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Background: Quality of life is a multidimensional concept involving very heterogeneous

dimensions. For decades, Gross Domestic Product represented the sole measure used to

summarize the quality of life of people in a given country. However, recently social

sciences documented that GDP provides a partial information about how well people are

doing. This is why a number of international institutions, and many countries worldwide

are developing dashboards of indicators to monitor quality of life (OECD, 2011). The

challenge is how to summarize the information of many indicators to be able to
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understand the situation in a country. In other words, how can we aggregate

heterogeneous indicators of quality of life? Various approaches have been discussed in

the literature (Kahneman et al., 1999; Fattore et al., 2011; Fattore et al., 2012).  We

propose and test the validity of a synthetic index of quality of life accounting for the

average and inequality of various objective and subjective proxies of well-being.

Objectives: our aim is to build and test a synthetic index of quality of life from a set of

objective and subjective proxies of well-being.

Methods: we use Data Envelopment Analysis (DEA) to create a synthetic index of

quality of life. DEA has been first introduced by Charnes et al. (1978) to measure the

efficiency of production units. The advantage of DEA is that it does not depend on

sample size and it handles multiple inputs and outputs. This technique uses linear

programming to compare each production unit in a sample to the best observed practices

in terms of one or more output measures (Guardiola and Picazo-Tadeo, 2013). An

important feature of DEA is that it can be rearranged to compute a synthetic index of

quality of life (Guardiola and Picazo-Tadeo, 2013; Reig-Martinez, 2013). We use this

technique to compute our index for each year and country available in the European

Social Survey. This allows us to assess how quality of life differs across countries and

over time using a single index for each country and year.

We draw our measures of well-being using aggregated data from the six waves of the

European Social Survey. Such data-set provides comparable individual level information

about many domains of people’s life, such as material living conditions, health,

employment and work conditions, education, leisure, confidence in institutions and social

relationships. In other words, the ESS provides a broad set of proxies of well-being

covering the main domains of quality of life identified by Eurostat1 and OECD2. For each

year and country in the ESS, we first compute the average level of each proxy of well-

being and the respective measure of inequality. The two sets of macro variables (the

average levels and the inequality measures) are subsequently used to compute our

synthetic index of quality of life. Such measure will be available by country and year.

To test the meaningfulness of our synthetic index, we contrast its trends and levels (by

country and year) with those of other variables such as Gross Domestic Product,

Unemployment Rate, Life Expectancy, Healthy Life Years, Income inequality and

subjective well-being using standard statistical techniques.

Results: It is possible to create a synthetic index of quality of life from a dashboard of

indicators accounting for their average value as well as for their within country

inequality. As any synthetic index our proposal summarizes a large amount of

1 http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/gdp-and-beyond/quality-of-life/context
2 http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/
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information into a single number. The comparison of our index with macro indicators (i.e.

GDP, unemployment rate, etc.) and with indicators of subjective well-being will be

included in our presentation.

Conclusions: We use DEA to develop a synthetic index of quality of life. Such index

provides a single information for each European country present in the ESS from 2002 to

2012. Hence, it is possible to synthesize a large amount of information on people’s

quality of life in a single number and to monitor its differences across countries and time.

Our index does not substitute the dashboard of indicators, but it has the advantage of

providing a single measurement, easily understandable by lay-people. To have a clear

picture of what happens to people’s well-being in a given country at a given time it is

indispensable to have a dashboard. However, our index provides an overview of people’s

quality of life to quickly identify the cases that require a deeper analysis.
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