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Some wellbeing/wellbeing-related indices 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The government is, according to a Guardian report, “poised to start measuring 
people's psychological and environmental wellbeing, bidding to be among the first 
countries to officially monitor happiness”. This follows an earlier working paper put 
out by the Office for National Statistics.  
 
The Relationships Foundation has long argued that there’s more to life than GDP. 
Just before the recent general election our pamphlet A Relationships State of the 
Nation made the case for assessing the relationships that are important for 
wellbeing. This assessment would hold up a mirror to our society and ask: do we 
like what we see, do we like the direction in which we are travelling?  
 
The following briefing note reviews some of the work that is currently being done in 
the area of wellbeing/wellbeing related indices. Clearly, some of these indices merit 
stronger consideration than others. 
 
 
The four criteria of a good wellbeing index 
 
• Comprehensive: covering all the main aspects of wellbeing and the aspects 

required to achieve, improve and sustain wellbeing. 
 
• Technically sound: constructs/components/categories are well-organised from 

the broad to the specific and are horizontally consistent; elements in each 
category must not overlap with each other; means (input or independent 
variables) must be separated from ends (output or dependent variables); 
indicators must be representative, meaningful and reliable; the whole model 
must be supported by robust argument. 

 
• Useful: shows trends in major areas of concern, provokes debate, facilitates 

policy analysis, enables identification of action priorities and enables 
monitoring of progress. 
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• Easily and quickly communicated: intelligible to target audiences, easy on the 
eye and easy to interpret. 

 
 
Gallup-Healthways Well-Being Index 
 
America’s largest and most comprehensive measure of how the nation is faring 
physically, emotionally, socially, financially and professionally. A genuine trend-
tracking index, computed on a monthly basis; started in January 2008. The 
sampling and survey are conducted by Gallup. The main focus is national trends, 
although regional data is also available, as is demographic data.  
 
Comprises six sub-indices:  
 
• Life Evaluation: Partially based on the Cantril Self-Anchoring Striving Scale and 

combines the evaluation of one’s present life situation with one’s anticipated 
life situation five years from now. 

• Emotional Health: Composite of respondents’ daily experiences, asking 
respondents to think about how they felt yesterday along nine dimensions. 

• Physical Health: Comprises questions related to Body Mass Index, disease 
burden, sick days, physical pain, daily energy, history of disease and daily 
health experiences. 

• Healthy Behaviour: Includes items measuring life style habits with established 
relationships to health outcomes. 

• Work Environment: Surveys workers on several factors to gauge their feelings 
and perceptions about their work environment. 

• Basic Access: Based on thirteen items measuring resident’s access to food, 
shelter, healthcare and a safe and satisfying place to live. 

 
 
The Legatum Prosperity Index 
 
Annual comparison of nations based on objective data and subjective responses to 
surveys. Comprises 79 different variables organised into 9 sub-indices – each 
identified as a foundation of long-term prosperity. A country’s performance in each 
sub-index is given a score, and the overall Prosperity Index rankings are produced 
by averaging the scores of the nine sub-indices for each country.  
 
The nine sub-indices: 
 
• Economic Fundamentals  – a growing, sound economy that provides 

opportunities for wealth creation 
• Entrepreneurship and Innovation – an environment friendly approach to new 

enterprises and the commercialisation of new ideas 

http://www.well-beingindex.com/
http://www.prosperity.com/
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• Democratic Institutions – transparent and accountable governing institutions 
that promote economic growth 

• Education – an accessible, high-quality educational system that fosters human 
development 

• Health – the physical wellbeing of the populace 
• Safety and Security – a safe environment in which people can pursue 

opportunity 
• Governance – an honest and effective government that preserves order and 

encourages productive citizenship 
• Personal Freedom – the degree to which individuals can choose the course of 

their lives 
• Social Capital – trustworthiness in relationships and strong communities. 
 
 
NEF’s National Accounts of Wellbeing 
 
Much like Legatum’s Prosperity Index, a comparison of how a selected number of 
nations are doing in terms of personal, social and work wellbeing. Data captured by 
means of a survey – the wellbeing module of the European Social Survey 
(questionnaire available online). Very interactive and captivating, as online facility 
allows any individual to gauge their own wellbeing and compare scores with other 
national averages.  
 
Wellbeing dimensions and sub-dimensions: 
 
(i)     Personal wellbeing 

• Emotional wellbeing 
• Satisfying life 
• Vitality 
• Resilience and self-esteem 
• Positive functioning 

 
(ii)   Social wellbeing 

• Supportive relationships 
• Trust and belonging 

 
(iii)   Wellbeing at work 
 
 
The Genuine Progress Indicator (American) 
 
A “proper” index, built as a time series, but in retrospect. Created by Redefining 
Progress in 1995 as an alternative to GDP in the US. On a yearly basis, Redefining 
Progress updates the US Genuine Progress Indicator to document a more truthful 
picture of economic and social progress. Its latest update, which plots GPI accounts 

http://www.nationalaccountsofwellbeing.org/
http://www.nationalaccountsofwellbeing.org/engage/survey.html
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from 1950 to 2004, shows that economic [sic] growth has been stagnant since the 
1970s. 
 
GPI derived from 26 separate time series data spanning the 1950-2004 period. The 
GPI starts with the same personal consumption data that the GDP is based on, but 
adjusts for factors such as income distribution, adds factors such as the value of 
household and volunteer work, and subtracts factors such as the costs of crime and 
pollution. Because the GDP and the GPI are both measured in monetary terms, they 
can be compared on the same scale.  
 
Measurements that make up the GPI include: 
 
• Income Distribution 
• Housework, Volunteering, and Higher Education 
• Crime 
• Resource Depletion 
• Pollution 
• Long-Term Environmental Damage 
• Changes in Leisure Time 
• Defensive Expenditures 
• Lifespan of Consumer Durables & Public Infrastructure 
• Dependence on Foreign Assets 
 
 
The Canadian Index of Wellbeing 
 
A new way of measuring wellbeing that goes beyond narrow economic measures 
like GDP. It provides unique insights into the quality of life of Canadians – overall, 
and in specific areas such as standard of living, health, quality of environment, 
education and skill levels, time use, vitality of communities, participation in the 
democratic process, and the state of leisure and culture. The only national index 
that measures wellbeing in Canada across a wide spectrum of domains. 
 
The eight domains that make up the index: 
 
• Arts, Culture and Recreation measures activity in the very broad area of culture, 

which covers all forms of human expression, the much more focused area of 
arts, which includes performing arts, visual arts, media arts and art facilities and 
institutes, and recreation activities. 

 
• Civic Engagement measures the participation of citizens in public life and in 

governance; the functioning of Canadian governments with respect to 
openness, transparency, effectiveness, fairness, equity and accessibility; and the 
role Canadians and their institutions play as global citizens. 

http://www.ciw.ca/en/Home.aspx
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• Community Vitality measures the strength, activity and inclusiveness of 
relationships among residents, private sector, public sector and voluntary 
organizations. 

 
• Education measures the literacy and skill levels of the population, including the 

ability to function in various societal contexts and plan for and adapt to future 
situations. 

 
• Environment measures the state of wellbeing and integrity of the natural 

environment, including the sustainability of ecosystems, watersheds and 
natural resources. 

 
• Healthy Populations measures the physical and mental wellbeing of the 

population, life expectancy, behaviours and life circumstances that influence 
health, health care quality and access, and public health services. 

 
• Living Standards measures the level and distribution of income and wealth, 

poverty rates, income volatility, and economic security, including the security 
of jobs, food, housing and the social safety net. 

 
• Time Use measures the use of time, how people experience time, what controls 

its use, and how it affects wellbeing 
 
The CIW currently provides: 
 
• Four detailed research reports on different, but interconnected, categories of 

wellbeing: Living Standards, Healthy Populations, Community Vitality, 
Democratic Engagement 
 

• A first report connecting the dots in the first three research reports and 
including highlights and summaries of these reports 

 
• A special report The Economic Crisis through the Lens of Wellbeing 
  
• A special report How are Canadians Really Doing? A Closer Look at Select 

Groups acknowledging the reality of differential experiences of particular 
groups in the Canadian population. 

 
The CIW will in the future provide: 
 
• Detailed research reports on findings on the remaining categories of wellbeing: 

Education, Leisure & Culture, Time Use, and Environment. These reports will be 
released throughout 2010. 
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• Periodic reports on the wellbeing of specific population sub-groups, e.g. 
women, children. 

 
• Once the CIW framework has been fully developed in late 2010, it will also 

include a composite index – with a single number that moves up or down 
like the TSX or Dow Jones Industrial, giving a quick snapshot of whether the 
overall quality of life of Canadians is getting better or worse.  

 
For the composite index, the baseline year is 1994, which is assigned a value of 100. 
Movement upward from 100 in later years signals improvement in quality of life, 
while movement downward indicates decline. 
 
 
 
Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness (GNH) Index 
 
The GNH indicators have been designed to include nine core dimensions that are 
regarded as components of happiness and wellbeing in Bhutan, and are 
constructed of indicators which are robust and informative with respect to each of 
the dimensions. The nine dimensions were selected on normative grounds, and are 
equally weighted, because each dimension is considered to be relatively equal in 
terms of intrinsic importance as a component of gross national happiness. Within 
each dimension, several indicators were selected that seemed likely to remain 
informative across time, had high response rates, and were relatively uncorrelated.  
 
The nine dimensions are: 
  
• Psychological Well-being 
• Time Use 
• Community Vitality 
• Culture 
• Health 
• Education 
• Environmental Diversity 
• Living Standard 
• Governance 
 
 
 
The Genuine Progress Index (Canadian) 
 
Does not actually look like a generic index, but an erudite detailed descriptive 
analysis. Developed in Canada by GPI Atlantic. Published the Nova Scotia GPI 2008. 
The GPI system and framework is based on a capital accounting framework, in 
which the value of human, social, and natural capital are recognised along with the 

http://www.grossnationalhappiness.com/
http://www.gpiatlantic.org/
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manufactured and financial capital that are currently measured. Like conventional 
capital, this human, social, and natural capital is seen as subject to depreciation, and 
requiring reinvestment in the event of depletion or degradation. Based on this 
approach, the GPI assesses the economic costs of liabilities like crime, pollution, 
sickness, and natural resource depletion, rather than counting defensive 
expenditures in these areas as contributions to prosperity. 
 
GPI components: 
 
Time Use 
 
• Value of Civic and Voluntary Work  
• Value of Unpaid Housework and Child Care  
• Value of Leisure Time  
• Paid Work Hours 
 
Living Standards 
 
• Income and its Distribution 
• Financial Security - Debt and Assets 
• Economic Security Index 
 
Natural Capital  
• Soils & Agriculture  
• Forests  
• Fisheries and Marine Resources  
• Energy  
• Air 
• Water 
 
Human Impact on the Environment  
 
• Solid Waste 
• Ecological Footprint  
• Greenhouse Gas Emissions  
• Transportation 
 
Human and Social Capital  
 
• Population Health 
• Costs of Crime 
• Educational Attainment 
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NEF’s Happy Planet Index 
 
Reveals the ecological efficiency with which human wellbeing is delivered. First ever 
global index that combines environmental impact with human wellbeing. Despite 
its name, it doesn’t reveal the happiest country in the world, but the relative 
efficiency with which nations convert the planet’s natural resources into long and 
happy lives for their citizens. Shows that high levels of resource consumption do not 
reliably produce high levels of wellbeing, but it is possible to produce high 
wellbeing without excessive consumption of the earth’s resources. Unlikely to be 
considered a “proper” measurement of wellbeing. 
 
 

 
 
Components: 
 
(i) Happy life years 

• Life satisfaction: data from Gallup’s World Values Survey 
• Life expectancy: data from UNDP Human Development Report 

 
(ii) Ecological footprint: data from Global Footprint Network (essentially how 

much land area is required to sustain a given population at present levels of 
consumption, technological development and resource efficiency. 

 
 
The Harris Interactive Happiness Index  
 
Annual index published in US. It is a week-long online survey of 2755 adults. 
Respondents were selected from among those who had agreed to participate in 
Harris Interactive surveys. Findings summarised in simple descriptive statistics (ie, 
percentages). Main focus is national total, compared year-on-year, although 
findings based on demographics are also available. Highlight of 2010 special topic 
of conversation: people who discuss serious topics are happier. Index calculated by 
taking an average of those who strongly agree and strongly disagree with certain 
statements in a poll.  
 
The nine statements: 
 
• I have positive relationships with my family members 
• My relationships with friends bring me happiness 
• At this time, I’m generally happy with my life 
• My spiritual beliefs are a positive guiding force to me 
• I feel my voice is not heard in national decisions that affect me 

http://www.happyplanetindex.org/
http://www.harrisinteractive.com/NewsRoom/HarrisPolls/tabid/447/ctl/ReadCustom%20Default/mid/1508/ArticleId/394/Default.aspx
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• I frequently worry about my financial situation 
• I rarely worry about my health 
• My work is frustrating 
• I rarely engage in hobbies and pastimes I enjoy. 
 
 
The Harris Life Satisfaction Poll 
 
Annual poll published in US. Telephone survey of 1019 adults. Findings summarised 
in simple descriptive statistics (ie, percentages). Main focus is national total, 
compared year-on-year, although findings based on demographics are also 
available. Main finding: majority of the public satisfied with their lives; most people 
believe that their personal situation will improve over the next five years.  
 
 
The Harris Alienation Index  
 
Annual index measuring the level of alienation in US since 1966. Telephone survey 
of 1019 adults. Based on the public’s answers to five questions. The higher the 
number, the more people are alienated, meaning they feel unable to influence 
people with political and economic power and feel left out of things around them. 
Findings summarised in simple descriptive statistics (ie, percentages). Main focus is 
national total, compared year-on-year, although findings based on demographics 
are also available.  
 
The five questions: 
 
• The rich get richer and the poor get poorer 
• What you think doesn’t count very much anymore 
• Most people with power try to take advantage of people like yourself 
• The people running the country don’t really care what happens to you 
• You’re left out of things going on around you. 
 
 
The Coca-Cola Happiness Barometer 
 
Cross-sectional, one-off survey involving 12,500 consumers in 16 countries. Index 
developed by Complutense University of Madrid. Appears more like a survey; 
findings summarised in simple descriptive statistics (ie, percentages). Chiefly about 
finding out what brings the most happiness to people. In other words, goal = 
happiness; means to happiness = relationships, love, family, friendships, etc. Main 
finding: human contact and connection key to happiness. 
 
 

http://www.harrisinteractive.com/NewsRoom/HarrisPolls/tabid/447/ctl/ReadCustom%20Default/mid/1508/ArticleId/450/Default.aspx
http://www.thecoca-colacompany.com/presscenter/nr_201005010_happiness_barometer.html

