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Overview

The UK’s National Body for Wellbeing 
Evidence, Policy & Practice 

An independent collaborative 
organisation set up to develop and 
share robust, accessible and useful 

evidence about wellbeing
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A What Works Centre is a bridge between knowledge and action for decision-makers.We bring together the evidence about the relative impacts on wellbeing of policies and projects, their cost and the quality of the evidence.  The Centre also has a role to support the development of the evidence base.The evidence programmes have been commissioned by the Economic and Social Research Council alongside Government Departments and our core work is funded by the National Lottery Community Fund.A What Works Centre is independent of government with a clear and relevant policy and delivery focus. 



1. What is success?



What is a better life? 





How are you doing? 



How it started….



How its going 

Evaluative 

Life Satisfaction – moves 
more slowly but more 
lasting. Affected by  
employment, health & 
relationships 

Positive Affect

Happiness – moves more rapidly 
and more impacted by time use.  
Needs regular top up and greater 
frequency. 

Negative Affect 

Anxiety – moves more rapidly and 
linked with fear, safety and 
financial concerns 

Eudaimonic / Purpose

Worthwhile  – moves more slowly 
but important. Affected by job 
quality, relationships, time use, 
religion, caring/giving. 



Multiple determinants of wellbeing affected 



2: From 1680 to 2021 
The search for the Good Life 
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Feeling safe
financially comfortable, having good physical and 
mental health, good food, job, housing, access to 
natural environment and transport

Feeling loved
respected and appreciated, belonging, having 
positive connections, time alone, appreciation of 
difference and feeling part of something bigger

Feeling fulfilled
a sense of achievement, inspiration, feeling valued, 

fun, learning, opportunities, control, agency and 
choice

Policy for the outcomes that matter 
Public Dialogues into Policy Structures  



The welfare of a nation can 
scarcely be inferred from 
a measurement of national 
income.
Simon Kuznets on GDP and well-being in 1934.Distinctions must be kept in mind 

between quantity and quality 
of growth, between its costs and 
return, and between the short and 
the long term. Goals for more 
growth should specify more growth 
of what and for what.”
Simon Kuznets in 1962.

Welfare of a nation – towards full national accounts 
• GDP doesn’t count 

things that are 
important

•GDP counts things that 
are associated with 
decreases in wellbeing

•GDP is silent on…

 volunteering, civic 
participation, leisure time, 
democracy, control, 
freedom….

 Costs of commuting, 
divorce, crime, 
reconstruction after 
natural disaster and now 
prostitution, drug 
dealing…

 Fairness, sustainability, 
risks...

Globally complementary measures of social progress needed

“The ultimate purpose of economics, of 
course, is to understand and promote the 
enhancement of wellbeing.” 
Ben Bernanke, former Chairman US 
Federal Reserve 



Related concepts 

RELATED CONCEPTS AND 
APPROACHES 





Determinants of mental health 

For the Health Professionals: Creating the conditions for us all to thrive  

Physical and Mental health is 
affected by a broad range of 
factors. 

We use wellbeing as a measure of 
social progress to address all these 
together.

Wellbeing focus creates the
conditions in society for 
individuals to
thrive. 

• Personal characteristics
• Personal: Living well
• People: Social health and 

community context
• Place: Local conditions
• National & Global conditions 

Health is a state 
of complete 
physical, mental 
and social 
wellbeing and 
not merely the 
absence of 
disease or 
infirmity.





Only 2 OECD countries not measuring Wellbeing

Reports from 2012-2021 with UN

Measuring Wellbeing Globally

http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/


Concise
Relevant

Accessible  

OECD approach 



Objective circumstances don’t always 
match subjective experience

• Crime vs fear of crime

• Growth vs feeling better off

• Employment vs job satisfaction

• Health vs satisfaction with health

• Isolation vs loneliness 

Are they moving in the same direction?

Comparison is interesting for policy

- Subjective Experience  +

Objective circumstances –
good/ improving

but

Subjective experiences –
poor/ deteriorating

Objective circumstances –
good/ improving

and

Subjective experiences –
good/ improving

Objective circumstances –
poor/ deteriorating

and

Subjective experiences

– poor/ deteriorating

Objective circumstances –
poor/ deteriorating

but

Subjective experiences

– good/ improving
Mean centred Healthy Life Years vs Satisfaction

It’s not my GDP! Quality of life as people experience it both 
objective & subjective



The challenge now is to use better 
measures of progress to build better 
lives

Over 130 ‘indicator projects’ 
relating to the wellbeing of 
various nations or 
communities in 2014.



Section | titleWellbeing explained – Individual, Community, National 

Fairness & Inequality

The spread of individual wellbeing 
in a community, and the people 
and groups most at risk of having 
low wellbeing

Sustainability

Sustaining wellbeing over time 
requires preserving natural, 
economic, human, and social
capital
Related concept: community 
resilience



Wellbeing Economics: Making Choices 





3. Policies to improve wellbeing
Approach
7 Actions
WISER priorities
Broad range of interventions 



If you think a bit less about these… …and more about these:  How would your policy change?

Deficits Assets – to build on existing, sometimes untapped, resources available to people and communities.

‘Doing for’ or ‘doing to’ people Building capabilities of people/ communities – to help people help themselves and others.

Treatment/ Illness Early intervention/ prevention/ wellness – to reduce or avoid downstream costs and negative 
impacts.

Short & medium term impact Long term impact – to ensure policies have long term benefit.

This generation Next generation – to ensure policies are sustainable.

‘Average Impact’ across the population Distribution, fairness and equality of impact – to ensure people/ communities are not 
disadvantaged by the policy.

Shift to: Strengths, prevention, inter-generational, distribution 
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7 Practical Steps you can take in Government 

1.Measure

2.Set Goals & Priorities 

3.Monitor Outcomes 

4.Appraise & Screen 

5.Research & Evaluate 

6.Wellbeing specific 
Policies & Projects 

7.Design in for maximum 
wellbeing 



New Zealand Living Standards Framework = policy data bank



Setting Priorities – New Zealand Wellbeing Budget



1. Where there are few comparison
affects

2. Where there is little adaptation

3. Stability and welfare safety net

Wellbeing as the primary goal: prioritising 



WISER Policies when wellbeing is the goal 

Primary Purpose 





The appraisal of social value, also known as public value, 
is based on the principles and ideas of welfare 
economics and concerns overall social welfare efficiency, 
not simply economic market efficiency.

Social or public value therefore includes all significant 
costs and benefits that affect the welfare and 
wellbeing of the population, not just market effects. 
For example, environmental, cultural, health, social care, 
justice and security effects are included. This welfare 
and wellbeing consideration applies to the entire 
population that is served by the government, not simply 
taxpayers

Green Book 2020 – 2.3

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/appraisal/

Economic appraisal and Business Case Development 

Presenter
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The work of the Centre builds on the National Debate from 2010 and the subsequent measurement by ONS.

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/blog/the-green-book-review-what-do-the-changes-to-government-appraisal-mean/
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/appraisal/


Four studies with statistically 
significant changes across ONS4 
measures

A wide range of types 
of approaches 
improve subjective 
wellbeing 



Repair
Unwell

Prevent 
Struggling

Support
Coping

Promote
Thriving

Working together across sectors towards 
shared outcomes 



Thank you!

Nancy.hey@whatworkswellbeing.org

www.whatworkswellbeing.org
@whatworksWB
@work_life_you
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