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1. National accounts need to count what matters.  But views of what matters to 

who, when and why have changed. My focus is on what should be measured, 

how metrics should be used and the broader story of how statistics are becoming 

democratized and humanised. 

 

2. We can track a series of long-term evolutionary trends in measurement over the 

last two centuries: from taxable things (buildings, animals, people) for 

government to measure society, to measures for society to judge itself and what 

government is doing (such as school exam results, or corruption);from physical 

objects (steel etc) through aggregate concepts (like GDP) to intangibles (such as 

innovation or creative industries); from single measures to indices (poverty, 

HDI); from activities to outputs, to true outcomes (QALYs and DALYs, carbon 

reductions etc). During this evolution measurement has moved from being 

primarily a source for policy makers and the state to being also a source for the 

public, informed citizens and the media, with much greater understanding of 

both the value of indicators and the risks involved in integrating them into 

policy. 

 

3. I will describe four emerging approaches to measurement and policy that point 

the way forward: 
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 Measurements of well-being and need, as well as resilience – and its 

implications for the future of welfare 

 New ways of segmenting populations by lifestyle, culture and attitude as well 

as socioeconomic status to shape behavior change policies 

 Holistic overviews of places to support democratic conversations 

 New tools for measuring the potential value of innovations in health and other 

fields to help governments more systematically support innovation in public 

services. 

 

4. All of these emerging tools are at root about both democratizing and humanizing 

data – making it fit better with lived experience and public priorities; as well as 

opening up a broader range of sources; and turning metrics from a tool of power 

over society to a tool of power with society. 
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5. National accounts need to count what matters.  But views of what matters to 

who, when and why have changed.   Metrics are the means used by governments 

and societies to see, hear and make judgements – they are part of the cognitive 

toolkit of society. But, like all kinds of observation, they are vulnerable to 

distortions and problems.   Hence the need to ensure that the right things are 

being measured and in the right ways. My focus therefore is on what should be 

measured, how metrics should be used and the broader story of how statistics 

are becoming democratized and humanised. 

 

6. We can track a series of long-term evolutionary trends in measurement over the 

last two centuries:  

 

 from taxable things (buildings, animals, people) for government to measure 

society, to measures for society to judge itself and what government is doing 

(such as school exam results, or corruption)  
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 from physical objects (steel etc) through aggregate concepts (like GDP) to 

intangibles (such as innovation or creative industries) 

 

 from single measures to indices (poverty, HDI,  Indices of Civic Health) 

 

 from activities to outputs, to true outcomes (QALYs and DALYs, carbon 

reductions etc)  

 

7. During this evolution measurement has moved from being primarily a source for 

policy makers and the state to being also a source for the public, informed 

citizens and the media (and statistical offices are potentially evolving to become 

providers, accreditors, synthesizers of a wide range of types of data available to 

the public).   The debates about GDP – its relevance and limits – forms part of 

this broader shift, as people seek metrics which reflect the things that are 

valuable to them. 

 

8. All measures evolve in shifting relationship with the policy tools used by 

governments.  They achieve their greatest impact when they directly shape 

decision-making, but this can also bring the greatest risks.  There is much greater 

interest today in integrating measurement into policy:  

 

 the use of formal quantitative targets in strategic plans (US states, UK 

government) – which helps to sharpen up policy, strategy and accountability for 

results  

 

 open coordination methods of the kinds used by the EU 

 

 performance management methods used by higher tiers of government on lower 

ones 

 

 metrics used to support quasi-markets (eg enabling incentives for outcomes) 

 

 metrics as part of deeper conversations with the public about priorities and 

policies (eg Oregon Benchmarks and equivalents). 

 

9. Many lessons have been learned about this interaction between measurement 

and action: 
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 Numbers and targets can help in setting strategic directions, but also run the risk 

of gaming, distortion, inflexibility etc and diminishing impact. Hence the need 

for constant refreshment. 

 All measures need to be contested and contestable.  All definitions of 

measurement are contingent judgements about what is most useful at any point 

in time. This is as true of measures of GDP as it is of measures of life expectancy 

or knowledge.  The more open and vigorous the argument, the better the 

measures are likely to be. 

 The roles of metrics vary depending on the state of the fields of knowledge in 

which they are used.  These range from the fairly solid where causal 

relationships are well understood (some aspects of transport planning for 

example, as well as macroeconomic policy during some periods), through fields 

where the underlying causal relationships are more contested (such as crime and 

education), to the exploratory (where they aren’t) 

 The need to engage users in design of metrics if they are to play roles in 

democratic legitimacy (eg countering the tendency to ignore the human element 

in service provision) 

 The need to cultivate accountable judgements – indicators and measurements are 

tools to support judgement in conditions of uncertainty and ambiguity: they are 

not calculators, yet they always risk becoming mechanical calculators. 

 

10. I will then turn to some observations on operationalising new approaches: 

 

 Measurements of well-being and need:  mapping populations according to 

material and psychological well-being in order to clarify priorities is now 

becoming feasible, and generates very important insights for policy-makers.  

Using this data creatively opens up important new avenues, for example in the 

design of welfare supports.   I will show how recent data in Europe points to the 

importance of matching the traditional welfare focus on material needs, with a 

much greater emphasis on psychological and psycho-social needs; on the 

importance of resilience; help-seeking behavior; and cultivation of social 

networks as critical issues in many societies facing worsening incidence of 

loneliness and mental illness. 

 Segmenting populations by lifestyle, culture and attitude as well as 

socioeconomic status is turning out to be key to understanding culture and 

behavior change, and the efficacy of many policy tools in critical fields such as 
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healthcare and the environment, again opening up very different approaches to 

policy (eg around obesity, recycling, learning).  Yet the science of segmentation 

remains in its infancy. 

 Many places are seeking better ways to draw holistic pictures of how they are 

doing. Comprehensive area assessments in England are an attempt to integrate 

a wide range of indicators to show the overall state of areas, partly as a tool for 

public accountability.  These provide some of the basis for a more mature 

conversation between different tiers of government about inputs and outcomes. 

 Measuring the potential value of innovations at different stages is a key part of 

the toolkit for governments that recognize the need to systematize innovation in 

public services. I will show some emerging models which aim to go beyond the 

limited success of existing measures of social value and social returns, and to 

suggest how metrics and judgement interact.  

 

11. All of these emerging tools are at root about both democratizing and humanizing 

data – making it fit better with lived experience and public priorities; as well as 

opening up a broader range of sources; and turning metrics from a tool of power 

over society to a tool of power with society. 

 

  


