Western 

education, which determines how rich we are today”.  

  Education was also considered important to achieve wellbeing in terms of enjoyment. People 

reported that they felt happy to study, read a book, a newspaper, to go to school and when 

they passed their tests. One woman expressed: ”I am happy teaching old people to read and 

write”. To learn and to teach, and achieving greater knowledge is a source of inspiration and 

personal development. By using your education, you are able to take part of information, 

news and entertainment, and to improve your life. 

Observations showed that the educational level in the rural area was low, and some people 

expressed that they wanted a better education.  

  Environment 3.5
  Nature was considered important both physically and mentally.  By urban people, nature was 

expressed to “open your mind” and “take you to another space”. One woman said:” after the 

rain, that smell… then I feel the connection to nature”. Nature was seen as “fresh”, “non-

polluted” and “quiet”.  One man expressed human physical need for nature like this: “Let us 

say there are no longer any trees in the world, how would human survive? It would be a big 

problem. The plants produce our food, oxygen, and paper”. The nature was also expressed to 

have negative sides. It was seen as a source of insecurity, because trees and forests offer a 

possibility for criminals to hide. Plastic flowers inside homes were preferred because of lack 

of time to care for natural flowers. 

 Rural people expressed that nature was physically valuable because it provides wood and 

fire, brunches to build crawls for the animals, water to drink from the river, fish and mussels 

from the sea and vegetables from the garden. Seeing cattle eating and getting contented was 

expressed to make people happy. 96.3% of the rural respondents and 54.2% of the urban 

found the health of the environment to be very important. 3, 7% of the rural and 41.6% of the 

urban thought it was important. Both groups found environmental health important for their 

wellbeing, but it was more important in the rural area than in the urban. (See diagram 1and 2, 

page 23 and 24)  

   Observations from the rural area showed a correlation between human, nature and animals. 

All animals including cattle were walking freely, side by side with humans, keeping the 

landscape open and green, without over grazing. Animals walk in and out in people´s houses. 
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When animals are needed for work, someone collects them, use them for the work that is to be 

done, and are then let free again. Sometimes an animal is slaughtered for human food. 

Everything from the animal is taken care of.  Houses are built from soil, cow dung, water, 

grass, wood and brunches. The dwelling is very simplistic. Most of the building material is 

biodegradable, locally produced and very affordable. Food was produced by cattle keeping, 

fishing and cultivating own crops.  Fishing was done by hand, and the cultivation was varied, 

small-scaled and no pesticides were used. Plowing the soil was done by cattle or by hand and 

any lack of food was not observed.  

 Religion 3.6
  Some people expressed religion as a source of present and future wellbeing. Belief was said 

to be important to “give life its structure”,” keep your mood up at negative times”, ”give a 

social belonging”, “set the frames of my life”, “influence your wellbeing in a positive way” 

and to “ turn bad behavior into good behavior”. One woman said:” for future generation to 

attain good level of wellbeing, it is important to go to church to have a spiritual background. 

It is important for the moral.” Both the rural (93%) and the urban group (83%) considered 

religion to be important/ very important for their wellbeing (See diagram 1, page 23). 

Religion and going to church were observed to be very important in the urban area. 

    African traditions 3.7
 African traditions were considered important because of the mental support given by 

ancestors and traditional healers, for the sense of shaping African identity and belonging, and 

for its acceptance and humanity. One man said: “to believe in ancestors make me happy. If 

you have something that made you feel bad for a long time, your ancestors visit you when you 

sleep, and tell you what to do to be happy again”.  

  Some people expressed a worry that the African traditions are threatened: “the children of 

today do not think that the people who made our culture were ok in their head. They cannot 

really practice the culture that was done by our old people. They are running away from that 

culture, totally. We are not in the Western culture, we are not in the African culture, so we 

become without culture now. We become nobody”. 

  By some, the traditional African lifestyle was recognized to be a possible threat to black 

citizens, a way to “make people black” in a negative sense, and to hold people back. Because 

of that, the traditional lifestyle was suggested only to be used for drama, to show children 

their heritage.  
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Within the urban group 25% thought African traditions was very important, and 29.6% that it 

was important, while the number in the rural group showed that 66.6% thought it was very 

important and 18.5% important. In total, 54.6% of the urban group finds African traditions 

important for their wellbeing, and 85, 1% in the rural group. African traditions are thereby 

important in both groups, but less in the urban than the rural. (See diagram 1and 2, page 23 

and 24) 

3.7.1  General observation in the urban group 

 When talking to people, it showed that the urban groups, who are coming from a society 

where the traditional African lifestyle is practiced, and thru the school system being 

introduced to the Western influenced lifestyle, hold both these lifestyles.  One young, highly 

educated woman at the university told me, as a “Western” person:” When you asked me about 

my family situation, I choose to tell you that I stayed with my three cousins and their mother. 

That is the way I expect white people to think. You divide family, cousins, neighbors and 

friends. We Africans do not. To an African, I would say that I stayed with my mother and my 

three sisters. There is no difference. To us, everybody is part of the family.” The university 

students also expressed stress and insecurity for their future. To have westernized clothing 

and hair style was seen as important factors to become successful.  

   Another account is about a black lawyer employed at the department of justice for the SA-

government.  I was sitting beside this well-dressed, black man on the plane from PE to 

Johannesburg.  He told me that he enjoys his work. It is well paid; he is living with his wife 

and two sons in a nice area in Port Elizabeth. He is travelling a lot, and he says that when he 

sees the satisfaction in the eyes of a person he has managed to help jurisdictionally, it fulfills 

him. You could say he has got everything anyone can wish for. He is originally from a small 

town in Transkei, and going there is of great importance for him. He explains: “You know, I 

have a good life, but it is very hectic and stressful. You always have to get in time, and you 

have to live up to the expectations. For instance if you go to UK for a job, they will ask you 

for your papers. If you haven´t got them, you have to leave. Then you are not welcome. In 

Africa we would never do like that.  If someone comes, we are happy, and we will welcome 

this person. Not because of his papers, but because it´s nice to meet. When I go to my village, 

it is no stress like that. It is the best time”.  
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 Future issues 3.8
 When respondents were asked about the importance of health and safety of future 

generations, it showed that 50% of the urban, and 92.6% of the rural, found it very important. 

The urban group found it less important than the rural. 

  Factors that the respondents find important for future generations to attain a good wellbeing 

include going to school and getting a good education, going to church so as to acquire moral 

and spiritual background, that children should be treated with respect and that children shall 

respect their parents, having spouse and children, and protecting animals and plants.   

  When the respondents in the interviews were asked to tell about their personal dream 

scenario for wellbeing, they responded: “having a spouse, someone to come home to and 

change thoughts and ideas with. Having my own family, see them enjoying life and taking 

care of everything they need, and travelling wherever we want”, “my children to be happy”, 

“ getting massage, not having any debts, being in good shape, feeling good, having family 

and friends around and hosting them in my house, laughing now and then”, “ having 

furnishings in the household, like a sofa, TV and a bed”, “managing to do what I planned to 

do”, “ going out after work and have a drink or two, just to relax myself”, “ being able to 

choose what food to eat, and choose if you want to go to see a movie or stay at home”.  

On the question on how important it is to feel optimism for the future, both groups considered 

it to be important/very important (urban group 91.7%, rural 88.9%) (See diagram 1 below). 

 

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

120%

very important + important   

total rural

total urban

Diagram 1: Total % of respondents who finds the different factors important or very important 

for their wellbeing in both groups 
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 Other wellbeing shaping factors 3.9
Other factors that were expressed to be important for peoples wellbeing was: watching TV, 

living a balanced life, drinking beer and smoking weed, having a car, music, travelling, 

personal development, and having time to rest and recover. Food was also a source of 

wellbeing. People said that “I feel happy when I eat what I like, and when I feel contented”.   

 Experienced wellbeing 3.10
The respondents were asked to what extent they considered themselves to be wellbeing today. 

Among the rural group 66.7% answered they were very happy and 18.5% happy enough. In 

the urban group 25% reported they were very happy and 54.2% happy enough.  In both 

groups, the total level of happiness was quite high (totally 85.2% in the rural group, and 

79.2% in the urban), but the majority of those who considered themselves to be “very happy” 

were living in the rural area (See diagram 3 below).  
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Diagram 2:  % of respondents who finds the different factors very important, in both 

groups 
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Diagram 3:  Differences in levels of experienced happiness between the respondent groups in 

the pilot studies. 

Left diagram shows the percentile level of the respondents in both groups who answered 

they were very happy. 

Right diagram shows the percentile level of respondents in both groups who answered they 

were happy enough. 
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4 DISCUSSION 
Sustainable development consists of three fundamental elements: Economic-, social- and 

ecological sustainability. Our lifestyle and ideology strongly influences how we value these 

elements. 

Values within the traditional African lifestyle do support social sustainability because it is 

concerned with the health and safety of common citizens; that all peoples basic needs are met, 

a willingness to share, and a wish for social connectedness in the society. Values from this 

lifestyle also support ecological sustainability because it advocates a holistic worldview, a 

wish to live in harmony with other species and nature, a wish for a healthy environment, to 

experience satisfaction when your basic needs are met (post-materialistic values), not wanting 

more than you need (luxurious cravings), and a concern for health of future generations. In 

this sense, one can say that these values are sustainability bearing. Thereby, traditional 

African values, and groups where these values are practiced, can serve as an example on 

possible values, attitudes and practices to shape social and ecological sustainability and 

wellbeing.  

The way we measure global development today is thru the economic activity and GDP. It 

makes us interpret that more economic activity and higher income levels are positive for our 

wellbeing. All around the world people are striving to raise their income, to present a positive 

quarterly report for their company, or to rapport a rising GDP for their country. Much of the 

earned money is used to consume. This consumption sometimes satisfies basic necessities, but 

more and more often it turns out to be luxurious. This behavior has showed to create rising, 

unsustainable ecological footprint, and growing inequities that are causing social 

unsustainability.  

But is a higher access to money and material consumption the only factor that people find 

important for their wellbeing, or are there other factors that people find important?  What do 

people actually crave? This is what was explored in this study.  

   People expressed that values like money, material assets and luxurious consumption, but 

also immaterial values like social connectedness, sharing, satisfying all people´s basic needs, 

the environment and health of future generations to be important for their wellbeing. The 

result from both groups shows that they find the same factors important to feel well. The 

difference was that the rural group constantly found that sharing, the health of common 

citizens, to meet all peoples basic needs, connectedness, the environment and future issues, 
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but also monetary issues, to be more important, than the urban group(see diagram 2, page 24). 

It is likely that this difference can be explained by the fact that the rural group is influenced 

by the traditional values, which focuses on social and environmental issues, while the urban 

group is influenced by the western values, which focuses more on money, efficiency and 

individualistic thinking.  Another explanation can be that the urban group is physically far 

from nature, and thereby can not see how the environment is beneficial to them, and can not 

connect their own actions to their environmental impact, while the rural group, living close to 

nature, does. That money was considered more important in the rural group might be 

explained by the fact that this area was so poor so they could not access some of the most 

basic wellbeing factors like education, transportation, health care and clothing, while in the 

urban group, these needs were already met. 

Some of the factors people find important for their wellbeing are sustainability bearing, and 

others are driving the development in an unsustainable direction. Let me look at why these 

factors were considered important, and how they influence ecological and social 

sustainability: 

   Money was expressed to be the mean to acquire education and to access basic needs and 

services. Money is a prerequisite for education and good health, without which the possibility 

of getting a job and improve one´s life is limited. In this sense it is understandable that money 

is of great importance for people´s wellbeing.  

  People expressed luxurious consumption to be important for them, even if the reason for it 

was poorly described.  Many respondents wanted a car because it was seen as a mean to 

deliver stuff for their shop or to keep healthy. Also a TV was desirable because it was 

expressed to be a source of information and enjoyment.  In this sense it is doubtful whether 

these items are to be considered to be luxurious or basics.  Though, I find it likely that, 

because people find equity to be very important, people might find it motivated to have the 

same right to acquire the luxurious stuff that many others have got, that they have a desire to 

“exceed, or at least not fall under the social norm”, as Porta describes (Porta, 2005, pp. 

147,151).  

  Money and consumption tend to increase the ecological foot print, but must not necessarily 

be unsustainable. It turns unsustainable when the level of consumption keeps on increasing 

and makes the ecological footprint bigger than what is sustainable, which is the result from 

luxurious consumption. It is not unsustainable to consume, only to over consume. 
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  Notable is that he respondents from the urban group that practice a lifestyle that consume 

more and produces a higher ecological foot print, expressed a lower level of wellbeing than 

the rural group, that produces a smaller ecological footprint(see diagram 3. Page 24). Thereby, 

it seems like the material and monetary improvements achieved by the urban group is not 

generally counterbalanced by a higher level of wellbeing. This confirms the results from Porta 

and Graham who found that average happiness do not increase above a certain level, and that 

growth above median income level, can have negative effect on happiness (Porta, 2005, p. 

149)  (Graham, 2009, pp. 18-19; referring Laura and Chaparro; Steven and Wolfers, 2008; 

Graham and Pettinato, 2002a; Knight and Gunatilaka, 2007; Whyte and Hun, 2006), and also 

what De Graaf says, that: “overconsumption influences wellbeing negatively” (John De 

Graaf, 2005). 

 

This study also shows that money can pose social tensions and social unsustainability when 

they are unequally divided. Inequalities showed to create ill being among both rich and poor. 

Big differences in living standards unfortunately results in an unequal distribution of 

opportunities to improve one´s life. Thus, inequalities are a hindrance to human wellbeing, 

and the tensions caused by inequities are an obstacle to social sustainability. Thereby, equity 

is important to shape both wellbeing and social sustainability. 

   The social values(social connectedness, sharing, satisfying all people´s basic needs )were 

expressed to be important because they offer a sense of social belonging and being contained, 

which supplies a security system, love, honesty, generosity and acceptance. The respondents 

also found the wellbeing of others to be important for them to feel well. This suggests that 

people`s wellbeing is increasing when others have a good life, and connects to the discussion 

above, that people find equity to be important, and that the traditional values of social 

connectedness, sharing and to satisfying all people´s basic needs is important to decrease 

social tension, increase the social sustainability, and also to increase human wellbeing.  

   People expressed that the environment is important to their wellbeing because it is the 

source from which their physical needs in terms of food, clean water, air to breath, and 

material production is satisfied, without which it is impossible to live, and that the 

environmental closeness offers mental wellbeing. In other words: environmental protection is 

important to satisfy people´s physical needs, and also provides mental wellbeing. 
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This study also shows that an optimism for the future, and the health and safety for future 

generations, to be very important factors for people´s wellbeing. A good future for one´s 

children was particularly important. The importance of future issues, suggests that people find 

factors that influences the future of themselves and their children in a positive direction is 

desirable, while actions that influences the future of themselves and their children in a 

negative direction is to be avoided. In other words: people crave a sustainable development 

for their wellbeing. 

To summarize: money and material wealth is one out of three important wellbeing factors. 

The other two factors are the mental wellbeing that derives from social factors and safety, and 

future factors in terms of the optimism and the safety and health for one´s children it offers. 

Thereby, the western values of money is important, but this study shows that also the 

traditional African values of social connectedness, sharing, meeting all peoples basic needs, 

and to keep the ecosystem stabile to secure the future of coming generations, do correspond 

with peoples values of means to experience wellbeing, and thereby it seems likely that people 

would welcome an alternative development path including post materialistic, traditional 

African values. The respondents from both groups to some extent also expressed the 

traditional traditions to be something positive for them, which underlines this assumption. 

This fact confirms the statement from De Graaf, that people do crave other things than money 

and material values (John De Graaf, 2005, pp. 80, 117), and suggests that, if the goal of 

development is to increase human wellbeing, which was assumed in this study, the 

development debate should be widened to include also the immaterial values like social 

relations, environment and future issues. 

Sustainability and wellbeing in traditional African lifestyle; the rural group had some 

influences from, and knowledge about the Western influenced lifestyle, but mainly practiced a 

traditionally influenced lifestyle. Thereby, data collected from the rural area in Nqileni have 

been used to answer this question. 

A great value was given the wellbeing of the collective and social connectedness, and peoples 

living conditions were quite equal. It seems that, because of that, inequities did not influence 

people’s wellbeing negatively, social tensions were kept low and the social situation kept 

sustainable. The social connectedness was a big source of wellbeing. 
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Most needs were satisfied by self-sufficiency instead of money. The housing conditions were 

very simple, and the local, energy saving building technic and biodegradable building 

material poses a minimum of ecological impact. Small-scaled fishing was practiced, which do 

not harm the fish population. The cultivation technic was ecological, varied, fossil-free and 

climate neutral. Everything from a slaughtered animal was taken care of, which means there 

was no food waste. Because the production focuses on satisfying local needs of the 

inhabitants in the village, it does not accumulate. These are all factors that keep the ecological 

footprint low, and the resource base stabile and in good shape for future generations. This 

corresponds to how “to live sustainably” was described by Jay Withgott (Jay Withgott, 2011, 

p. 15). In this sense, this lifestyle poses insignificant negative ecological impact, both in terms 

of production, but also transportation and disposal, and does not harm the ecological 

sustainability.  

  Basic needs like food, safety and housing were mainly met, but quality education, child and 

healthcare, transportation and proper clothing that people expressed to be important to their 

wellbeing, were lacking. 

To summarize, the traditionally influenced lifestyle  practices the ecological sustainability that 

Maathai, Breidlid and Ntuli suggests (Maathai, 2009, p. 162) (Breidlid, 2009, pp. 141-143) 

(Ntuli, 2002), and the social interconnectedness and life quality that was described by Okumu 

and Maathai (Okumu, 2002) (Maathai, 2009, p. 162). The reason for this sustainable behavior 

is somehow unclear. One explanation can be that they do practice the sustainability bearing 

values. Another explanation can be that this group has very limited economic resources which 

make it difficult to over consume. Perhaps, if they got the financial opportunity, they would 

choose another way of living, which would be less sustainable. Because of poverty people 

might also be forced to help each other, but I find it likely that if this village was not driven by 

a common value to share, include and connect, it would instead had shown greater inequities 

and tensions due to the poverty.  

  When it comes to wellbeing, basic needs like food, safety and housing were mainly met, but 

the desired wellbeing in terms of quality education, child and healthcare, some luxurious 

gadgets, transportation, housing equipment and proper clothing was missing. These factors 

are the ones that people can access if they have money. In this sense, the lack of money is a 

problem for the wellbeing in this group, and thereby it seems that the wellbeing in this area 

would increase from some increased income levels, which was suggested by Zidanzek and 
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Porta (Zidansˇek, 2007, pp. 5, referring Frey BS, Stutzer A.2002), (Porta, 2005, p. 149), who 

says that people experiences an increased wellbeing by increased income up to a level of 

15 000 USD.  

  The fact that this group expresses a high level of wellbeing even though their living standard 

is low, confirms what Zidansek writes, that it seems possible to live happy lives with little 

material possessions and that happiness and sustainability can go hand in hand (Zidansˇek, 

2007, p. 5). 

It can be questioned whether it is reasonable that the wellbeing is high when people lack 

money, have very little material possessions and low comfort. It is obvious that the wellbeing 

people in this group experienced did not derive from monetary richness and high material 

standard. Perhaps the reason for why people express a high wellbeing is that they are not 

aware that life can be in a different way? But the area was not totally isolated from the 

surrounding world, and there existed some awareness of other ways of living. Thereby it 

seems likely that the wellbeing in this group instead derive from experiencing meaningfulness 

thanks to a feeling of respect, service to others, good relations with family and friends (social 

connectedness, sharing, closeness, generosity and acceptance), feeling of identity, work with 

moral value and connection to nature, that De Graaf suggested to be what people crave for 

their wellbeing  (John De Graaf, 2005, p. 80.117). Also according to the study by David A. 

Clark, which was also conducted in the Eastern Cape, he expresses that “respondents were 

aware of many of better things in life, but chose to emphasize the most urgent needs” (Clark, 

2003, p. 15), which suggests that people in this area hold post materialistic values. 

Wellbeing and sustainability in South Africa ; To put these results in a South African 

context, in South Africa, we can see that there is a consensus between the law, the political 

party in power and also the respondents in this study, concerning the development path.  

Equity, all people´s basic needs and protection of ecological systems for the benefit of all 

(including future generations), is to be promoted, and the role of African values for future 

African prosperity is considered to be important. However, what we experience today is quite 

the opposite.  South Africa is struggling to handle growing inequities, accelerating 

criminality, social tensions, and to recapture the African identity, and the increasing 

consumerism threatens the ecological sustainability.   

The sustainability bearing values are originally African, and these values seem to counteract 

the kind of inequalities, social tensions and expanding ecological footprint that this country is 
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suffering from today. Thereby, it looks like the traditional values can offer some Africa-based 

thoughts on how to handle the difficult situation the nation faces, which would also be 

beneficial to the identity of Africans.  
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5 CONCLUSION 
  The main categories that young black people in Eastern Cape consider important to achieve 

wellbeing was money, but also social relations, education, environment, religion, culture and 

future issues. This suggests that people crave more than money and material increase for their 

wellbeing. In order to increase the wellbeing of people, it would thereby be reasonable to 

widen the development debate, and the way we measure global development, to also include 

social, environmental and future factors.  

  The differences in values of means to achieve wellbeing between young, black people who 

are living a traditionally influenced lifestyle, and those who are living a Western influenced 

lifestyle were not big. The main categories that people found to be important to achieve 

wellbeing were shared among both groups. The difference was, that people living a 

traditionally influenced lifestyle found all the social, environmental and future issues, but also 

monetary issues, to be more important than people living a Western influenced lifestyle. This 

is likely to be explained by the fact that the rural group does practice the traditional values, 

that they are living closely connected to nature, and because they, due to the poverty, can not 

access the safety, education, comfort and health that money can offer.  

 

  The sustainability bearing values within the traditional African lifestyle do correspond to the 

young, black people´s values of means to experience wellbeing and happiness in the sense 

that more than 80% find social connectedness, sharing, satisfying all people´s basic needs, a 

healthy environment and health and safety for future generations to be important or very 

important factors for their wellbeing. There is thereby a correlation between what people 

crave for their wellbeing, traditional African values and sustainability, and it is thereby likely 

that people would welcome an alternative development path based on post-materialistic, 

traditional values 

 

   In practice, the traditional African lifestyle promotes sustainable development to a high 

extent, and wellbeing to some extent.  The traditional lifestyle pose insignificant ecological 

impact because of the nonexpanding, local, climate neutral, energy saving, biodegradable 

technics that were used for building construction and food production. This way of acting is 

beneficial to keep the ecology sustainable. Social tensions were kept low because of equal 

living standards, by the great importance given to the wellbeing of the collective, and by 
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social connectedness. This way of acting increases the possibilities for social sustainability 

and is also beneficial to people’s wellbeing.  

  The wellbeing factors that can be accessed with money like education, transportation, 

healthcare, housing equipment and clothing were lacking. In this sense the lack of money was 

a problem for people´s wellbeing.  

  In South Africa, there is a consensus between the law, the political party in power and the 

respondents, concerning the development path. The nation does support ecological and social 

sustainability as well as the implementation of traditional African values.  The traditional 

values counteract the kind of inequalities, social tensions and expanding ecological footprint 

that this country is facing today. Thereby, using the traditional African values would be 

beneficial to social and ecological sustainability and also to people`s wellbeing and to the 

identity of Africans.  

However, further research is required to explore if the findings from this study are shared 

among people more generally beyond Eastern Cape Province, and among other groups of 

people. Particularly a more comprehensive and large-scale survey of peoples means to attain 

wellbeing, why people crave luxurious consumption, and what people find most important to 

develop, would be useful to reach a general conclusion. 
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7 APPENDIX 

  Questionary pilotstudy 7.1

 

What do you find important to attain well-being and happiness? 

  To what extent do you find the following factors to be important for you, to attain well-being and 

happiness? (Please mark with a cross, the most suitable alternative for your opinion.) 

  Very 
important 

import
ant 

A little 
importa
nt 

un 
impor
tant 

I don’t 
know /I 
haven’t 
got one 

1. Me and my family’s  health 
and safety? 

      

2. Health and safety of my 
common citizens? 

      

3. Health of the environment? 
(fresh air &water, healthy 
forests & landscapes and 
animals) 

      

4. Health and safety of future 
generations? 

      

5. Religion ?       

6. Traditional activities? (as 
singing, dancing and art) 

      

7. To have enough money for 
basic housing, education, 
transportation, healthcare 
and food? 

      

8. To have money enough to by 
luxurious things like fancy 
cloths, cars, houses  and 
technical gadgets? 

      

9. To have time to rest and 
recover? 

      

10. Feeling of optimism  for the 
future ? 
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11. ALL people’s basic needs are 
met? (better life for all) 

      

12. Sharing what you`ve got with 
others? 

      

13. Social connectedness within 
your society? 

      

 

14. To what extent do you consider yourself to be happy/experience wellbeing, today?  

(Please, underline most suitable option) 

Very happy?                Happy enough?                      A little happy?                 Not happy at all? 

15. Anything else you find important for your happiness and wellbeing? (Please write on 

the back) 

 

 

  Interviewguide 7.2
  I am a student at Karlstad University of Sweden, in the environmental studies. As the final 

part of my education I make a minor field study here in South Africa.  

  The aim of my study is to find out what people in Eastern Cape find most important to 

experience well-being. Much of the current development focus is put on achieving an 

enhanced, economic development. For many poor individuals it can be motivated. At the 

same time, when people reach a higher economic level, it doesn´t necessarily lead to a better 

wellbeing. Since material consumption contributes to the unsustainability on earth today, I am 

interested in whether the consumption is motivated by an enhanced wellbeing, or if wellbeing 

mostly arises from other factors.  

  I will ask you a couple of questions, and I want you to feel completely free to answer how 

you think. Your answers won`t be judged as good or bad. All your personal information will 

be handled confidentially, and your name or pictures will not be used without  your 

permission. 

During the interview, I will use a recorder as a help for my memory, and so that I can listen 

carefully to your answers without keeping notes. The recording will only be used by me, as a 

support when I shall write my report. 

Any questions? 
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 Interview guide 

              General 

1. Your age? 

2. Your occupation? 

3. For how long have you been living in this area? 

4. How does your family situation look like? 

 

Own view of wellbeing 

5. Please, tell me about things that influences your sense of wellbeing, both in a positive 

and a negative way. 

6. Can you tell me what you consider to be” wellbeing” ? 

7.  To be “rich” what does that mean to you? 

 

Monetary 

8. Please explain in what way money is important for your wellbeing? 

9. Which materialistic possessions do you find necessary to have a good life? 

10. If I tell you that “the richer you get, the more lucky you will become”, to what extent 

do you agree on my statement? 

(Please describe the lowest housing standard you can accept, without reducing your 

wellbeing?) 

 

Social 

11.  Please tell me how social relations, connectedness and contacts with other humans, 

influences  your wellbeing. 

12. To be needed, and to have a curtain role/importance within the society, how important 

do you find it to be for your wellbeing? 

 

Future 

13. How important do you find the wellbeing of your children to be, for your own 

wellbeing? 

 

Solidarity and equity 

14. How important do you find the wellbeing of other people, to be for your own 

wellbeing? 

 

Nature 

15. Tell me in what way nature you consider nature to be a factor for your wellbeing. 

16. To what extent do you consider a feeling of connectedness to nature and animals to be 

important for your wellbeing? 

 

Spirituality 
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17. To what extent do you consider religion and spirituality to be an important factor for 

your wellbeing? 

 

Time access 

18. How does the access to free time influence yourwellbeing? 

 

Personal present situation & Dream scenario 

19. To what extent do you consider yourself to have a good quality of life today? 

20. Please imagine how the highest possible wellbeing would look like to you. What 

would it take to achieve it? 

 

 Personal thoughts of framing general wellbeing 

21. (old person)What do you find to be the most important factors to put focus on to make 

present and future generations attain a good level of wellbeing? (Socially, mentally 

and physically). 

22. (Young person)  What do you find to be the most important factors to attain as high 

wellbeing as possible for your generation? (Socially, mentally and physically). 

 

Potential for African culture to enhance human wellbeing  

23. If you think of the old traditional, African culture, has it got any parts that you think 

would benefit the wellbeing of the South African people today and in the future? 

 

 

 

 

             

 

    

 

 


