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About nef

• Independent UK think-tank

• Working on a new economy 
that achieves high wellbeing 
for all within environmental 
limits

• Range of topics including 
wellbeing, environmental 
policy, social policy, banking 
and finance, local currencies 
and labour rights.

• Not all economists – mix of 
disciplines



Outline

1. What’s GDP doing to us?

2. Can Community Indicators save the 

world?

3. Democratising statistics – the power of 

subjective wellbeing



The big number



What is GDP?

• GDP measures the values of goods and 

services produced within a country’s 

borders over a given time period, and can 

be expressed using the following formula:



Have you heard the one about two economists 

walking down the road?



A history of an indicator

• GDP developed during WWII – how to monitor and 

maximise production for the war effort?

• After war, however, it maintained importance:

– Growing the economy was part of the Keynesian bargain

– Cold-war tensions lead to greater competition

• Simon Kuznets, one of the creators, already warned 

against over-interpretation:

“the welfare of a nation can scarcely be inferred from a measure 

of national income”



GDP includes what is called ‘defensive 

expenditure’, i.e. it goes up when money 

needs to be spent to clean up an oil spill 

or to buy security alarms.



GDP relies on market prices to value 

things, which (a) assumes that markets 

price things according to their value to 

us, and (b) means that services that are 

not provided by the market are not 

valued



GDP ignores issues of 

distribution



GDP captures no sense of futurity or 

sustainability, and indeed tends to go up with 

increasing environmental damage.



Fundamentally, treating GDP as our key 
measure of progress implies that the more 
we consume in the market, the better. It 
implies that the good life is about 
consumption



What's wrong with GDP?

GDP (Gross Domestic 

Product) “measures 

everything except that 

which makes life 

worthwhile”.

Robert Kennedy, 1968



So what?



Determines policy advice



Determines policy advice



Guarantees a place on the table for 

economists

“GDP ensured economists gained role as 

advisors to key decision-makers” Scrivens & 

Iasiello, 2010

“the successful creation of the policy device of 

GDP helped raise the professional authority of 

economists, which they were in turn able to 

parlay into formal and informal institutional 

positions as policymakers became more 

concerned with economic growth” Hirschman & 

Berman, 2014



‘Following [these] principles will help ensure 

that your policy achieves the outcomes that 

your Minister wants, whilst supporting the 

Government’s broader objectives to support 

business and growth.’ 

The Policy Starter Pack

Shapes the work of civil servants

Photo: Flickr, Stephen Depolo



Determines priorities

“We need a dynamic economy to fuel our 
wider social and environmental 
ambitions. This is why the renewed 
Lisbon Strategy focuses on growth and 
jobs.” European Commission, 2005  

’Growth’ mentioned 112 times in 32 pages 



At the expense of other goals…

“Endless social and environmental goals” UK 

Chancellor, George Osborne, Nov 2011



• Berman & Hirschman (2014)
– “The indirect influence of economics on 

policymaking is likely as important as the direct 
role of economists”

– Focussing device: “GDP, persistently directs our 
attention to changes in the formal market 
economy; no equivalent device brings income 
inequality, for example, to the forefront of our 
minds each quarter” 

– Crystallising device: “The successful creation of 
the policy device of GDP ... [meant] policymakers 
became more concerned with economic growth 
— something they could not have ‘seen’ without 
GDP”



Shapes the media
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Shapes elections

• Bill Clinton



Shapes elections

“I will be the government of 
increasing economic growth 
and creating jobs.  Take it 
from me, that that’s the main 
issue” Enrique Peña Nieto, 
President of Mexico 

"I will do everything to make 
growth as high as possible in 
2015 and 2016 … If we have 
more growth, we will have 
less unemployment" 

Francois Hollande, Jan 2015



Shapes elections



What’s political is personal…

Vohs, 2006



The high price of materialism

• Higher:
– Anxiety

– Depression

– Physical Symptoms

– Unpleasant emotions

– Drug & Alcohol Use

• Lower
– Self-actualization

– Vitality

– Life Satisfaction

– Pleasant Emotions

Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996, 2001;  Sheldon & Kasser, 1995, 1998, 2001
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Local and the national

• Interplay between local and national

– National determines what is possible at local 

level. If GDP is central, other indicators will be 

peripheral.

– Local often where experimentation and new 

developments possible



Funded by:

• EU funded project 2011-2014

• Explored the barriers and 

opportunities to use of ‘Beyond 

GDP’ indicators in general, 

including community indicators

• Methodology included interviews, 

workshops and case studies



What is Beyond-GDP?



About the Beyond-GDP agenda

Not everyone working in the Beyond-GDP 
world thinks of Beyond-GDP in the same way…

A spectrum of positions exist regarding economic growth:

GDP has technical
shortcomings, 
which can be 
overcome by 

using additional 
indicators

Continued 
growth will be 
detrimental –
degrowth is 

needed

Growth is good, 
but we need to 

target other
things too -
‘sustainable 

growth’ 

Growth is much 
less important to 

progress than 
conventionally 

assumed, but not 
actively bad

Less 
radical

More 
radical



What can alternative indicators do?



Indicator uses

Instrumental use

• Objective information tools

• Used to improve policy-making or 

decision-making 

• Used consciously and directly

• E.g. a community might decide its 

priorities based on which indicators 

it is performing worse on

This isn’t the only way that indicators 

can be used…



Indicator uses

…very often, indicators are used in 
more subtle ways



Indicator uses

Conceptual use

• Less about using indicators to directly measure

and analyse

• More about raising awareness about an issue

• Encouraging people to think in a 

certain way 

• E.g.  Ecological footprint got people thinking about 

fair shares of natural resource use



Indicator uses

Political use

• Using an indicator to justify or 

support a decision (which may 

already have been made)

• E.g. using subjective wellbeing 

indicators to justify environmental 

policies 

• E.g. using low children’s wellbeing 

to push an agenda



What makes for successful indicators?



Methodology

The findings in this

section are based on…

• Interviews with 18 indicator 

producers and promoters 

• Media analysis of public and 

expert media 

• Questionnaire responses from 

41 indicator producers and 

promoters



Indicator

factors

User 

factors

UserIndicator

Success factors

Policy / Context 

factors

Relationship 

factors



Indicator Factors –

salience for decision

makers

aenimation



Indicator Factors – salience for 

public/broad audience

Knivesout



Indicator Factors – Credibility

GuySie



Indicator Factors – Legitimacy

United Nations Photo



AEN Foto

User factors



Relationship and process factors

Rabanito

Relationship and process factors



Relationship factors

Look out for these qualities to maximise impact:

• Consultations to understand users’ needs

• Developers had direct contact with audiences - personal 

contacts can be made

• Local initiatives can be very impactful at the local level –

flexibility, responsiveness

• Partnerships of developers reach wider networks, draw 

on greater skills bases & encourage more neutrality

• Pick your audience



Policy and context factors

Ryan Fitton



Policy & context factors

Policy/ 
context 
factors 

Opportunities
• Political sense of a need for change
• Indicators that capture the public’s interest can create public 

pressure

Obstacles
• Ideologies: e.g. SWB “not the govt’s job” - scientific validity may 

help overcome
• Resistance from those who feel  indicators could undermine their 

decision-making role
• The post-crisis political agenda
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What is subjective wellbeing?

Subjective 
Measurement

Wellbeing

Subjective wellbeing

Hedonic

Eudaimo
nic

Evaluativ
e



• Experienced wellbeing has been measured in representative 
surveys since 1946: “In general, how happy would you say 
you are?”

• Eurobarometer started collecting data on life satisfaction in 
1974

• First inclusion in survey collected by official statistics office in 
1985, in Canadian General Social Survey

• Now included in dozens of national and international, official 
and non-official surveys. 

– Gallup World Poll collected in almost all the world

– Eurostat mandated collection in 2013 across EU members

– Biggest national survey in UK, Annual Population Survey includes 
four experienced wellbeing questions and goes out to over 160,000 
respondents

– OECD has produced guidelines on measuring subjective wellbeing, 
and how to use data

Can we really measure wellbeing?



Who is measuring subjective wellbeing?



• Overall, how satisfied are you with your life 

nowadays? (0 to 10 scale), UK Office for 

National Statistics, EU-wide

• How much of the time in the last week… did you 

feel stressed? (none of the time, some of the 

time, most of the time, all of the time), ESS, 

Santa Monica

• I feel I am free to decide how to life my life 

(agree-disagree)

What do people ask?



National Accounts of Wellbeing



Why measure wellbeing subjectively?

• Valid - it’s the only way to really measure the 
outcome of people’s wellbeing and not rely 
on proxies

• Universally desirable – everyone wants to 
feel positive about their life

• Democratic – it does not impose on people 
what is important. It allows them to weight the 
importance of different issues in their life and 
answer the question

• Comprehensive – it’s influenced by almost 
everything.  



Watch these spaces…



Thank you
saamah.abdallah@neweconomics.org

saamah@gmail.com 
www.neweconomics.org

“I perceive that the great part of the miseries of 
mankind are brought upon them by false estimates 
they have made of the value of things.”

Benjamin Franklin (1706–1790)


