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M a r t i n  L u t h e r  K i n g  J r .

Social Activist and Baptist Minister who played a key role in the 
American civil rights movement in the mid-1950s
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1 5M e a s u r e m e n t  m a t t e r s

Their call for serious revisions to the statistical apparatus was like music to our ears 

at nef (the new economics foundation), the London-based policy think tank that I 

work at. In fact, we had some suggestions to make ourselves about how to include 

well-being within the national accounting framework. To this end, in early 2009, we 

launched our own report called National Accounts of Well-being 

( ). The report is based on data from the 

European Social Survey (ESS), which covers 22 countries across Europe. In each 

country a representative sample was asked over 50 questions about their personal 

and social well-being. 



Recently the ESS confirmed that the set of well-being questions will be repeated in 

the 2012 survey. For us this is very significant, as it will enable us to make 

comparisons across time as well as between nations. As much as anything, we are 

interested in starting a debate about how well-being should be measured to make it 

most useful in guiding policy. Should the measurement focus on how happy people 

are now, or their resilience and potential to respond to future challenges? Should 

policy be more interested in people’s personal well-being or their thoughts and 

feelings about their relationships and local communities? These are important 

questions that can be answered only by researchers and policymakers working 

together to develop robust, reliable and relevant indicators.

www.nationalaccountsofwellbeing.org
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We are not the only ones calling for these types of revisions, and there seems to be a 

genuine gathering of momentum. It is probably not a coincidence that the UK is one 

of the first to start to act on all these ideas, as there has been a concerted effort, not 

only by us, to re-focus policy on happiness and well-being for some time now. In 

fact, the first to make these calls was the prominent UK economist Richard Layard, 

who in 2004 published a highly influential book simply titled Happiness. Recently 

Layard has launched “Action for Happiness” – a movement for positive social 

change that seeks to bring people together from all walks of life to create a happier 

society for everyone ). It is also clear that the 

British public seems to support the main thrust of Layard’s campaign as a recent poll 

suggested that 81% of people supported the idea that government’s prime objective 

should be the "greatest happiness" rather than the “greatest wealth.” 



In the US, there has been a long tradition of social indicators work that aims to 

supplement economic accounts. In late 2010, the Rockefeller Foundation launched a 

new website called The State of the USA ( ); its aim 

is to create a national dataset of key social, environmental and economic data. 

Recently there have also been calls to create national well-being indicators that go 

beyond GDP, particularly led by three leading psychologists, Ed Diener, Daniel 

Kahneman and Martin Seligman. Diener and Seligman wrote a very influential paper 

– Beyond Money: Toward an Economy of Well-Being – in which they identified the 

potential for well-being indicators to supplement economic ones. Kahneman, who 

although a psychologist, is a Nobel Prize winner in economics, has done 

considerable work on evaluating the usefulness of different types of well-being 

indicators. Some of Kahneman and Diener’s work has been with Gallup, which has 

invested heavily in its US daily polls and a world poll, both of which include several 

well-being questions.



The European Commission has held a series of conferences on Beyond GDP, and its 

statistics agency Eurostat has started to work on developing well-being indicators 

for the European Union. In addition, the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development – effectively a group of the wealthiest nations) has had 

a whole stream of high-level engagement work and conferences on Measuring the 

Progress of Societies.



These are all important developments, and they highlight the need for international 

cooperation and systematic investment. Our current economic accounts were not 

created overnight, and their annual construction is not a trivial matter either -- the 

UK agency ONS spent £238 million in 2009/2010 collecting and analyzing social 

and economic data. If well-being indicators are going to become more central to 

how we organize government, then other governments should follow the UK’s 

recent lead and invest in them.

(http://www.actionforhappiness.org/

http://www.stateoftheusa.org/



1 7M e a s u r e m e n t  m a t t e r s



1 8 M e a s u r e m e n t  m a t t e r s



Redefining

progress 

1 9



2 0R e d e f i n i n g  p r o g r e s s



R e d e f i n i n g  p r o g r e s s2 1



2 2R e d e f i n i n g  p r o g r e s s



R e d e f i n i n g  p r o g r e s s2 3



2 4R e d e f i n i n g  p r o g r e s s



R e d e f i n i n g  p r o g r e s s2 5



2 6R e d e f i n i n g  p r o g r e s s

This is not a precise equation, as there are certain statistical adjustments we make 

that produce an easy-to-interpret figure ranging from 0 to 100. You can see some of 

the results in Table 1 which gives HPI scores for a selection of countries around the 

world including the top and bottom three. Full details of all nations’ scores are 

available at the website www.happyplanetindex.org
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Happiness 

is in our nature 
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3 6A  H a p p i n e s s  M a n i f e s t O

With the people around you. With family, friends, colleagues and neighbors. At 
home, work, school or in your local community. Think of these as the 
cornerstones of your life and invest time in developing them. Building these 
connections will support and enrich you every day.
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Go for a walk or run. Step outside. Cycle. Play a game. Garden. Dance. 
Exercising makes you feel good. Most importantly, discover a physical activity 
you enjoy and that suits your level of mobility and fitness.

Be curious. Catch sight of the beautiful. Remark on the unusual. Notice the 
changing seasons. Savor the moment, whether you are walking to work, eating 
lunch or talking to friends. Be aware of the world around you and what you are 
feeling. Reflecting on your experiences will help you appreciate what matters to 
you.

Try something new. Rediscover an old interest. Sign up for that course. Take on 
a different responsibility at work. Fix a bike. Learn to play an instrument or how 
to cook your favorite food. Set a challenge you will enjoy achieving. Learning 
new things will make you more confident as well as being fun.
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Do something nice for a friend, or a stranger. Thank someone. Smile. Volunteer 
your time. Join a community group. Look out, as well as in. Seeing yourself, and 
your happiness, linked to the wider community can be incredibly rewarding and 
creates connections with the people around you.
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www.happyplanetindex.org



Marks N, Abdallah S, Simms A and Thompson S (2006) The (un)Happy Planet Index: An index of human well-being and 
environmental impact. London: nef. 



Thompson S, Abdallah S, Marks N, Simms A and Johnson V (2007) The European (un)Happy Planet Index: An index of well-
being and carbon efficiency in the EU. London: nef.



Abdallah S, Thompson S, Michaelson J, Marks N and Steuer N (2009) The (un)Happy Planet Index 2.0: Why good lives don’t 
have to cost the Earth. London: nef

H a p p y P l a n e t I n d e x

www.fivewaystowellbeing.org


Aked J, Marks N, Cordon C, Thompson S (2008) Five ways to well-being: the evidence. A report presented to the Foresight 
Project on communicating the evidence base for improving people’s well-being. London: nef

F i v e  Ways  t o  W e l l- b e i n g

www.nationalaccountsofwellbeing.org


www.neweconomics.org

www.well-beingatwork.net

Michaelson J, Abdallah S, Steuer N, Thompson S and Marks N (2009) National Accounts of Well-being: bringing real 
wealth onto the balance sheet. London: nef



These reports are all heavily referenced as to their sources and there are several other nef publications which I have drawn 
on, including: The Great Transition, Good Foundations, 21 Hours and Where did our Money Go? They can all be accessed 
from the nef web-site: . 



In addition I have drawn on work that I have done with nef consulting on well-being at work: 

N at i o n a l Ac c o u n t s  o f  W e l l- b e i n g

B e l o w  I  h i g h l i g h t f i v e  o t h e r  k e y p u b l i c at i o n s  t h at I  h av e  
d r aw n  o n  f o r  t h e  s e c t i o n  o n  ‘ H a p p i n e s s  i s  o u r  n at u r e ’ :



The Stiglitz Commission:



Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress (2009); Final Report: http://www.stiglitz-
sen-fitoussi.fr/en/index.htm





Martin Luther King’s Speeches:



Carson C, Shepard K, and  Young A (2002) ; A Call to Conscience: The Landmark Speeches of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr;  
Warner Books.





The Declaration of Independence: 



Downloaded on 30th November 2010 from:



 





Other resources:



nef’s Centre for Well-being:



 



nef (new economics foundation)



Action for Happiness:



My personal website:



www.archives.gov/exhibits/charters/declaration_transcript.html

www.neweconomics.org/programmes/well-being



www.neweconomics.org





www.actionforhappiness.org




www.nicmarks.org/


I n  a d d i t i o n  I  h av e  c i t e d  e x t r a c t s  f r o m :
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He was named as one of the

 and his work was also hailed as one of 

.

 Top Ten Original 

Thinkers by the UK’s Institute of Directors’ Director 

magazine

Forbes magazine’s Seven Most Powerful Ideas in 

2011

Nic Marks has an idea worth 

spreading – that promoting 

sustainable happiness and 

wellbeing should be the aim of 

nations and people alike.



We were very happy at TED to 

give him a platform to share his 

world view which he  did with 

eloquence, passion and charm.


