
 
 

 

National Statistician launches 
well-being debate  

 
Date:  25 November 2010 
Coverage:  United Kingdom    Theme: Economy, Social, Environment 
 

 
The National Statistician Jil Matheson, today announced plans to lead a national debate on 
measuring the nation’s well-being. 
 
The National Well-being Project aims to provide a fuller picture of 'how society is doing’ than is 
given by economic indicators such as GDP. Understanding the economic performance of a country 
is important, but there is a need to look at broader measures, 'quality-of-life' indicators and the 
impact progress has on the environment when assessing national well-being. 
 
National Statistician Jil Matheson said: “Statistics are the bedrock of democracy, in a country 
where we care about what is happening.  We must measure what matters - the key elements of 
national well-being.  There is no shortage of numbers that could be used to construct measures of 
well-being, but they will only be successful if they are widely accepted and understood. We want to 
develop measures based on what people tell us matters most.” 
 
“Whatever measures we produce they need to be relevant. Statistics need to be relevant. It is one 
of the important elements of statistical quality. Relevant to the government but also, most 
importantly, relevant to the citizen to allow for effective and independent assessment of policy as 
well as an assessment of how society is doing overall.” 
 
The issue of well-being and how it is measured is being increasingly recognised around the world, 
particularly stimulated by the Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi Report commissioned by President 
Sarkozy. The European Commission’s GDP and Beyond project and the OECD’s global project on 
measuring the progress of societies are also looking at these issues. 
  
One recommendation from the Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi report is that national statistics offices 
should gather information on people’s views of their own well-being. ONS is planning to include 
these types of question on its large household surveys from April 2011. These more subjective 
measures will supplement existing objective measures of well-being to provide a fuller picture of 
the nation’s well-being.  They will also provide estimates at the sub-national level. 
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Jil Matheson added: “These measures will be a powerful way to understand the well-being of 
people across the country and for different places, different age groups, whether people are in 
work or not, and for other groups.  But we want to do more than that. We need to show a wider 
picture, such as the environment, key statistics on health, levels of education, inequality in income 
and so on. We could provide thousands of numbers, but that is too many. The debate will help us 
pick out the key areas which matter most for national wellbeing, and good ways of showing figures 
which people recognise as telling a story which reflects their experiences.“ 
 
An ONS webpage dedicated to the well-being debate will go ‘live’ at noon today. See: 
www.ons.gov.uk/well-being after midday on 25 November 2010. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/well-being
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Background Notes  
 
1. In September 2010 ONS published an article “there’s more to life than GDP but how can 

we measure it” outlining how ONS working with others could take forward the 
recommendations of the Stiglitz report.  
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