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Abstract

We have a global society that has placed its emphasis on economic growth for hundred of years – and been very success in achieving spectacular results for a relatively small number of people.  Simultaneously we have found our social and environment wellbeing severely deteriorated because of this singular focus on economic objectives.  This is exemplified by the misuse of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) – as a proxy for societal wellbeing.  

A complication arises due to the segmentation of economic, social, cultural, and environmental wellbeing / quality of life measures has not enabled us to break out of the traditional orthodoxy of focusing on economic growth. We need to address the whole.

Considering these issues, how can we improve the wellbeing (quality of life) of all people across a wide spectrum of themes as a “systems” approach to overall wellbeing, and attract the interest and commitment from national policy makers and decision makers to assist in achieving the results we seek?

This paper will give examples of objective New Zealand Quality of Life indicators and the Genuine Progress Indicator work in New Zealand and Nova Scotia Canada.  It will also describe the “What Matters Most to New Zealanders” initiative which will measure social, cultural, economic and environmental wellbeing – and assess the linkages across indicator themes and between policies and outcomes.  This will be the first comprehensive, integrated set of wellbeing indicators in NZ developed by the people and for the people.  

Background
There is a growing interest in the measurement of quality of life and wellbeing internationally.  This has been seen clearly in the last OECD World Forum on “Statistics, Knowledge and Policy” held in Korea in October 2009 attended by over 1000 people. (1)  This forum emerged out of an increasing global concern about the inappropriateness of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) being used as a proxy for overall wellbeing.  (Note while there is a technical difference between quality of life and wellbeing, in this case I am using them interchangeably.)  Here I seek to explore a “systems approach” to overall wellbeing and how this can lead to more effective adoption and commitment by policy and decision makers – to achieve the results we seek.
The growth of GDP (Gross Domestic Product), the national measure of economic throughput, is assumed a prerequisite for a healthy society.  If the GDP goes up, we celebrate.  If it goes down all hell breaks loose.  But do we realize that a 4% growth in GDP pa gives rise to a doubling every 17 years (it’s exponential).  It can be easily seen by anyone, without being an economist, that unlimited growth is impossible to sustain.   It increasingly places excessive demands on a shrinking natural resource base and produces excess wastes (including greenhouse gases) beyond the capacity of the planet to absorb.   
While higher levels of GDP provide many materialistic benefits to society, particularly in the upper levels of the social-economic spectrum, it also places soul destroying stress on our overall social fabric – increasing the rich poor gap and significantly reducing the quality of life for a large percentage of society.  Research shows a correlation between increases in economic growth and increases in social economic inequities. (2)  It also shows that this equity gap is responsible for reduced health and wellbeing for all levels of society. (3)
If we want to shift from a singular economic goal, like GDP, to meet the needs of the whole of society, how do we go about this?  First is to understand how the elements in the system are interconnected. 

A good example of the interconnectivity of the system is found in the health sector.  Achieving better health has less to do with the NZ Ministry of Health than the quality and safety of the food we eat, our economic status, and in particular with the growing social economic equity gap, with our housing, our life styles, etc.
It can also be shown that one of the key causes of increasing health costs are due to environmental contamination, in the form of chemical pollution, heavy metal contamination, etc.  WHO has stated that over 25% of illnesses globally is due to environmental contamination. (4) The strategy of preventing the increase in health costs must include reducing environmental causal factors – a key, but unacknowledged, factor in rising health costs.  This includes cancer, Alzheimer’s and cardiovascular diseases, etc.  These present business growth opportunities for companies – which easily becomes a solution and a problem.    

One of the greatest economic challenges in the world today is the unaffordability of a growing health budget - without an end in site.   The lion’s share of the health budget goes into salvaging the consequences of poor health at the bottom of the cliff.  Little goes into prevention, healthy life styles, natural health, community approaches, etc.  High tech solutions are being developed to address some of these health issues, but these are becoming increasingly unaffordable.  The transnational companies delivering these high tech solutions are fundamentally driven to grow their profits.  
The “system” nature of the problem we are addressing becomes apparent.  We must  attend to the interconnected nature of health and focus on those strategies that will give the best results.  
Trying to grow the economy to accommodate this burgeoning health budget is not a sustainable strategy.  
Formulating a measurement system

The maxim of “what we measure is what we value” and its inverse should be guiding principles for forming a measurement system.  It has been suggested that a good way to measure the economy is to measure what it produces in the social, environmental and personal economic outcomes – making it understandable and supportable by ordinary citizens.    

Simon Kuznets, the architect of the GDP said, “the welfare of a nation can scarcely be inferred from a measurement of national income as defined by the GDP…. Goals for “more” growth should specify of what and for what.” 
European Commission President Jose Manuel Barros, in his speech opening the 2008 international conference “Beyond GDP” said “GDP is unfit to reflect many of today’s challenges, such as public health, climate change, and the environment.  We cannot face the challenges of the future with the tools of the past”.  

Also Robert Kennedy once said:  "Too much and too long, we seem to have surrendered community excellence and community values in the mere accumulation of material things. Our gross national product ... if we should judge America by that - counts air pollution and cigarette advertising, and ambulances to clear our highways of carnage. It counts special locks for our doors and the jails for those who break them. It counts the destruction of our redwoods and the loss of our natural wonder in chaotic sprawl. It counts napalm and the cost of a nuclear warhead, and armored cars for police who fight riots in our streets. It counts Whitman's rifle and Speck's knife, and the television programs which glorify violence in order to sell toys to our children.” 
"Yet the gross national product does not allow for the health of our children, the quality of their education, or the joy of their play. It does not include the beauty of our poetry or the strength of our marriages; the intelligence of our public debate or the integrity of our public officials. It measures neither our wit nor our courage; neither our wisdom nor our learning; neither our compassion nor our devotion to our country; it measures everything, in short, except that which makes life worthwhile.”  

He is talking about our consensus held values about our Quality of Life.  
Key Questions 
Considering these issues, how can we improve the wellbeing (quality of life) of all people across a wide spectrum of themes as a “systems” approach to overall wellbeing, and attract the interest and commitment from national policy makers and decision makers to assist in achieving the results we seek?

Some Possible Answers

1.  Select the themes required to cover a broad range of quality of life factors.  The NZ Quality of Life (QoL) local government initiative (5) is a comprehensive approach to wellbeing that makes measurements in 12 New Zealand cities.  This world class project shares much of the same data and approach to “outcome indicators” as used in the NZ Ministry of Social Development Social Report (6).   Eleven themes are used in the QoL Report.
1. People

2. Knowledge and skills

3. Health

4. Safety

5. Housing

6. Social connectedness

7. Civil and political rights

8. Economic standard of living

9. Economic development

10. Natural environment

11. Built environment. 

which including multiple indicators for each theme.  For instance Health includes:

a) Life expectancy
b) Low birth weight babies

c) Infant mortality
d) Teenage parents

e) Communicable diseases

f) Access to general practitioners

g) Mental health and emotional wellbeing

h) Self-reported health status

i) Modifiable risk factors

j) Recreation and leisure

2. A systems approach to the measurement of wellbeing recognizes the “determinants” or  interconnected relationships within the system.  Three general categories of determinants are suggested. (7)
I. Horizontal determinants, the linkages across indicators, as illustrated earlier for health.  In most cases the environment and the healthy economy affect most other general outcomes of wellbeing. 
II. Vertical determinants defined by the relationship between outcomes and government programmes and policies.  Is it possible to achieve that desired outcomes of wellbeing with the government programmes and policies in place.  
III. Social networks, supports, volunteerism, etc.  

“Social connectedness is integral to wellbeing.  People are defined by their social roles, whether as partners, parents, children, friends, caregivers, team-mates, staff or employers, or myriad other roles.   Relationships give people support, happiness, contentment and a sense they belong and have a role to play in society…Several studies have demonstrated links between social connectedness and the performance of the economy as well as positive outcomes for individual health and wellbeing.”  (8) 
According to Health Canada: “The caring and respect that occur in social networks, as well as the resulting sense of wellbeing, seem to act as a buffer against social problems.  Indeed, some experts in the field believe that the health effect of social relationships may be as important as established risk factors such as smoking and high blood pressure.” (9)
Work has been done on featuring “determinants” in the Nova Scotia GPI, and the indicator programme of Newfoundland and the State of Victoria, Australia.  

Work has been done on featuring “determinants” in the Nova Scotia GPI, and the indicator programme of Newfoundland and the State of Victoria, Australia.  

3. Use both objective and subjective measures.  Objective measures are commonplace in the development of wellbeing outcomes, as illustrated in the Quality of Life and the Social Reports.  The Quality of Life Report uses a biennial Quality of Life Survey to measure resident perceptions of wellbeing.  Some people believe that it is important not to use subjective surveys in establishing policy because opinions can change so rapidly and seemingly randomly – while policies must be designed for long term application.  On-the-other-hand others, like Richard Layard (10) believe that they are central and essential in the development of quality of life indicators.  Consequently there are a variety of views.  I believe there is an argument for using both. 
4. To acquire the interest and commitment of policy makers and decision makers, use “full cost accounting” (FCA) methods (11), a cost-benefit analysis of each measure.  When possible, monetization is used to give “objective” value to non-market goods and services found in the social and environmental sectors, that are omitted from standard accounting procedures.  FCA enables policy makers to understand externalized to internalized costs, and move from non-market to market evaluations, and fixed to variable pricing mechanism.  This is a key mechanism for capturing the attention and commitment of policy makers.  It is instrumental in bringing social and environmental wellbeing issues on an equal par with financial – to curtail the misuse of GDP.  The Gross Domestic Product remains useful for measuring the economic throughput of a society, as it was originally intended.    
5. Genuine Progress Indicators (GPI) programmes can bring together four element elements into a workable alternative, if designed properly.  

A. The Genuine Progress Indicator system was originally designed by Clifford Cobb (12) and his team at Redesigning Progress in 1995.  This work aimed at creating an “equivalent” economic growth measurement which takes into consideration factors ignored by the GDP, like the cost of resource depletion, crime, ozone depletion, family breakdown, air-waste-noise pollution, loss of farmland and wetland.  It also gives values to unpaid work, like volunteer time and unpaid household work, which is ignored in the GDP because no money changes hands.  It is often referred to as a “green GDP”.  
It was created with the purpose of replacing the GDP with an alternative measure.  It consequently produced a single number (as in the GDP) and required using a specific structure for the social, economic and environmental components so that the final number produced was comparable to the GDP.  This presentation was effective in making trend comparisons with GDP over a period of time – and therefore good for attracting public attention to the differences between GDP and GPI and challenging the misuse of the GDP.  
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Drawbacks included the means for generating the single indicator required weightings of the social, economic and environmental components which are  difficult-to-impossible to get public consensus.  Also the selection of the components are relatively rigid and do not allow including other measures, such as governance / democracy, social-economic inequities, etc. And lastly this form of GPI doesn’t lend itself well to informing policy making.
In New Zealand Massey University in partnership with Landcare have developed a GPI system modelled after the work of Clifford Cobb. (13)  The choice of measures were determined by the nature of the GDP.  There are identified as costs and benefits, those largely missing from the GDP.

Benefits – personal consumption

a. Public consumption

b. Household and community work

c. Services of public capital

Costs – Defensive health expenditure

d. Unemployment

e. Underemployment

f. Overwork

g. Crime

h. Commuting

i. Loss/damage to terrestrial ecosystem

j. Ozone deletion

k. Noise pollution

l. Loss of air quality

m. Contaminated sites

n. Climate change

o. Loss of water quality

p. Loss of non-renewables resources
Similar systems have been developed in a number of countries by NGOs but not officially adopted by any government to date. 

B. The Nova Scotia GPI system, developed by Dr. Ron Colman (14), sought to minimize these objections.  It does not aggregate the results into a single number.  Instead it creates an index of indicators and uses full-cost-accounting which serves informing policy makers and providing all of the advantages described earlier under FCA.  The selection of measures is totally flexible, having no pre-set requirements.  
	Time Use 
• Value of Civic and Voluntary Work 
• Value of Unpaid Housework and Child Care 
• Value of Leisure Time 
• Paid Work Hours

	Living Standards
• Income and its Distribution 
• Financial Security - Debt and Assets
• Economic Security Index

	Natural Capital 
• Soils & Agriculture 
• Forests 
• Fisheries and Marine Resources 
• Energy 
• Air
• Water

	Human Impact on the Environment 
• Solid Waste
• Ecological Footprint 
• Greenhouse Gas Emissions 
• Transportation

	Human and Social Capital 
• Population Health
• Costs of Crime
• Educational Attainment


Dr. Colman’s work is presently before the Nova Scotia Government to officially adopt.  They have already used the results of this work in making policy decisions and organising their government structures. 
In search of effective graphic for this multiple outcome approach to GPI, the circle diagram has been used, as shown.  This was developed for Alberta Canada.  
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C. An initiative has begun in New Zealand to develop a comprehensive, integrated set of national indicators, called “What Matters Most to New Zealanders” (15).  It is designed to use Dr. Colman’s design of GPI in creating a set of progress, wellbeing and sustainability indicators, and emphasizes the grass-roots nature of involving community and public engagement in the formation of the indicator system and in promoting behaviour change.  The two target destinations are policy makers and communities.  Full cost accounting is used for the reasons given above.  This project includes analyzing the horizontal and vertical determinants described earlier to inform people of the nature of the system and enhance Government’s and community’s ability to better achieve desired results.  
“What Matters Most to New Zealanders” will be built on these numerous indicator projects already being used in New Zealand.  This programme essentially incorporates all of the features recommended in this paper therefore giving further value to the excellent work already in process.  
Conclusions
Extensive work is already in process in New Zealand in the field of quality of life indicators.  This includes the local government Quality of Life report on 12 cities, the NZ Ministry of Social Development Social Report, and the Genuine Progress Indicator work of Massey and Landcare.  This fine work can be extended by using a systems approach of establishing the horizontal and vertical linkages described and full cost accounting to monetize those indicators where possible – thus equipping policy makers and community action groups to better respond to the results of the indicators.    
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