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There is a problem with GDP 
   Robert Kennedy (1968): “GDP measures 
   everything, in short, except that which makes  
   life worthwile” 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mCH3KvcAf9w 
 
   Amartya Sen (1990): “We need a measure of  
   the same level of vulgarity as GNP – just one  
   number- but a measure that is not as blind to  
   social aspects of human lives as GNP is” 
 
   STIGLITZ, SEN, FITOUSSI (2009): the time is  
   ripe for our measurement system to shift  
   emphasis from measuring economic   
   production to measuring people’s well-being.  
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Social monitoring and reporting 
• strong focus on the well-being of individuals and the general 

population; 
• the units of observation are individuals and private 

households; 
• measurement primarily focused on outcomes rather than 

inputs; 
• seeks to identify progress as well as inequalities; 
• policy orientation; 
• empirical or quantitative measurement approach; 
• representativeness; 
• timeliness and continuity across time; 
• intelligibility. 

Noll 2002; Boelhouwer and Roes 2004; Noll and Berger 2014 
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What is monitored? 

Related concepts: quality of life, social inclusion, wellbeing,  
 (broad) welfare, happiness, life situation 

Economic?   Resources? Outcomes? 
  Subjective(USA)? Objective(Scandinavië)?  
7-10 domains: 

1. Social networks;   6. leisure time;  
2. education;    7. health;  
3. labour;    8. participation;  
4. housing;   9. material welfare;  
5. safety   10. environment 

Micro, macro?    Sustainability 
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What does a comprehensive index add ? 
Quick first and global look 

Attracts attention 
Signals developments 
 

Integrative way of describing  
complex phenomena 

Focuses attention on overall developments  
shows the compensating possibilities between 
domains  
 

Could (potentially) make social indicators as important as 
economic indicators – GDP! 
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Why shouldn’t we use indices? 
1. There is no consensus on  

the choice of indicators,  
the way to combine them  
the way weights should be reached at 

 

2. A composite index oversimplifies complexity 
 

3. Interpreting both indexscores and developments 
is unclear 
 

4. Unclear procedure of indexconstruction 
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Some of the (growing list of) initiatives 
• Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW) 
• Genuine progress indicator (GPI) 

 
• Human Development Index (HDI) 
• Happy Planet Index (HPI) 
• Sustainable Society Index (SSI) 

 
• Your Better Life Initiative (BLI) 
• Gross National Happiness (GNH) 
• SCP Life Situation Index (SLI) 
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Your Better Life Index (OECD) 

UNECE - Geneva 8-10 December 12 



The Netherlands Institute for Social Research  UNECE - Geneva 8-10 December 13 



The Netherlands Institute for Social Research  

Conceptual Framework  
SCP Life Situation Index 
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Life situation in the Netherlands (1974-2013) 
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Conclusions 

• Social monitoring and social reporting are important additions 
to economic outlooks 
 

• Quality of life  
• Is a multi-dimensional concept 
• Includes both objective and subjective elements – but separate 
• Can be measured with a dashboard or with a composite index 

 
• Quality of life and sustainable development have to be looked 

at separately 
 

• Micro data needed for cumulation of disadvantages 
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