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Background: Since the 1970’s the Netherlands Institute for Social Research (SCP) uses a

composite index to describe and monitor developments in the quality of life of the Dutch

population. The SCP Life-situation Index (SLI) is used to measure objective aspects of

individual quality of life. The main goal of the SCP Life Situation Index is to identify and

describe social developments for the purpose of policy, more specifically social policy,

aimed at preventing social disadvantages, and where they exist, to overcome them

(Boelhouwer 2010, cf Land 2004). The index is published in a bi-annual social report,

called “The Social State of the Netherlands”, which publication is requested for by the

Dutch government (Bijl et al.2013, Noll and Berger 2014).

A theoretical model is used to describe the development of quality of life.
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Objectives: In constructing the index, the starting point is that quality of life is a multi-

dimensional concept. The first choice therefore is the selection of the domains. Usually 7

to 10 domains are used for measuring quality of life. (Sitglitz, Sen and Fitoussi 2009;

Hagerty et al 2001). SLI is composed of indicators from eight domains: health, housing,

social participation, cultural leisure activities, consumer durables, sport activity, vacation,

and mobility.

Within the theoretical model we distinguish between the life situation (measured with

output indicators) and resources (input indicators). Resources can be used by citizens to

improve their life situation. The main resources are education, income and paid

employment. These resources are also important tools for government policy: social

policy is to a large extent aimed at  them. As societies are rapidly changing, due to

technological innovations, we nowadays also look at ‘new’ resources, like ict-skills and

mastery.

Methods: The SCP Life Situation Index is based on micro-data, stemming from survey

research carried out by Statistics Netherlands. With these survey data we are able to give

a summarizing insight in the different domains of the life situation at the individual level.

We can also break down the life situation for different social groups, thus it is possible to

compare for example income groups, educational levels and household types. In our view

quality of life has an objective and a subjective part. Using micro-data also provides us

with the opportunity to explore the relationship between objective wellbeing (as measured

by the index) and subjective wellbeing (happiness and satisfactions).

We use non linear canonical correlation analysis to combine the indicators into the index

and to weight hem (Van der Burg, de Leeuw and Dijksterhuis 1994). We use the Overals

procedure in SPSS. Overals calculates the weights in such a way that the item total

correlation is maximized. This method has a number of advantages, like the possibility of

including (theoretically distinctive) domains in the analysis, the possibility of including

indicators of different measurement levels (nominal, interval).

Results: With non linear canonical correlation the indicators within the chosen domains

can be added up into a single index, which measures quality of life. The resulting index

figures are helpful in summarizing developments in the different domains, in comparing

different groups in society and in communicating the main message. For example, the

main message of the most recent data (2013) was that “the life situation of the Dutch

population has got worse between 2011 and 2013. This is for the first time in 30 years

that there is no improvement.” This main message was widely covered in Dutch media.

Conclusions: In the Netherlands, the SCP Life Situation Index has made it possible for

more than 40 years to track developments in objective quality of life and to relate it to

resources and happiness. Non linear canonical correlation analysis has proven it’s value
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for combining the different indicators. Theoretically, it might not be the best way to do so

(for example one could question whether it is necessary that there is a correlation between

all indicators), but we haven’t found a better solution.
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