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About nef 

 An independent UK think-and-do-tank – a 

‘bridge’ between researchers and policy-makers 

 Inspired by 3 principles 

– Environmental sustainability 

– Social justice 

– People’s well-being 

 Well-being programme set up in 2001 to ask: 

What would policy look like if it focused on 

improving well-being? 



What I will cover 

1. Measuring what matters 

2. A new framework for measurement 

3. Measuring happiness & well-being 

4. Using the results for policy-making 



1. Measuring what matters 



The problems of GDP 

Gross National Product counts air 

pollution, and cigarrette advertising 

and…the destruction of the redwood 

and the loss of our natural wonder in 

chaotic sprawl. It does not allow for 

the health of our children, the quality 

of their education or the joy or their 

play…the beauty of our poetry or the 

strength of our marriages. It 

measures everything, in short, 

except that which makes life 

worthwhile. 

                            
Robert Kennedy, 1968 

 

 



Why measuring matters 

a) ‘Framing’: Indicators shape our 

understanding of issues 

 

b) Indicators create incentives for action 

 

c) Indicators take on a kind of ‘path 

dependency’ 



The science of framing 

What cognitive scientists have discovered about framing: 

  

“The first basic result: The meaning of every word is 

characterized in terms of a brain circuit called a 

"frame."  Frames are often characterized in terms of the 

usual apparatus of mental life: metaphors, images, 

cultural narratives - and neural links to the emotion 

centers of the brain. The narrow, literal meaning of a 

word is only one aspect of its frame-semantic meaning.  

  

“The second basic result is that this is mostly unconscious, 

like 98% of human thought.” (Lakoff, 2010).  



Indicators create frames 

“Economics now reigns unchallenged in the policy arena, 

as well as in media coverage of quality-of-life indicators. 

News magazines and daily newspapers have a section 

devoted to money…Economists hold prominent positions 

in the capitals of the world. When politicians run for 

office, they speak at length about what they will do, or 

have done, for the economy…Rarely do the news media 

report on how depressed, engaged, or satisfied people 

are.”  

(Diener and Seligman, 2004). 

 



Incentives for political action 

“We’re not going to save the 

planet by putting our country 

out of business” 

 

The “burden” of “endless social 

and environmental goals” 

 



Path dependency 

Simon Kuznets in the US wanted 

to ‘improve the welfare of the 

poorest’ during the Great 

Depression in the 1930s 

 

 

 

 
“The welfare of a 

nation can scarcely 

be inferred from a 

measurement of 

national income” 

 



Path dependency 

Contextual importance: 

During WW2 the 

militarisation process 

created an almost  

exclusive emphasis on 

production.  

 

 

 
Institutionalisation: UN 

System on National 

Accounting (1953).  Currently 

1993 standard being used 

most widely. 



2. A new framework for 

measurement 



Inputs 

Output 

The standard model 

Resources Labour 

Growth 



Thinking differently 

about progress 

Resources 

Input 

Well-being 

Output 

e.g. economy 

Mediator 



A new framework for measuring 

progress 

 



3. Measuring happiness and 

well-being 



The dynamic model of well-being 

Personal  

Resources 
e.g. health, resilience, 

optimism, self-esteem,  

Good functioning and 

satisfaction of needs 
e.g. to be autonomous, 

competent, safe and secure, 

connected to others 

External  

Conditions 
e.g. material conditions, 

work and productivity, 

income (levels and stability) 

Good feelings  

day-to-day and overall 
e.g. happiness, joy, 

contentment 

flourishing 



The 4 ONS measures 

• 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?  

 



National Accounts of Well-being 

prototype framework 

www.nationalaccountsofwellbeing.org 



Flourishing measures 

 

 

 

e.g. Operational definition of flourishing 

• Emotional stability 

• Vitality 

• Resilience 

• Optimism 

• Happiness 

• Self-esteem 

• Engagement 

• Meaning 

• Positive relationships 

• Competence 

Huppert and So (2011) Social Indicators Research 



Measures of psychological 

 well-being 

Short Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale 

 

• I’ve been feeling optimistic about the future 

• I’ve been feeling useful 

• I’ve been feeling relaxed 

• I’ve been dealing with problems well 

• I’ve been thinking clearly 

• I’ve been feeling close to other people 

• I’ve been able to make up my mind about things 



Measuring sustainable well-being 

 



The Happy Planet Index 

 

 

 

≈ 

Life 

Expectancy 

Experienced 

well-being × 

Ecological 

Footprint 

www.happyplanetindex.org 





www.happycity.org.uk 



Happiness at work survey 

 

 

 

www.happinessatworksurvey.com 



4. Using the results for policy-

making 



 



Areas for policy focus 

• Reconsidering existing priorities for external 

conditions of people’s lives  
 e.g. unemployment, income, air pollution 

• Policies which impact on time use and 

activities 
 e.g. time balance, volunteering, sleep quality, 

commuting/transport  

• Policies which aim to build personal 

resources 
 e.g. early years education, resilience training 

• Attention to the way services are delivered 

 e.g. co-production, the Five Ways to Well-being 

 



Five ways to well-being 

Commissioned by the 

Foresight Project – the 

brief was to “build on the 

findings of the outputs of 

the Mental Capacity and 

Wellbeing Project, and 

develop an evidence-

based wellbeing 

equivalent of the health 

promotion dictum “five 

fruit and vegetables a 

day”.  













Liverpool Year of Health and  

Well-being 



Mind Leeds 



UEA Well-being week 



Further reading 



Thanks for listening 

 

 

juliet.michaelson@neweconomics.org 

@nefwellbeing 
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