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As I began writing this, the morning news covered a report from a Westminster Parliamentary Select 
Committee concerned about overuse of the Body Mass Index (BMI) as an indication of healthy weight. 
The Committee felt BMI did not give a broad enough picture of  health, with the Chair saying people 
shouldn’t be judged by their BMI as it “may not be an effective indicator of their own good 
health….[and that health needs to be] looked at far more in depth and individually”. The crux of their 
concern is that such a narrow measure cannot capture the complexity of human health. 
 
I couldn’t help thinking that such concerns about BMI mirror the question of whether Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) gives a good picture of a country’s health. GDP is used in many discussions, decisions 
and debates as a short-hand for a country’s status. But it comes from a different era. It ignores many 
aspects of life which are vital to life’s quality, and it carries perverse incentives which often distort 
policy making. Fortunately, more people, organisations and actors are recognising this. The question 
then becomes: how did this measure come to prominence and what can replace it now its flaws are 
understood? 

A measure over stretched  

GDP counts money changing hands through consumer and government spending – the flows of what is 
made and purchased. It does not take account of the amount (‘stocks’) of resources available to a 
society, let alone future generations; the distribution of those resources; or their quality in terms other 
than market prices. 
 
Its first iteration was overseen by Simon Kuznets, as part of efforts to understand how measures to 
respond to the Great Depression were working: a time, crucially, when environmental limits were 
under-appreciated.  
 
Following the end of the Second World War, agreements such as those at Bretton Woods, the creation 
of multilateral organisations such as the IMF, and guidelines for national accounting saw GDP take 
pride of place as the preeminent measure of, not just economic health, but also national prowess.  
 
Respective countries’ rankings and political power invariably follows GDP. It came to shape economic 
policy making (and sometimes constrains social and environmental policy making). The European 
Union, for example, brought in a range of mechanisms which focused member state’s gaze on GDP 
rates (the Growth and Stability Pact; the Fiscal Compact; fixed ratios of GDP to public deficit; and 
contributions to the EU budget).  
 
The extent to which economies have been designed for and have become dependent on GDP growth is 
captured in an observation from the Icelandic Prime Minister, Katrin Jakobsdottir, that “the defining 
power of GDP is so immense that if it was removed at the stroke of a pen, it would upend national 
economies as well as the international system”. 
 
Genuflecting to GDP reflects a belief that economic growth will bring better lives for most people. It is 
part of a faith which assumes that with markets allocating self-interested activity and expanded 
consumption, better lives will result. This creed also holds that GDP growth is necessary to fund welfare 
institutions and public goods (with tax revenues largely dependent on incomes), and to generate jobs. 
Yuval Harari explains the consequence of this structural dependency on growth: ‘The modern capitalist 
economy must constantly increase production if it is to survive, like a shark, it must swim or suffocate’. 

https://news.sky.com/story/call-for-use-of-bmi-in-healthcare-and-dangerous-obesity-strategy-to-be-reviewed-12269917
http://www.theglobaldispatches.com/articles/gdp-turns-80-time-to-retire
http://www.nationalaccountsofwellbeing.org/learn/download-report.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvc77h9n?turn_away=true
https://www.standard.co.uk/comment/comment/iceland-wellbeing-measure-success-katr-n-jakobsd-ttir-a4324791.html
https://timjackson.org.uk/ecological-economics/pwg/
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/12/1/391/htm
https://limits2growth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/AETW-Policy-Briefing-No-3-digital.pdf
https://limits2growth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/AETW-Policy-Briefing-No-3-digital.pdf
https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/109/1097846/sapiens/9780099590088.html


And stretched in the wrong direction 

One of the problems is that GDP is inherently full of perverse incentives. Some harmful consequences 
of growth and its pursuit – such as environmental damage or labour market arrangements that create 
precariousness – generate need for expenditure which adds to GDP. GDP would therefore increase 
because of spending to solve problems that growth created. This also means it does nothing to encourage 
preventative measures – how could it, when patching and repairing damage done is rewarded in the 
GDP ledger? And recently, the very opposite has been true with crimes or sex work added to GDP’s 
calculation. 
 
Perhaps worse, it misses some of the key components of a good life and what matters most to people. 
It is blind to distribution of income and wealth and other dimensions of justice. It fixates on consumption 
and expenditure rather than relationships, connections, trust, democracy, or sense of security.  
 
As countries around the world begin to peer into a post-pandemic future, surely it is time for using 
measures of progress that better align with what people and planet need? 

The debate is moving on 

Recognition is forming in many quarters that GDP’s utility has come and gone. Decades worth of 
scholarship from feminist economists , ecological economists and development scholars has recently 
been joined by landmark reports and statements. For example, just over ten years ago, the Commission 
on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress, instigated by the then French 
President Sarkozy, warned that “conflating the two [GDP and economic wellbeing] can lead to 
misleading indications about how well-off people are and entail the wrong policy decisions”.  
 
More recently, policy experts at the OECD warned that  

GDP does not capture important elements of living standards, such as leisure time, 
health, social connections or the quality of working environment; it does not reflect 
inequalities…and it is blind to the effects…on the stock of resources that sustain 
well-being over time, including natural resources. 

 
Other voices questioning the merits of persisting with GDP as the preeminent measure of progress – 
notable because of their hitherto alignment with the GDP-world – include Credit Suisse; the World 
Economic Forum; and The Economist magazine.  
 
Perhaps most importantly, explorations of what everyday people value show that they want more than 
GDP-orientated priorities and policies. COVID-19 seems to have reinforced this: “majorities in 16 out 
of 27 markets surveyed say they would prefer to see a restructuring of the economy that addresses 
challenges like climate change and inequality, rather than simply getting the economy back to normal 
as soon as possible”. In the UK, a project sketching ideas for a post-pandemic future found that “66% 
of UK adults want the government to prioritise health and wellbeing of citizens over GDP growth”. 

Instead? 

If there is a growing consensus that GDP is passing its use-by date, there is not yet a settled view on 
what to replace it with. Measures fit for assessing the health of a post-Covid world need to reveal the 
quality of growth, not just its rate. These measures need to be supported by the public in order for them 
to hold their politicians accountable. This requires that whatever does replace GDP, it needs to be more 
understandable and inclusive in their creation than complex and rather technical dashboards set out by 
officials acting alone.  
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The question of ‘what instead?’ cannot be settled here, but suffice to say, replacements would need to 
heed the Westminster Select Committee’s call for measures that offer a picture “far more in depth and 
individually” orientated metrics rather than those which count as a positive the costs of treating ill-
health, which originated in a different era, and which do not reflect some of the most important aspects 
of quality of life. 
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