
National well-being – what is it 
and how do you measure it?



Big Questions

• What is national well-being? (and ‘national’?)
• Different from sum of individual well-being?
• How to measure national well-

being/progress?
• Who will use measures, for what?

Our challenge
• To develop a framework for measuring UK 

well-being and progress
• How best to get legitimacy and engagement?



What is national well-being?
Stiglitz framework:

Economic Measures, e.g.
Net national income per 

household
Distribution of wealth, income, 

disposable income 
Effects of tax and benefits on 

distribution
Human capital and growth rate

Environmental Measures, 
e.g.

Stocks of natural resources 
and depletion rates

Indicators of climate change

Quality of Life e.g.
Health: life expectancy, expected disability free life years,

Indicators of family life e.g. Single parent households
Problem indicators e.g. Crime rate, Children in care, drugs, 

imprisonment rate
Subjective wellbeing
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Painting the picture – simple view of 
complex reality  

• Many separate numbers – indicator sets
• A few key numbers – based on consensus of 

what is important – dashboard
• A combined index, using fixed weights? 
• A help-yourself index?

Starting point: UK personal inflation calculator



Work programme (first stage)

• National debate on what matters to people: 
November 2010 to April 2011
www.ons.gov.uk/well-being

• Measuring Well-being Advisory Forum and 
Technical group: from January 2011

• Subjective well-being questions in ONS 
surveys from April 2011 (IHS & Opinions)

• Building on existing outputs
• Influencing the international agenda
• Inter-administration protocol

http://www.ons.gov.uk/well-being
http://www.ons.gov.uk/well-being


Measuring subjective well-being

• Four overall monitoring questions from April 
2011 (IHS)

• Sample of 200,000 directly questioned adults 
each year

• Detailed questions – sample of 1,000 adults 
per month (Opinions)

• Questions drawn from existing work, some 
piloting and testing

• Annual data available from July 2012
• Experimental



Overall monitoring questions

• Overall, how satisfied are you with your life 
nowadays?

• Overall, how happy did you feel yesterday?

• Overall, how anxious did you feel yesterday?

• Overall, to what extent do you feel the things you 
do in your life are worthwhile?



Conclusion

• Office of National Statistics leading debate on 
measurement of national well-being & progress

• National well-being is wider than happiness
• Subjective measures of well-being are important 

as part of the mix
• Keen to link measurement of well-being to policy 

and to local delivery: but many conceptual and 
measurement problems

• Long-term programme

Join the debate  www.ons.gov.uk/well-being
Follow us on http://twitter.com/statisticsONS

http://www.ons.gov.uk/well-being
http://twitter.com/statisticsONS
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