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Summary 
 
The Coalition Government wishes to 
measure success not solely in terms  
of Gross Domestic Product (GDP), but  
in terms of overall ‘national wellbeing’.  
The Office of National Statistics (ONS)  
has been asked to start a consultation 
process on how this might be measured. 

There is no standard definition of  wellbeing. The 
Coalition Government’s Public Health White Paper 
defines wellbeing as “a positive physical, social 
and mental state”. There is general agreement that 
physical, social, environmental and psychological 
factors influence wellbeing. Wellbeing emerges  
from these influences because we actively construct 
our own view of ourselves and our wellbeing in the 
context of the world around us and our experiences.

This current focus on wellbeing is not new. A good 
deal of work measuring wellbeing already takes 
place across the UK, as a way of trying to assess 
people’s satisfaction with their quality of life. The 
ONS consultation will be able to build on this existing 
evidence-base. 

Any debate on measuring wellbeing needs to ensure 
that individuals’ subjective views on wellbeing are 
balanced with objective social indicators. The debate 
also needs to take into account that there may be 
profound differences in conceptual understanding  
of wellbeing across different cultural groups in the UK. 

There is a wealth of evidence that positive wellbeing 
influences a wide range of outcomes for individuals 
and communities, including better physical and 
mental health, higher educational attainment and 
more social cohesion. There is also an increasingly 
strong body of evidence that in order to increase 
levels of societal and individual wellbeing, there 
needs to be a reduction in socio-economic 
inequalities. 

The Foundation has therefore welcomed the current 
debate on measuring wellbeing, and proposals 
to establish more sophisticated, accurate and 
robust measurement tools that can be applied 
to larger sample sizes. It is important that any 
wellbeing indicators are practical, linked to a robust 
data source, and mainstreamed into routine data 
collection.

A single national measure of wellbeing, such as that 
for GDP, may have some merit in terms of debate 
at Ministerial and national level. However we would 
like to see a wider set of indicators created that 
local communities can use to measure their own 
population wellbeing against other communities. 

Done effectively, the data collected will be of 
significant benefit in assessing the impact at 
community level of national and local policies 
relating to, among other things, public health, mental 
health, housing, employment, the economy, the 
arts, education and the environment – all of which 
contribute fundamentally to the quality of life of over 
60 million UK citizens.
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wellbeing alongside economic growth and 
bring about a more equal and fair society” 

–  the current proposed NHS reforms in 
England aim to establish local Health and 
Wellbeing Boards in every local authority

–  Scotland’s Better Health, Better Care: Action 
Plan of 2007, which refers to an expansion 
of the health and wellbeing portfolio to 
include key determinants such as sport and 
physical activity, housing, homelessness, 
poverty, social and financial inclusion and 
regeneration

–  the Welsh Assembly Government’s aim to 
move towards sustainable development 
by improving the social and environmental 
wellbeing of people and communities, which 
includes developing specific indicators of 
wellbeing (Welsh Assembly Government, 
2010).

The benefits of measuring and 
promoting wellbeing 

There is a wealth of evidence that positive 
wellbeing influences a wide range of 
outcomes for individuals and communities. 
These include:

   “healthier lifestyles; better physical 
health; improved recovery from illness; 
fewer limitations in daily living; higher 
educational attainment; greater productivity, 
employment and earnings; better 
relationships with adults and with children; 
more social cohesion and engagement and 
improved quality of life. These outcomes 
are…associated with the presence of 
positive mental health, sometimes referred 
to as ‘wellbeing’” (Friedli 2009).

There is also an increasingly strong body 
of evidence that in order to increase levels 
of societal and individual wellbeing, there 
needs to be a reduction in socio-economic 
inequalities, and the gap between rich and 
poor, across the UK (Wilkinson and Pickett, 
2009; Friedli, 2009; Marmot, 2010). We 
would hope that a better understanding and 
measurement of wellbeing, and how it is 
generated, will lead to policies that address 
these inequalities.

For too long, economic benchmarks such as 
GDP and limited health measures such as life-
expectancy have been used to assess quality 
of life, ignoring the fact that being richer or 

living longer are often poor indicators  
of personal happiness and wellbeing. 

To demonstrate improvements to societal 
and individual wellbeing, we need to be able 
to measure wellbeing. The Foundation has 
therefore welcomed the current debate, and 
proposals to establish more sophisticated, 
accurate and robust measurement tools that 
can be applied to larger sample sizes. It is 
important that any wellbeing indicators are 
practical, linked to a robust data source, and 
mainstreamed into routine data collection. 

A single national measure of wellbeing, such 
as that for GDP, may have some merit in 
terms of debate at Ministerial and national 
level. However, especially at a time when the 
Government is committed to transferring 
power to local communities, a single measure 
averaged from a wide variety of local data 
will be too blunt an instrument to help 
local communities develop effective local 
strategies. We would like to see a wider set 
of indicators created that local communities 
can use to measure their own population 
wellbeing against other communities.

Done effectively, the data collected will be of 
significant benefit in assessing the impact 
at community level of national and local 
policies relating to, among other things, public 
health, mental health, housing, employment, 
the economy, the arts, education and 
the environment – all of which contribute 
fundamentally to the quality of life of over 60 
million UK citizens.
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The Mental Health 
Foundation is a UK-wide 
charity that carries out 
research, campaigns 
for better mental health 
services, and works to raise 
awareness of all mental 
health issues to help us all 
lead mentally healthier lives.




