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Background 

• How to measure well-being and societal progress: OECD has been addressing for 

more than a decade (long tradition social indicators, Global project on progress, World 

Fora...) 

• OECD Better Life Initiative in 2011  (focus on the aspects of life that matter to people 

and shape their life) 

 

• Building on best practices for measuring well-being and progress, the recommendations 

from the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Report, consultations with international experts and NSOs 

represented in the OECD Committee on Statistics and Statistical Policy, the OECD has 

developed… 
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OECD well-being conceptual framework 

People rather than economic 

system  or  GDP 

 

Outcomes rather than inputs and 

outputs 

 

Both averages and inequalities 
 

Both objective and subjective 

aspects 

 

Both today and tomorrow (as well 

as elsewhere) 
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Well-being as multi-dimensional 

• Traditionally multidimensional concepts assessed by a set of indicators (dashboard) or a 

composite or synthetic index  

 

• In “How’s Life?”, the well-being report, the OECD presents a dashboard of 25 headline indicators (~ 

2 per dimension) and secondary indicators to complement on specific topics. 

 >pro: possible to assess which dimensions drive 

 >cons: complex picture to communicate, no information on interrelations across outcomes 

• Composite or synthetic indices: 

 >pro: summarizing complex information into 1 headline figure, (joint distribution – synthetic) 

 >cons: loss of information and arbitrary assumption in the weighting at each aggregation level 
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Weights in Multidimensional Indices of well-being  

• Decancq and Lugo (2012): present 8 different approaches – 3 classes 

1. Data-driven: weights as function of the distribution of achievements 

1. Frequency based 

2. Statistical (descriptive or explanatory) 

3. Most favorable 

2. Normative: only depend on value judgments 

1. Equal or arbitrary 

2. Expert opinion 

3. Price based 

3. Hybrid: data-driven and depend on some form of valuation of the achievements 

1. Stated preferences (based directly on opinions of (a representative group of) individuals in the society) 

2. Hedonic  (inferring individuals’ evaluation from their general level of happiness/LS) 

 

> Hume: The content of a “good life” is more a matter of values, which can not be derived from factual 

distribution of the achievement vectors 

> Whose value judgments? Suffer from some form of paternalism 
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«Your» Better Life Index (BLI)’s approach (I) 

• Hybrid approach 

• Innovative: allow users to create their own composite index >assign a weight to each 

of the 11 dimensions of the OECD well-being framework 

 

• Interactive web application designed to involve people in the discussion on well-being 

and to learn what matters the most to them (communication tool) 

 

• Users can see how countries’ average (and by gender) achievements compare based on 

one’s own personal priorities in life, compare their choices with peers and share their 

index with other people in their network and with the OECD. 

http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/ 

 

 

 

 

http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/
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«Your» Better Life Index (BLI) website 
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«Your» Better Life Index (BLI)’s approach (II) 

• Normalization: min-max of 24 well-being indicators 

• Equal weight to indicators of each dimension 

• Users assign a weight ranging from 0 to 5 to each well-being dimension through the interface of the 

web tool 

• Weights + normalized dimension scores aggregated in a standard weighted arithmetic mean to 

construct the user’s Better Life Index 

• The web tool collects the weights assigned by users, if they decide to share them with the OECD 

• Almost 6 million visits since its launch in 2011 

• More than 77,000 users in the OECD have shared their BLI (after data cleaning) 

• Partial correction ex-post (for over- or under-represented persons considering sex and age) to better 

represent the population; not for access to internet, double-counting, awareness, interest and 

willingness to share the results with the OECD,…  non-random sample not representative of the 

population in the countries 
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What matters most? 

In OECD 
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Regional patterns 



Opening Session 
 

OECD and well-being  

«Your» Better Life Index 

Conclusions 

Balestra  et al.                Dealing with Complexity in society                                13 

Users’preferences, satisfaction & life satisfaction 

The BLI Extended survey (additionally after sharing your index) 

• Additional socio-demographic information (education, occupational status, marital status, children) 

and the satisfaction with the 11 dimensions 

• Preliminary analysis (4,700 users) 

 

Individual’s preferences versus satisfaction* 

• The more you are satisfied with a dimension, the more you value it. No evidence for  income and 

wealth.  

   What about life satisfaction?  

Individual’s preference-satisfaction gap and their life satisfaction* 

• The higher is the gap (satisf.>weight), the more you are satisfied with your life. The opposite is true for 

education and safety. No evidence for civic engagement. 

 

*(controlling for socio-demography, education, region, occupational status, marital status, children) 
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Users’preferences, satisfaction & life satisfaction compared to average 

“Happiness” depends partly on comparisons to some reference levels (Adam Smith, Veblen 

(1899), Duesenberry (1974), Clark et al. (2002)…) 

 

Individual’s preferences, average preferences in the country and life satisfaction* 

• The more you weight income than on average, the less you are satisfied with your life 

• The more you weight civic engagement, life satisfaction, W-L balance than on average, 

the more you are satisfied with your life 

 

Individual’s satisfaction, average satisfaction in the country and life satisfaction* 

• The more you are satisfied with a dimension than on average, the more you are 

satisfied with your life (except for environment and civic engagement) 
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Conclusions 

•  “Your” Better Life Index has a twofold interest: 

1. Construction of a composite well-being index with non-arbitrary weights (one possible hybrid 

approach) 

2. Possible to engage citizens in the well-being discussion (interactive) 

 

• Possible to understand what matters most to them > Important for policy 

• Differences across regions, gender and age 

• Explored relation between preferences, satisfaction and life satisfaction 

 

• Exploration for construction of alternative indicators of satisfaction, more timely available, which can 

complement, not substitute, the existing ones  

• Results to be interpreted with care due to current limitations 

 



Opening Session 
 

Balestra  et al.                Dealing with Complexity in society                                16 

Thank you  

for your attention 
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Criteria of selection of the indicators 

 Relevance 

- face valid (does it match what you want to measure?) 

- clear interpretation (is more better?) 

- policy relevant (can it be changed through policies?) 

 

Data considerations 

- official or established sources (non-official place-holders) 

- comparable/standardized definitions 

- maximum country-coverage 

- recurrent data collection 

- can be disaggregated by population groups 
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The indicators (part I) 

 Income and wealth 

- Household net adjusted disposable income (USD PPPs per capita) 

- Household net financial wealth (USD PPPs per capita) 

 Jobs and earnings 

- Employment rate 

- Long-term unemployment rate (1 year or more) 

- Average gross annual earnings of full-time employees 

- Employment insecurity 

  Housing conditions 

- Rooms per person 

- Dwellings without basic facilities (indoor flushing toilet) 

- Housing expenditure 

  Health status 

- Life expectancy at birth 

- Self-reported health 

  Work-Life balance 

- Employees working very long hours (50 hours or more) 

- Time devoted to leisure and personal care 
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The indicators (part II) 

 Education and skills 

- Educational attainment 

- Students’ cognitive skills 

- Expected years in education (at age 5 until 39) 

- Competences in adult population 

 Social connections/ Community 

- Social network support 

  Civic engagement and governance 

- Consultation on rule making 

- Voter turn-out 

  Environmental quality 

- Air pollution (PM 10 concentrations) 

- Satisfaction with water quality 

  Personal security 

- Homicides rates 

- Self-reported victimization (assaulted or mugged) 

Subjective well-being 

- Life satisfaction 

- (Positive affect balance) 
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Users’preferences, satisfaction & life satisfaction 

 

 

 

Satisfaction & Preference
Life 

Satisfaction
st..errors Weight individual - country

Life 

Satisfaction
st..errors

male -0.235** (0.053) male -0.159** (0.058)

age -0.2* (0.085) age -0.2* (0.094)

age_sq 0.035** (0.012) age_sq 0.042*** (0.013)

Asia-Pacific -0.266** (0.079) Asia-Pacific -0.372*** (0.087)

North America 0.287** (0.078) North America 0.35*** (0.086)

South America 0.648** (0.079) South America 0.628*** (0.084)

self employed 0.06 (0.076) self employed 0.136 (0.084)

retired 0.019 (0.167) retired -0.081 (0.186)

senior/academic 0.299** (0.083) senior/academic 0.453*** (0.091)

student 0.25** (0.086) student 0.321*** (0.095)

unemployed -0.815** (0.147) unemployed -1.515*** (0.158)

other occupation -0.131 (0.144) other occupation -0.383* (0.160)

secondary edu 0.357 (0.237) secondary edu 0.579* (0.263)

university 0.552* (0.228) university 0.836*** (0.254)

single -0.456** (0.062) single -0.578*** (0.069)

with children 0.034 (0.068) with children 0.041 (0.075)

satisf-pref_gap_housing 0.058** (0.010) gapp_phousing 0.076 (0.102)

satisf-pref_gap_income 0.118** (0.010) gapp_pincome -0.217+ (0.131)

satisf-pref_gap_jobs 0.054** (0.009) gapp_pcommunity 0.079 (0.111)

satisf-pref_gap_community 0.062** (0.009) gapp_peducation 0.112 (0.111)

satisf-pref_gap_education -0.025* (0.010) gapp_penvironment -0.126 (0.106)

satisf-pref_gap_environment 0.023* (0.009) gapp_pengagement 0.272* (0.125)

satisf-pref_gap_engagement 0.011 (0.009) gapp_phealth 0.066 (0.119)

satisf-pref_gap_health 0.019* (0.010) gapp_psatisfaction 0.189+ (0.098)

satisf-pref_gap_safety -0.03** (0.009) gapp_psafety 0.121 (0.109)

satisf-pref_gap_balance 0.036** (0.009) gapp_pbalance 0.164+ (0.10)

Constant 6.86** (0.274) Constant 6.453*** (0.304)

R
2 0.27 R

2 0.1

N 4,595 N 4,595

* p <0.05; ** p <0.01 +p<0.1; * p <0.05; ** p <0.01; *** p<0.001


