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Introduction:
Wealth, Wellbeing

& Happiness



Wealth, Wellbeing and Happiness

• Why measure anything? To inform public policy decisions
• Hot new idea in Economic Policy comes from one of the most 

ancient philosophical questions: what is relationship between 
wealth and wellbeing?

• From Aristotle to Adam Smith most philosophers have recognized that 
wealth (defined as material goods) is necessary but not sufficient 

• After WWII, GDP became a proxy for wellbeing: more wealth means 
more resources to meet individual and social needs

• Economic growth became the primary economic goal



Problems with GDP as a measure of Wellbeing

• General Problems of GDP
• Doesn’t distinguish between helpful and harmful economic 

transactions.
• Ignores home production (such as childcare)
• Pollution is usually measured as a plus for GDP

• Special problems in Ireland
• Transfer pricing by foreign companies (to avoid taxes) distorts GDP 

estimates



GDP as a Measure of Ireland’s Economy



Beyond GDP

• Early efforts: supplement GDP
• Human Development Index
• Genuine Progress Indicator
• Index of Social Progress Ireland (1996)

• Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Report
• “shift emphasis from measuring economic 

production to measuring people’s well-
being. And measures of well-being should 
be put in a context of sustainability” 
(Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi, 2009, p. 12).

• S-S-F Report Recommends: Dimensions 
of Wellbeing

1. Material living standards (income, 
consumption, and wealth) 

2. Health 
3. Education 
4. Personal activities including work 
5. Political voice and governance 
6. Social connections and relationships 
7. Environment (present and future 

conditions)  
8. Insecurity, of an economic as well as 

physical nature



Measures of Wellbeing



Rethinking Measuring Wellbeing

• Three Philosophical Approaches
• Capabilities Approach 

• Based on Objective conditions
• Goal is to expand “freedom” to choose “life” people feel is meaningful
• Example: MDGs, SDGs

• Subjective Wellbeing
• Based on Science of Happiness
• Focuses on outcomes
• Example: Gallop Happiness Survey

• Fair Allocation
• Based on Welfare Economics expanded to non-market phenomena
• Uses “willingness-to-pay” and Pareto Optimality



Examples of Objective Measures of Wellbeing

Table 2
Various Objective Measures of Wellbeing for EU 14, 2020-21

Country GDP per cap 2020 Country SPI 2021 Country
SDG Index 

2021 Country
World Happiness 

Index 2021 Country HDI, 2020 
LUX € 101,760 FIN 92.26 FIN 80.8 FIN 7.889 IRL 0.955
IRL € 74,870 DNK 92.15 SWE 80.6 DNK 7.515 DEU 0.947
DNK € 53,600 SWE 91.20 DNK 79.3 NLD 7.504 SWE 0.945
SWE € 45,920 NLD 90.57 AUT 78.0 LUX 7.404 NLD 0.944
NLD € 45,870 DEU 90.32 DEU 75.3 SWE 7.314 DNK 0.94
FIN € 42,680 IRL 89.47 FRA 72.7 DEU 7.312 FIN 0.938
AUS € 42,540 AUT 89.44 BEL 72.5 AUS 7.213 BEL 0.931
DEU € 40,490 LUX 88.75 NLD 72.1 IRL 7.035 AUS 0.922
BEL € 39,580 BEL 88.68 IRL 70.6 BEL 6.839 LUX 0.916
FRA € 33,960 FRA 88.23 PRT 69.1 FRA 6.714 ESP 0.904
ITA € 27,820 ESP 87.53 ESP 68.5 ESP 6.502 FRA 0.901
ESP € 23,690 ITA 86.56 ITA 68.5 ITA 6.488 ITA 0.892
PRT € 19,430 PRT 85.97 LUX 65.8 GRC 5.788 GRC 0.888
GRC € 15,420 GRC 84.37 GRC 64.8 PRT 5.768 PRT 0.864
Source: Eurostat; Sustainable Progress Imperative 2021; Sustainable Development Report, 2021; World Happiness Report 2021; 
Human Development Report 2020.



Results of Subjective Wellbeing Research



Subjective Wellbeing

• Often mixture of objective and 
subjective measures

• Measuring people’s feelings over time 
and in different countries presents 
many challenges (Easterlin Paradox)

• In many situations people’s 
“happiness” levels return to baseline



OECD Better Life Index: 
Model for Many Countries Developing Wellbeing Measures

• OECD based on three frameworks:

1. Here and Now (income and wealth, 
Subjective wellbeing; health; work …)

2. Inequalities between and within 
groups

3. Future Wellbeing: Economic, Natural, 
Human and Social Capital



CSO Wellbeing Information Hub 

• CSO Well-being Information Hub covers:

1. Here and Now: mostly same factors, 
sometimes different variables

2. Inequalities: CSO includes many 
inequalities, but not income inequality

3. Future Wellbeing: some natural and 
human capital



Inequality in National Wellbeing



Measures of Economic and Social Capital



Summary

• Effective policy design and implementation needs evidence
• Wellbeing frameworks usually provide wider range of factors, giving greater 

historical and social context (often missing from economic variables)
• Subjective wellbeing measures can be taken to an extreme where how people 

“feel” about an issue becomes more important than the issue.  Some of the 
“science of happiness” looks like it is designed to manipulate people’s 
perceptions through positive thinking

• Advantages of objective measures (like the SDGs) is that they have wide 
acceptance and are increasingly part of official data collection

• Purpose of country comparisons is to learn from other country’s experiences.  
This is not the Olympics of social, economic and environmental statistics!!



The Sustainable Progress Index
2022



The 17 Sustainable Development Goals



Eurostat 2022: 
EU Progress Towards the SDGs

Key Results

1. Strong Progress: SDG 1 and SDG16
2. Moderate Progress:  9 of the SDGs
3. Movement AWAY: SDG7 and SDG15

NOTE: no trends for SDG6 and SDG14



Jeffrey Sachs et al, SDSN



Our Starting Point

Data Selection

• UN Global Indicator  Framework for the SDGs (2017; 2020)
• EU SDG Indicator Set (2021)



The Data

• Our Focus?
• the EU14 countries 
• aim to compare Ireland relative to its peers

• Our Criteria for Data Selection?
• Relevance and applicability: the data must be directly related (e.g. an exact match), similar, or relevant 

to monitoring of the SDG 
• Quality: we only use official published data from international sources and non-governmental 

organisations
• Coverage: data must be available for all 14 countries 
• Most recent available: as far as possible, all data must refer to the most recent year available - 2020 

for many indicators – Impact of COVID-19 is NOT fully captured in our results

• Our Final Dataset?
• 87 indicators across the 17 goals
• Minimum of 4 or more indicators per SDG
• Exception is SDG 13 ( 2 indicators) and SDG 11 (3 indicators)



Our Method

• Method involves assigning percentile rank to each indicator
• Normalise the data – 100 is best, 0 is worst
• Better performance always means higher scores

• First, examine SDGs by three 3 dimensions – 3 Indexes
• Economy, Society, Environment

• Aggregate  across all 17 SDGs to arrive at Sustainable Progress Index  
• all data from latest year available 

• Each indicator weighted equally in the SDG (UN, 2015) 



The Economy Index - Country Ranking



Some Key Indicators



The Society Index - Country Ranking



Some Key Indicators



Some Key Indicators



The Environment- Country Ranking



Some Key Indicators



Ireland’s Ranking:  
Dimension and SDG



The Sustainable Progress Index
Country Ranking

SO: where do we stand?

Ireland is ranked 10th overall



Conclusions & Policy Considerations



Ireland’s Well-being 
Framework 



Interaction with the SDGs



1. Subjective Wellbeing



2. Mental and Physical Health



2. Mental and Physical Health



3. Income and Wealth



4. Knowledge 
and Skills



5. Housing and 
Local Area



5. Housing and 
Local Area



6. Environment, 
Climate and 
Biodiversity



6. Environment, 
Climate and 
Biodiversity



6. Environment, Climate and Biodiversity



7. Safety and Security



8. Work and Job Quality 



8. Work and Job 
Quality 



9. Time Use



10. Community, Social 
Connections and Cultural 
Participation



10. Community, Social Connections and Cultural Participation



11. Civic Engagement and Cultural Expression



Interaction with the SDGs



Thank You
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