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Structure of presentation 

• A. Beyond GDP: rationale and response 

 

• B. The OECD Better Life Initiative 

 

• C. Main achievements on the statistical front 

 

• D. Looking forward:  

 

– open measurement challenges (sustainability an illustration) 

– policy insights from well-being measures 

– engaging communities and research 

2 



A. The rationale for metrics beyond GDP 

• Growing gap between statistics on countries’ economic 
performance and how people perceive their living 
conditions 

 

• Risk that people may lose faith in governments’ ability to 
address “what matters to them” 

 

• Distinction between ends and means. If “higher GDP” is 
not the end, what are the goals that we, as a society, want 
to achieve? 
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A. Long history.. 

• As long as the SNA: 
– “one of the great inventions of the XXth century”: inter-related 

system of accounts with common metric; focus on income from 
production (3rd party criterion)  

– Kuznets: “The welfare of a nation can scarcely be inferred from a 
measurement of national income” (1934) 

– Tension between “production” (macro-economic management)  
and “welfare” perspective (Irving Fisher) 

–  SNA production and asset boundaries: what happens outside 
those boundaries will not influence SNA measures  

– SNA focus on total or average measures, for the economy as a 
whole or for household sector: no attention to distribution  
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A. .. So why now? 

• If the limits in GDP as welfare metric were known 
before, why much interest now? 

 
– OECD Global Project (launched in 2007, at the margin of the 

3rd OECD World Forum (Istanbul) 

 
– Report by Commission on the Measurement of Economic 

Performance and Social Progress (Stiglitz et al. 2009) 

 

– More fundamentally: impact of the global crisis on dominant 
‘paradigm’ (inequalities, credit and financial markets, 
economic efficiency as sole criteria for policy design); many 
calls for ‘paradigm shift’ 
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A. Many calls and efforts for developing 

new metrics: some examples 

• Beyond the OECD: 

 

– UNDP Human Development Reports  

– EU communication on ‘GDP and Beyond’, 2009; INSEE/Eurostat 
sponsorship 

– UN Resolution 65/309 in 2011, calling for “holistic approach to 
development”,  to promote sustainable happiness and well-being 

– Rio+20 “The Future We Want” declaration, June 2012, Art 38 “We 
recognize the need for broader measures of progress to complement 
gross domestic product in order to better inform policy decisions, and 
in this regard we request the United Nations Statistical Commission, in 
consultation with relevant United Nations system entities and other 
relevant organizations, to launch a programme of work in this area, 
building on existing initiatives.” 

– Measurement initiatives in many countries around the world 
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A. A truly global agenda... 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics 
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A. ... with national initiatives sharing 

some common features 

• Search for a general framework to orient deliberations 

• Consultations on the framework: what matters the 
most for well-being in a particular society 

• Iterations with experts to reach agreement on 
dimensions and indicators 

• Review of existing data, new data requirements 

• Reporting on progress to different audiences 

• Changed policy priorities in the light of evidence 
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B. OECD initiatives 

• Long-standing tradition of work on economic, social and 
environmental  indicators  

• Five World Fora on “Statistics, Knowledge and Policies” 
focused on people’s well-being and societies’ progress, most 
recent in New Delhi, October 2012 

•  Global Project – Wikiprogress 

•  OECD Better Life Initiative 
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B. The OECD Better Life Initiative 

Your Better Life Index 
A tool for engaging citizens and learning 
what matters most for people’s well-being 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

How’s Life report 
First attempt in the OECD to present 
comprehensive and comparable evidence 
on well-being 

10 



B. The OECD well-being framework 
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Main features 

 

 People rather than 

the economic system 

 

 Multi-dimensional 

 

Both averages and 

inequalities 

 

 Both today and 

tomorrow 

 

 



B. What’s new in OECD framework? 

• Unit of analysis: focus on  people implies recognising ‘agency’ 
and ‘freedom’. It also implies recognising each person as an end 
in itself, link to human rights perspective (Kant) 

• Multi-dimensionality: extended from objective features of each 
person (health, education) to:  

– relational features (governance, social connections), i.e. how do people 
learn to live well together  

– subjective features, i.e. what people themselves report, both as stand-
alone dimension (SWB) and as subjective measures of objective aspects 

• Inequality: beyond (poverty) to focus on how a society 
distributes all the things it prizes, which requires confronting 
the main approaches to distribution (welfare, freedom, virtue)  
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B. Multi-dimensional reporting 

• 25 headlines indicators of outcomes/achievements, 
country-level, selected based on (7) statistical criteria, 
combining official and non-official sources 

• Broader range of secondary indicators 

• Fewer indicators on inequalities in achievement 
within each domain (age, gender, socio-economic 
status), huge statistical agenda: 
– Few measures of inequality within each dimension that 

satisfy the statistical criteria 

– No measurement instrument that allows assessing the joint 
distribution of achievements 
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B. Reporting: dashboards ... 
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60% 

No country performs best in all dimensions 



B. .. your Better Life Index 
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C. Main achievements in the statistical agenda 

 

 

4th OECD World Forum (Oct. 2012, New Delhi)  

 

• Convergence in understanding of issues and measurement 
approaches (i.e. common “grammar” for advancing work)  

 

•  Progress in measuring specific themes. Examples from recent 
OECD work 

 

 subjective well-being 

 wealth distribution  
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C. OECD Guidelines on Measuring 

Subjective Well-Being (1) 

 Released on 20 March 2013 (world 
happiness day) 

 

 Aim to provide support to NSOs and 
other producers of SWB data in 
designing, collecting, and publishing 
measures 

 

 Covers: 

 

– Concept and validity 

– Methodological issues 

– Best practices in measuring 
subjective well-being 

– Output and analysis of subjective 
well-being measures 

– Prototype question-modules on 
subjective well-being 
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C. OECD Guidelines on Measuring 

Subjective Well-Being (2) 

Key messages 

• SWB is itself multi-dimensional: evaluations, affective states (positive and negative), 
meaning and purpose in life. These aspects capture different facets of life (not highly 
correlated at individual-level) 

 

• Much evidence on quality of existing SWB data in some areas (e.g. low response 
burden,  construct validity), persistent problems in other areas (e.g. high noise-to 
signal ratios, cultural biases) but also strategies to minimise their impacts  

 

• General measurement recommendations: 
− A “0-10” scale, anchored by verbal labels 

− Labels representing conceptual absolutes (completely satisfied/completely dissatisfied) 

− Placement: ask subjective well-being questions as early in the survey as possible (preferably 
immediately after demographics), otherwise risk of ‘polluting’ 

− In any survey module, include only one primary evaluative measure, flow from general to 
specific, use consistent ordering of positive and negative questions  

 

• Evidence that OECD Guidelines are already influencing measurement 
methodologies 
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 Two reports released in June 2013 by OECD 
Expert Group on Micro Statistics on 
Household Income, Consumption and Wealth 

  Goals:  

•  fill an important gap in existing 
measurement guidance (no statistical 
standard currently exist for measuring 
distribution of household wealth) 

•  provide framework for join analysis on 
micro-data on household income, 
consumption and wealth 

C. OECD Work on Income-

Consumption-Wealth (1) 
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Key Guidance  
 Household wealth: 

―A broad conceptual framework for micro-statistics on household wealth linking 
stocks (initial and end periods) and flows (over the period), with focus on 
composition (types of assets) and distribution (across household types) 

―A recommended classification for components of financial assets, non-financial 
assets, and liabilities to be collected and reported 

―General principles for recording, e.g. all assets and liabilities should be: 

• valued at current market price, or closest equivalent, at date to which statistics relate 

• recorded at the same point in time for all households 

• recorded on a gross basis (i.e. separate recording of housing wealth and morgages), 
with the exception of those between members of the same households 

• collected for all private households that reside in housing units and that are resident of 
the country to which statistics relate 

– Best practice in the measurement of specific components  

 

C. OECD Work on Income-

Consumption-Wealth (2) 
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Key Guidance  
 Framework for integrated analysis at micro-level: 

―A conceptual framework for micro-statistics on household economic resources, 
mapping the relationship between its different components (income and capital transfers 
received; consumption and non-consumption expenditures and capital transfers paid; 
wealth at beginning and end of period, and different types of flows between them) 

• Guidance on how to maximise coherence in the measurement of different types 
of household resources 
 

• Description of the relations and differences between the micro-framework in this 
report and the same elements of the macro SNA-framework 
 

• Guidance to data producers on how to collect integrated micro-data, and tools 
for combining data from multiple sources (record-linking, statistical-matching), 
requirements for improving the quality of such estimates 
 

• Description of some of the tools available to undertake joint analysis of the 
different types of economic resources at the micro-level (e.g. estimates of wealth 
enlarged income, counts of people with wealth below an income threshold, 
multi-dimensional measures of central tendency and dispersions) 

 

 

 

C. OECD Work on Income-

Consumption-Wealth (3) 
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D. Looking forward: open challenges 

D1. How to measure different aspects of people’s well-being: 

• Conceptual work still needed for several domains 

• Statistical guidance even when concepts are clear  

• Challenges in terms of periodicity, timeliness, sample sizes 

 

D2. Once the measures are there, how to use them for decisions: 

• More analytical work needed to promote the use of new well-being metrics 
in the policy process.  Requires further work on:   

– the determinants of well-being (e.g. across domains, over time, over 
different phases of people’s life-cycle) 

– the role of public policies (e.g. across population groups, across 
different geographical levels) 
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D1. Measuring the sustainability of  

well-being over time(1) 

• Sustainable development: meeting “the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs” (Brundtland Report, 1987) 
 
 

•  Well-being gives us a way to make operational the notion of 
“needs” (i.e. what do we want to sustain?) and to distinguish 
between “needs” and “wants” 
 

• Measurement focus: the potential for well-being in the future 
o Requires going beyond current outcomes, to look at drivers 

 
o  Requires focusing on drivers that have features of ‘persistence’ (they 
build up slowly through investment, reduced by depreciation, potential of 
tipping points when critical thresholds are met) 
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D1. Measuring the sustainability of  

well-being over time (2) 
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How can we do it? The “capital approach” 

Why is it difficult? Limited knowledge on how each type of capital affects each well-

being outcomes, where thresholds lies, probabilities of different effects 



D1. Statistical challenges in other areas:  

the How’s Life? agenda 

• Health status: better measures of morbidity, mental health and disability; better 
measures of risk factors for health; better measures of health inequalities 

 

• Jobs: better measures of job quality, in terms of both job-related economic insecurity 
(transition and persistence in jobs with different earnings and other characteristics) and 
quality of working life (well-being at work, stress, work autonomy, opportunities to learn, 
colleagues support, management practices, workers’ exposure to psychological risk 
factors, time pressure, difficulties to combine work and family life) 

 

• Civic engagement and governance: better indicators of how people perceive the 
quality of different institutions of the country where they live, trust in these institutions, 
people’s activities and beliefs, more objective characteristics of government’s functions 
(transparency, accountability) and how they affect people’s view 

 

• Economic insecurity / vulnerability: access to individual and collective insurance 
that shield people from various risks (unemployment, poverty, divorce, disability, old-age) 
and increase their resilience to shocks (asset-based poverty, share of population 
experience large income falls from one year to the next) 
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Why is it important?  

“Our fundamental assumptions about the functioning of economies, our 

policies and structural reforms, our systems and institutions, need to be re-
oriented towards one supreme objective: improving the well-being of people” 
(OECD SG, May 2013) 

Why is it difficult? Requires understanding of drivers 
“No cottage industry has developed to explain differences in performance in 
other outcomes [than GDP]” (J. Stiglitz, October 2012) 

“We needs to think more deeply about causal mechanisms, e.g. Through 
structural models linking outcomes with life course events and experiences” 
(Richard Layard, Oct. 2012) 
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D2. Looking forward:  

policy insights from well-being measures 



• Better well-being measures allow a more comprehensive 
and balanced view of what matters to people  

 

• New and previously overlooked well-being areas that 
deserve policy attention (e.g. social connections, jobs quality, 
governance, etc.) 

 

• Helps the identification of policy priorities: 
 

 Examining differences between groups in the population 

 International  benchmarking:  cross-country comparisons on well-being 
performance  indicates strengths and weaknesses 

 Better evaluating the trade-offs between current and future well-being  
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D2. How well-being informs the policy 

agenda: the “what to do?” question 



A better understanding of well-being drivers  (including people’s 
behaviours and values)  

 

• Help design more effective policies and choose the best 
instrument 

 

• Helps evaluating policy impacts 

 

• Fosters more joined-up and coherent approach to policy-
making 

 

• Increases  legitimacy and public acceptance of policies 
and ultimately their effectiveness   
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D2. How well-being informs the policy 

agenda: the “how to do?” question 



D2. Examples of country practices in policy 
use: New Zealand Treasury 

• Policy tool developed for front-line 

policy analysts 

 

•A “manageable list of the key issues 

that make the most difference” 

 

• Embed the concept of living 

standards more systematically and 

more visibly in Treasury’s policy 

advice to lines Ministries 
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D2. Examples of OECD work on policy 

uses of well-being  

• Understanding the policy drivers of well-being: 
 New Approaches to Economic Challenges: policy interactions, 

trade-offs and synergies 

 Inclusive Growth: pro-growth and pro-wellbeing policies with 
benefits shared  across social groups and over time 

• Workshops on Policy Use of Subjective Well-Being 
measures  
 Cost-Benefit Analysis based on SWB 

• Going national:   
 Well-Being Country Reviews (Israel), well-being focus in OECD 

Economic Reviews (Austria), dedicated sections in multidimensional 
reviews of non-OECD countries (Myanmar, the Philippines, Uruguay)  

• Stocktaking of national initiatives 

• A well-being toolkit for policy-making 

 



D3. Engaging research community and civil society 
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Web Communities for Statistics for Social Innovation 
(Web-COSI): FP7 support, in association with ISTAT and 
other partners 

• A tool to support collective awareness on social progress 
and well-being 

• Relies on Web 2.0 technology and social media to engage 
citizens and encourage grassroots social innovation 

• The OECD will notably be involved in: 

–  Redesigning and upgrading wikiprogress.stat 

–  Carrying out a Wikiprogress University programme 

–  Social media campaigns 



D3. Engaging research community and civil society 

A platform for global discussion 
on well-being; Research Networks 
in many regions 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 5th World Forum in Mexico City in 2015 
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  THANK YOU! 
 

marco.mira@oecd.org 

 

www.oecd.org/measuringprogress 

www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org 
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