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Background: Recent literature has emphasised that “The main notion that should be kept

in mind in order to measure societal well-being from a quantitative perspective, using

statistical indicators, is complexity” (Maggino and Zumbo, 2011, p. 201). Unfortunately,

most empirical studies of societal well-being, quality of life and standard of living have

interpreted complexity merely as multidimensionality and have operationalized it as

smart assemblage of indicators/dimensions. The assemblage may be implemented as

either dashboard of indicators or aggregation of indicators, which possibly produces –by

using various techniques– one or more composite indicators. The “smart assemblage”

approach has an important drawback: the choice, grouping, and role assigned to

indicators is usually mostly data-driven, based on a mix of quantitative techniques and

common sense, without any sound theoretical approach to well-being, quality of life and

standard of living (Burchi and De Muro, 2015).
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Objectives: The paper has two objectives. The first is to show the consequences of

“measurement without theory” (Koopmans, 1947) in the case of multidimensional well-

being indicators. The second objective is to introduce some concepts that may guide the

construction of indicators that are theoretical consistent and empirically relevant.

Methods: The paper will briefly review and compare the most common approaches to

well-being conceptualization and measurement. Then, it will present and develop some

useful concepts proposed by Amartya Sen (1985) and Wiebke Kuklys (2005) for the

comprehensive analysis of multidimensional well-being.

Results: The main result of the paper is a sketched conceptual framework that may be

used in the construction of consistent multidimensional well-being indicators.

Conclusions: If the measurement of well-being is not just a data-driven assemblage of

indicators but it is rooted a sound theoretical framework, we may obtain indicators that

are a better guide to well-being analysis and policy.
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