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ABSTRACT:  
 

The recent report by the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Commission has relaunched the debate around the 

need to adapt the supply of statistical information to the needs of today’s world.  In this sense, it is 

necessary for the National Statistical Offices to take position on the matter and define the 

adjustments required to narrow the gap between official and socially relevant information.  To 

ignore this opportunity to revise the supply of information could have a negative impact on the 

well-being of our societies.  Nevertheless, as became clear at the session that Mexico organized on 

the subject during the V Statistical Conference of the Americas, the actual need to produce better 

indicators faces inertias and costs of implementation that must be considered at the outset in order 

to guarantee their viability.  Topics like the credibility and reputation of the National Statistical 

Offices, comparability over time and space, the work with a systemic approach for the generation of 

new information, the recognition of the diversity of statistical development levels, budgetary 

constraints, among other aspects, must be acknowledged in the design of a transition strategy geared 

toward the production of new relevant indicators of social progress that go beyond traditional ones, 

in order for it to be successful.  

 

 

“It is the greatest good to the 

greatest number of people which is 

the measure of right and wrong.” 

 

Jeremy Bentham 
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NSO´s: Conservatism Vs. flexibility 

 

National Statistical Offices (NSO´s) tend to be conservative.  They know credibility is a capital 

asset they shouldn´t jeopardize, and this makes them very cautious to whether or not incorporating 

changes that may affect the way they are perceived by the public, which is a very reasonable 

attitude.  Nevertheless, NSO´s aversion to change may also come from the lack of stimulus for 

doing things better or doing different things.  Frequently they act as if they have a monopoly over 

the production of relevant social and economic information, and in fact they normally do have a 

monopoly on the production of the total supply of information the Law assigns them as an exclusive 

responsibility.  So, where should the stimulus to change come from? 

 

We know that NSOs, while funded with taxpayer’s money, have the moral, and sometimes also 

legal, imperative to return to the citizens the most in terms of quantity and quality of information.  

But let’s assume for a moment that their conservatism is guided just by self centered considerations.  

Should they feel safe in this case? Will they really face no competition? Is it really impossible for 

other agents to displace them to a secondary position?  Well, the answer to all these questions is no 

and yes.   

 

On  the one hand, the answer is no because NSOs around the world are under severe pressure that 

compels them to adapt or start being set aside by a number of agents that are offering the 

information that private and public decision makers need.  Also, NSOs are gradually being 

surpassed by other sources of information that are able to rapidly capture the current trends of 

information demand, even if some of this competitors don´t always have the technical and 

methodological soundness of the NSO´s.
1
 

 

On the other hand, the answer is yes because most non-governmental competitors are unable to 

generate some strategic statistics like GDP or CPI, which is good news in as much as they really 

reflect the aspects of reality that users expect them to reflect and is bad news when this doesn´t 

                                                           
1
 Giovaninni, E. (2008) Measuring Society´s Progress: A key issue for policy making and democratic 

governance. OECD. 
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happen, as recent research suggest is increasingly the case.
2
   

 

Two responsibilities for the NSOs 

 

Both answers imply two basic responsibilities.  The first is not letting down the general public and 

its information needs.  Even if official “statistics” started as a matter of relevance to the “State”, 

which is to say,  the ruler or the rulers of a society, the advancement of democracy has projected 

itself into the realm of statistics as a widening of its original scope, considering the general public as 

a primary client or user.  This is not generating information for the average citizen, which at the end 

does not exist, but responding to the needs of real and diverse people: students of different levels, 

workers, technicians, entrepreneurs, peasants, young, adult and old people, men, women, ethnic 

groups, etcetera.  Taking into account the general public implies serving several of their everyday 

statistical needs, as well as their needs as citizenry, which is to say, to generate information useful 

for making the authorities accountable for their actions.
3
   

 

The second responsibility is to be aware of the opportunity cost of making public policy decisions 

on the basis of inadequate indicators.  What if our main progress indicators are misleading? What if 

our authorities are making decisions over faulty numbers? What if we are misguiding our allocation 

of resources? What if we are ignoring important dimensions of welfare and over emphasizing 

others?  How do we measure the implicit social opportunity cost in terms of the quality of life of 

our peoples?  This subject is of paramount importance. 

 

The two responsibilities converge in the need of remaining relevant and accurate.  Not being able to 

remain relevant may force the public to rely on some sources of doubtful quality, bypassing and 

cornering the NSOs.   Remaining accurate implies periodically reviewing what we do and how we 

do it, and aligning it with the ways in which the users exploit this information.  The question is thus 

if the official supply of the NSOs is as relevant and accurate as it can be or if we can identify a set 

of aspects that may sketch the guidelines for current and future improvements of our official 

                                                           
2
See for example:  Eckersley, R. (1997), Perspectives on progress: Is life getting better? A discussion paper on 

economic growth, quality of life and ecological sustainability. Working paper 97/27, Population – 
development – Environment Projecct Resource Futures Program CSIRO Wildlife and Ecology. 
3
  Carlo Malaguerra (2005), Official Statistics, Globalization and World Democracy---A Challenge?, 

Internat. Statist. Rev. Volume 73, Number 2, 187-190. 
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statistical supply, considering all the real world restrictions that we face.
4
 

 

International efforts to improve relevance and accuracy 

 

In the last few years we have witnessed the emergence of a worldwide reflection on this issue, with 

the participation of a variety of instances at the sub-national, national, and international level.  

Following two OECD World Forums, and in particular after the Istambul Declaration, the OECD 

Statistical Office, received the mandate to lead, in coordination with others, the different worldwide 

efforts on the Measuring the Progress of Societies Project.  The World Economic Forum for 

Evaluating the Progress of Societies. and The Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Commission, have also been 

pushing forward the initiative to improve the relevance and accuracy of statistical information.  A 

huge amount of energy of people from many parts of the world has turned out in three very specific 

results:  1) The process itself running at a worldwide scale; 2)The Istanbul Declaration and 3) the 

report of the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Commission. 

 

The process of reviewing statistical supply involves more than 100 countries, and a group of 

international organizations as diverse as the European Commission, the Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development, the Organization of the Islamic Conference, the United Nations, the 

United Nations Development Programme and the World Bank, which have been participating in 

one way or another at least since the signature of the Istanbul declaration in 2007
5
.  Even though 

each country and each international organization has its own perspectives and special interests on 

the issue, the number of participants has reached a critical mass which suggests the movement is 

very likely to become self sustained, which is reinforced by the increasing networking among the 

participants.
6
  With independence of the specific results for each country and each region, the 

number of different agents involved in this process is quite close to a guarantee that it will be 

fruitful. The OECD Global Project on Measuring the Progress of Societies has the responsibility of 

articulating the efforts of all the participants in this process. 

 

                                                           
4
 Here “timeliness” is included as a component of “relevance”. 

5
  More than 120 countries participated in  the 2007 Istanbul II OECD World Forum on “Statistics, Knowledge 

and Policy” and the declaration was signed by the following organizations:  the European Commission, the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, the Organization of the Islamic Conference, the 
United Nations, the United Nations Development Programme and the World Bank, 
6
  This has being reinforced by what the OECD has called the “Wiki Progress”.  See, Giovaninni, E. (2008) 

Measuring Society´s Progress: A key issue for policy making and democratic governance. OECD. 
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The aforementioned Istanbul Declaration recognizes the “emerging consensus on the need to 

undertake the measurement of societal progress in every country, going beyond conventional 

economic measures such as GDP per capita”.  On the basis of the importance that  “evidence based 

decision making” has to promote the improvement in the standards of living of people, it attributes 

a critical role to the “the availability of statistical indicators of economic, social, and environmental 

outcomes and their dissemination to citizens”.  It also underscores the importance that the 

availability of relevant and accurate information has for the empowerment of citizens and for 

government accountability.   

 

The document pays special attention to “measuring and fostering the progress of societies in all 

their dimensions” implying the need to widen our current social and economic measures tool kit.  In 

what corresponds to NSOs, the Declaration considers their output, namely, “official statistics”, as “a 

key public good that fosters the progress of societies”, and hence invites them to reinforce their role 

as “key providers of relevant, reliable, timely and comparable data and the indicators required for 

national and international reporting”, while it also invites “both public and private organizations to 

contribute to this ambitious effort to foster the world’s progress” welcoming “initiatives at the local, 

regional, national and international levels.”
7
  Clearly this Declaration has set the stage for a 

coordinated international effort oriented towards the improvement of the quality and pertinence of 

the supply of social and economic statistics. 

 

Inspired by a set of motivations very similar to those of the Istanbul Declaration, with special 

emphasis on improving the relevance of statistical information, the president of France, Nicolas 

Sarkozy, established the Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social 

Progress, which is now better known as the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Comission, integrated by 29 world 

class experts, including four Nobel Laureates.  The Commission has recently published its report, 

which contains a number of reflections and specific recommendations that pose an important array 

of challenges to the NSOs around the world. 

 

The Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Commission Report 

 

The Commission’s report puts forward three basic ideas:  1) Even tough GDP is a useful measure 

                                                           
7
 http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/23/54/39558011.pdf 



 
 

6 
 

GDP, National Accounts statistics can be adjusted or accommodated to generate indicators that 

capture more efficiently the command on goods and services of a given population; 2) The concept 

of quality of life, which goes beyond the command of goods and services and gets into the realm of 

the things that make life worth living, should be included into the standard set of welfare indicators 

of the countries; and 3) The time has arrived for solving the complexities of measuring 

sustainability and incorporating its various dimensions into our evaluations of progress. 

 

GDP per capita and social progress 

 

In a nutshell, the recommendations in terms of GDP issues depart from the fact that GDP per capita 

is perhaps the most widely used indicator of economic performance and by extension of welfare.  

Political leaders receive many incentives to promote the expansion of GDP per capita and they do 

as much as they can in this sense.  Specialists and journalists always have a close eye on the subject 

and will immediately point to the authorities when it performs below expectations.    But as the 

commission puts it, GDP per capita has some pitfalls, which include that: 

 

a) It considers defensive expenditures as output, when there are good reasons to consider them 

instead as intermediate inputs.  Defensive expenditures, such as building jails or 

commuting, are required to maintain consumption levels or the functioning of society.  

Nevertheless, the identification of defensive expenditures may be a complicated task. 

b) It ignores that the share of capital consumption (depreciation) to total value added may 

change over time, and that it (including depletion of natural resources and environmental 

damage) should be counted separately from the resources available through time for 

household consumption.  Hence, from a welfare point of view, it will make more sense to 

consider instead the Net Domestic Product (NDP). 

c) It considers the production generated inside the country, even though it includes resources 

that are not available to the country residents.  So, keeping a household perspective, the 

recommendation is to move to Net National Disposable Income. In turn, this measure 

should comply with the invariance principle (according to which the value of main 

accounting aggregates should not depend on the institutional arrangements in a country), 

implying that social transfers in kind (adjusted income) and non market economic activities 

(full income) should be included.  The result is a kind of Full Adjusted Net National 
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Disposable Income.  This will require improved measurement of government provided 

services and better measurement of non market economic activities trough instruments such 

as “time use surveys”
8
. 

d) While using the mean income, it ignores its distribution.  Since in principle GDP per capita 

can get better even if a substantial fraction of the population gets worse, the 

recommendation is to move to median income, and to accompany information of GDP or 

disposable income with information of the way it is distributed. This will require adjusting 

the information of the national income survey to the totals of the household’s account of the 

national accounts, which is not trivial.  It may also require taking into consideration issues 

related to the size and composition of individual households.  In order of having accurate 

comparisons in real terms, the Commission suggests the use of a price index for private 

consumption differentiated “for major groups in the society (age, income, rural, urban)”.  

Considerations for taking into account the distributive aspects hold the same for market 

income than for full income. 

 

Quality of life 

 

Measuring whether people´s life is getting better or not is a task that goes beyond their command 

over goods and services and enters the realm of a range of material and immaterial aspects that 

make life enjoyable and meaningful. This broader set of aspects is covered under the concept of 

“quality of life”.   Indicators of quality of life allow capturing aspects that are valuable to people but 

that go beyond traditional economic indicators centered on the availability or production of 

resources, such as GDP.  The measures of quality of life are not meant to replace conventional 

indicators but to shed light on subjects those indicators were not designed to portray.   

 

According to the Commission´s Report, the measurement of quality of life can be approached either 

trough subjective or trough objective indicators.  In  one hand, subjective well being indicators are 

based primarily on psychological research and behavioral economics, and respond basically to 

opinion surveys designed to extract information about affects (people´s feelings) and valuations (of 

people´s life as a whole and different spheres of it ).  In the other hand, objective indicators about 

states (like health or education) and freedom (like political voice and governance) are rooted in the 

                                                           
8
 The Commission calls for the improvement and harmonization of the currently available time use surveys. 
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thinking of the Indian economist Amartya Sen and on the notion of “fair allocations”, which is 

inspired in welfare economics. 

 

The Report recognizes the importance of subjective measures as means to give visibility to a set of 

fundamental aspects of well being that have long been neglected by policymakers and are, 

nevertheless, central to people´s lives.  This kind of measures have been developed and improved 

mainly thanks to the efforts of individual researchers and commercial data providers.   

 

Even though the set of objective elements that influence quality of life is not uniquely defined and 

may depend on the needs of each specific research, the Commission puts forward 8 features: health, 

education, personal activities, political voice and governance, social connections, environmental 

conditions, personal insecurity and economic insecurity.  

 

 

Sustainable development and environment. 

 

In principle sustainability definition is quite clear and straightforward.  Applied to economic 

growth, it refers to the higher rate of use of resources in which the current generation can incur in 

order to satisfy its needs without compromising the ability of  future generations to meet their own 

needs.  In contrast with the seemingly simplicity of its definition, the empirical measurement of 

sustainability has shown to be specially complicated and elusive.   

 

The Commission´s report distinguishes the following approaches to take account of sustainability:  

 

a) Large and eclectic dashboards, which allow identifying the basic set of variables NSOs 

should focus on to generate and improve as well as identifying aspects of weak and strong 

sustainability,  but with the disadvantage of its heterogeneity and the complexity that the 

public may face for grasping the message of a large group of different sustainability 

indicators. 

b) Composite indexes, which have the advantage of focusing on a single number whose 

behavior is easier to follow but having the drawback the relation of number with 

sustainability depends on the always debatable issue of weighting criteria. 
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c) Corrected GDP indexes, which can be connected to the system of national accounts based 

on a description of net national product that takes into account a wider version of capital 

consumption that encompass various concepts such as physical, human and natural capital 

9
.  It allows bringing together economic and environmental information in a unified 

framework to measure the impact on each other.  Nevertheless, if they are estimated to 

maintain, say, the current level of consumption, there is no ex ante reason to believe that 

this level is consistent with putting the economy in a real path of sustainability, since there 

is no reason to assume that the current level of consumption is sustainable.  

d) Overconsumption indexes.  Take into consideration that the chances of the future 

generations to experience standards of living at least as good as those of the present 

generation depends on the passing on of enough amounts of all the assets that matter for 

well being.  The commission pays special attention on adjusted net savings and ecological 

footprints: 

d1) Adjusted net savings.  Is the rate of savings that results from considering the resources 

needed for investment in human and physical capital, as well as the depletion of natural 

resources and the damage caused by pollution.  Negative adjusted net saving rates 

imply that extended wealth is on decline, and as such provide a warning on 

sustainability.   In order to be implemented, this approach rests on the specific 

definition of capital that is used, and on the prices used (for which there may not be a 

normatively valid reference).  This approach leaves open the question of how to deal 

with the international nature of sustainability for which cause and effect on 

deterioration of sustainability occur in different countries. 

d2) Ecological Footprints.  Measures how much regenerative capacity of the biosphere is 

used by human activities.  This is done by calculating the amount of biologically 

productive land and water area required to support a given population at its current 

level of consumption and resource.  This basically physical perspective results in a 

metric (i. e. number of hectares per person) that  are quite intuitive and easy to 

understand, even if they may be generally overestimated. 
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Challenges for NSOs derived from the Stiglitz, Sen Fitoussi Commission´s report. 

 

Challenges related to GDP 

 

The Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Commission has re-launched the debate around the need to adapt the 

supply of statistical information for today’s world needs.  It concentrates on a narrow group of 

indicators intended to show whether society is faring better or not.  Even though the spectrum of 

data reported by the NSOs is wider than that, the subject is central to their activities.  In this sense, 

it is necessary for  NSOs to take position on the matter and define the adjustments required to 

narrow the gap between official and socially relevant information, perhaps starting with the 

indicators proposed by the commission, and then following with other relevant indicators such as 

those related with themes such as unemployment or gender, informal economic activity, 

urbanization or economic structure, among many others that deserve a deep evaluation. 

 

Some of the recommendations are quite straight forward and can be easily implemented.  For 

example moving from GDP to NDP should be quite easy for most countries, when NDP is obtained 

by deducting depreciation of physical  capital.  Nevertheless, things start becoming more 

complicated when we want to incorporate the depreciation of natural capital, as well as human and 

physical capital.  Even if it was clear how to do it, getting the necessary data will not be easy and 

will be costly.  Considering defensive expenditures (assuming we can effectively identify them) as 

intermediate inputs may be absolutely justified but may generate important changes in the value of 

production and its structure.   

 

Moving from GDP per person to Net National Disposable Income may be very straightforward.  

Nevertheless, calculating a version of Net National Disposable Income that complies with the 

invariance principle in such a way that it makes no discrimination between market activities and 

nonmarket activities or between income obtained from public transfers and the rest of income, is 

much more complex.  Some decisions will have to be made in order to define which elements are 

amenable in practice to be included and which aren’t, even if we substantially improve the 

measurement of publicly provided services and if we implement the right time use surveys. 

 

Changing the focus from average measures such as GDP per capita to other measures such as 
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median income, which are less affected by extreme values, is feasible but implies the challenge of 

adjusting household income surveys to the levels of the institutional sector of households of 

national accounts.  Under the very frequent conditions of truncation for the highest incomes and non 

homogeneous distribution of sub-reporting among income brackets and income sources of the 

income survey, this kind of adjustments suffer of a high degree of arbitrariness, such that the results 

may vary widely according to the assumptions (not always conscious) that are made in the 

process.
10

   

 

The adjustment will also require taking into consideration scales of equivalence and economies of 

scale among households, which is not trivial.  Similarly, in order to articulate comparisons along 

time, adequate price indices should be implemented for allowing distinctions in the prices faced by 

the different social and economic groups.  If implementing all this adjustments for the money 

income are complicated, doing it for the full income is a real challenge.  

 

Challenges for measuring quality of life 

 

Another important challenge is to advance the transit of subjective measures of quality of life from 

experimentation to real world practice, through their incorporation as part of the regular activities of 

the NSOs,
11

.  The Commission´s recommendation goes in the sense of interspersing questions 

related to subjective perceptions of quality of life into the regular surveys carried out by NSOs.  

Implementing this recommendation will allow us to get a better knowledge of the interaction 

between subjective well being and the more “objective” variables traditionally gathered.  This 

approach seems quite easy to implement even in the case of the countries are not used to carry out 

opinion surveys.
12

   

 

Even though the Commission makes no explicit recommendation on doing full surveys in themes 
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 Leyva-Parra, Gerardo (2005).  “El ajuste del ingreso de la ENIGH con la contabilidad nacional y la medición 
de la pobreza en México”. En, M. Székely, coordinador, Números que mueven al mundo: la medición de la 
pobreza en México. Ed. Porrúa, México.  
11

 It is to be noted that the commission is not recommending NSO´s to replace the current providers of 
subjective well being, such as happiness indexes or others.  It is also to be noted that the commission 
concedes only a small fraction of the report to subjective well being, offering only a few practical 
recommendations on the subject.  This contrasts with the various critical voices that identify the commission 
and the Global Project on measuring the progress of societies almost exclusively with the measurement of 
happiness.  
12

  For example, the NSOs of Chile and the Dominican Republic have adopted the policy of not carrying out 
opinion surveys, even though they don´t have explicit legal restrictions in this sense. 
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such as happiness, this has been perhaps one of the more controversial subjects around the report, 

because it has been seen as something frivolous or non scientific or biased towards the interests of 

rich countries.  It has also been mentioned that the performance of this kind of surveys for NSOs 

may hinder their reputation.  Hence, even if we don´t agree with this points of view, when 

implementing this kind of surveys, care should be taken to give the right message to the public, 

carefully and effectively communicating the advantages and the limitations of this kind of statistics. 

 

NSO´s are more familiar with objective measures of quality of life.  Nevertheless, the commission´s 

report implies some practical challenges to adequately capturing and reporting them: 

 

a. Health.  Through mortality and morbidity, health has an important influence on the nature 

of the life experience of each individual.  The close association of health indicators with 

population characteristics such as gender, income or ethnicity, call for the generation of 

standardized and international comparable health data accompanied by a multi-dimensional 

characterization of the units of observation. 

 

b. Education.  The importance of education goes beyond its impact in economic growth, 

productivity and income.  To capture these wider benefits, we need better measures of 

educational characteristics of people, framed in a wide range of domains, including 

following individuals over time.  Measures of people´s competencies should be 

implemented but with a broader perspective to better capture people´s capabilities beyond 

specific labor skills and formal education. “All social surveys should systematically 

include information on the learning experiences of respondents and of their parents, as well 

as information on other features shaping the quality of their lives.”
13

  

 

c. Personal Activities.  People’s use of time (i.e. paid and unpaid work, leisure, commuting, 

etc.) impacts quality of life regardless of income.  Gathering this kind of information 

requires time use surveys. “Surveys should inform on both, the time spent in various 

activities and on the enjoyment they provide”.    Issues such as housing (whether people 

have access to housing and the quality of it) also have an important role on welfare.   
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 See the Stiglitz, Sen, Fitoussi Report.  
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d. Political voice and governance.  This is an important ingredient of personal freedom and 

social development, and hence of quality of life.  “Indicators of political voice and 

democratic governance should help evaluate the functioning of multiparty democracy and 

universal suffrage, the degree of decentralization in government decisions, the presence of 

a free media and various freedoms”.  Issues such as promotion of justice, equality, 

inclusion, accountability, affirmative action, human rights, functioning of the judicial 

system, among others, should be compiled. This kind of indicators ought to move from 

expert opinions to citizen’s perceptions, and the corresponding surveys should be able to 

capture inequalities in access to institutions across socio-economic groups. 

 

e. Social connections or networks.  The endowment of social capital (social connections) 

makes an important difference in the opportunities the individuals can face trough life as 

well as it exerts an important influence in the mere life experience of each member of 

society
14

.  Reliable information about social connections goes beyond registering the 

number of associations the individuals belong to or the frequency of activities related to 

social participation.  It requires specialized surveys “based in questions and protocols that 

allow valid comparisons across countries and over time”. 

 

f. Environmental conditions.  They affect health, the availability of environmental services, 

some personal choices and even climatic variations and their consequences.  Even though 

there is a number of well developed indicators on environmental conditions, it´s important 

to supplement them with indicators of the consequences of those occurrences on people´s 

lives as well as with “people´s own feelings and evaluations” on the subject.  

 

g. Personal insecurity.  Refers to factors outside the individuals that “put at risk the physical 

integrity of each person”.  It is a fact that beyond the real risks confronted, the perceived 

risks affect people´s peace of mind.  In this sense, victimization surveys are a useful 

instrument to assess the real dimensions of the problem.  Domestic violence and other 

kinds of violence should also be closely checked. 

                                                           
14

 As Malcom Gladwel explains in his book Outliers when he is showing the case of the Roseto town in 
Philadelphia, the nature of social connections can make a difference even in terms of the life expectancy and 
health of the people, leaving everything else constant.  Even though the Commission´s report recognizes that 
the impact of social interactions may not always be positive.  
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h. Economic insecurity.  Includes a particular set of risks such as unemployment, illness and 

old age.  There are different ways to statistically follow economic insecurity.  These 

measures should ideally take into consideration the frequency and the consequences of 

each risk.  The question remains open on the subject of how to aggregate the various risks 

that integrate economic insecurity because of the different metrics used in the individual 

indicators. 

 

Most of the objective quality dimensions previously mentioned is reported by many countries and 

some are even part of the Millennium Development Goals.  Nevertheless, this kind of information is 

seldom gathered in such a way that allows the identification of the interrelationships among the 

different dimensions at the individual level.  Capturing the joint distribution of the objective and 

subjective dimensions of quality of life will certainly enrich policy design.  The measures should 

allow for measuring not only average levels but also inequalities in the quality of life and “the 

complementarities between the various types of inequalities, and to identify the underlying causes”.  

Finally, the unresolved issue of aggregation of the different quality of life dimensions should be 

addressed, but at the end, independently of the resulting indices, the users should be allowed by the 

NEO´s to get access “to the data required for computing various aggregate measures according to 

the philosophical perspective of each user. 

 

 

Challenges for measuring sustainability 

 

Measuring sustainability in terms of the amount of relevant assets that are passed on from one 

generation to the next assumes that we are able to predict the future eco-environmental 

developments and that we know the transformation function that is going to translate this 

availability of assets into the well being of the future generation.  But this level of foresight is not 

feasible.  Besides, we are yet not well equipped to adequately identify the right rates of substitution 

among all the different kinds of assets, nor to establish the right extreme values that may bound 

their substitutability.   

 

The problem for establishing substitutability is even greater in the cases in which we don´t have any 



 
 

15 
 

basis for monetary valuation.  In these cases a separate physical valuation is the only option.  Hence 

real world practice may require us to combine economic sustainability valuation with strictly 

physical measures.  We should also keep in mind that the real world measures of sustainability 

depend on the definition of what we want to sustain and for which part of society, on the selection 

of assets, and on the assumptions used for valuation (when it is possible).  Practitioners should also 

be careful about the geographical level of representation to be chosen for sustainability analysis, 

given that some subjects may be amenable for sub-national or national treatment while others 

should be treated at an international or global level. 

 

Eventough the Stiglitz, Sen, Fitoussi Commission Report shed light on a variety of relevant issues, 

in the sake of effectiveness it purposefully leaves out a number of relevant subjects that should be 

included at some point, for the commission or someone else.
15

  Perhaps more important, it 

sometimes presents general recommendations that not only leave room for a diversity of 

implementations but also leave a variety of open questions to be solved in the future. 

 

The cost of not responding to the challenge 

 

To ignore this opportunity to revise the supply of information could have a negative impact on the 

well-being of our societies.  Failing to pay attention on the drawbacks of GDP or not having 

alternative information to use, may put policymakers and voters in front of wrong incentives.  For 

example: 

 

 If increase in commuting time increases GDP, then government officials may be induced 

not to fix traffic problems since this will reduce GDP.  

 The use of a Gross measure instead of a Net measure may induce us to deplete our natural 

resources, thereby hindering sustainability.
16

 

 It will be unnoticed if domestic residents are getting worse off when DGP is increasing due 
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 For example, the analyses of the empirical implementation of the Sen´s capabilities approach, or the 
investigation of the complexities around adjusting data of the income expenditures survey´s to the data of 
national accounts. 
16

 In the individual dimension, we wouldn´t consider smart for a household to impoverish itself in the long run, 
by selling or consuming its assets, in order to keep its level of expenditure in the short run.   This is equally a 
short sighted financial strategy for a family than for a country.  By the way, this is the reason why income 
surveys don´t treat the income from selling assets ass current income.  In order to evaluate the financial 
strategy of any economic unit you have to keep an eye on its current income and on its assets and liabilities. 
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to a larger participation of foreign based factors of production.   This may confuse voters 

and make them believe either that the government is really doing quite well or that the 

official statistics are meaningless.  

 Measuring only market activities could lead policymakers and voters to believe that 

society´s command of goods and services is increasing when what is actually happening is 

that activities that used to be realized out of the market are now being done in the market, 

as part of an institutional arrangement change.  

 A higher GDP per capita may be credited as an economic policy achievement even if it 

comes hand by hand with an increase in poverty or inequality. 

 

Failing to take into account subjective measures of welfare may result in confusion between means 

and ends. We should not allow ourselves to forget that the availability of material resources is 

important because it´s useful to make life more enjoyable.  Statistical evidence shows that material 

abundance and life valuations don´t always move in the same direction.
17

  Thus, policymakers and 

citizens should be attentive to keep the right balance that allows most of them to get the highest 

quality of life they can reach.  Wouldn´t it be interesting to know whether a certain public policy 

intended towards improving the quality of life of a certain sector of the population through higher 

income really makes the target population feel better and increase the enjoyment of their lives?  

Wouldn´t it be worthwhile to invest in knowing which are the aspects of public policies that affect 

subjective perceptions and then fixing the policy design accordingly to make it optimal form the 

objective and subjective perspectives?  To do this kind of adjustments we need something more 

than information, but we can´t start without it.
18

 

 

The commission´s report recommends the generation of objective indicators of quality of life in a 

way that facilitates the identification of interactions among each of the different variables.  Failing 

to do this, as is usually the case case, poses an important limitation on the ability of analysts and 

authorities to identify the channels of communication among the different variables, and then 

designing more precise and effective public policies oriented to improve the quality of life of the 

population.  It is certainly useful to know the educational attainment of a segment of the population, 
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 Layard, Richard (2005), Felicidad, Lecciones de una nueva ciencia, Taurus Aguliar. 
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   This apply also for private decisions, as can be seen in detail in the literature of behavioral economics.  For 
example, Richard Thaler and Cass R. Sunstein (2009), Nudge, Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth, and 
Happiness, Penguin Books, USA.   
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but it may be much more useful if we can identify the situation regarding health, housing, political 

voice, etc. of each individual according to his or her educational attainment.   

 

Inequality is important for quality of life.  This old idea is finding new support on recent research 

by psychologists and behavioral economists
19

.  Individuals give a lot of importance to their relative 

situation at every moment in time.  Inequality has a cross sectional dimension and an inter-temporal 

dimension.  If tackling current inequality is a daunting task, doing it for inter-temporal inequality is 

an enormous challenge.  Who speaks for future generations? 

 

The inter-temporal dimension of inequality relates the use of resources for the satisfaction of the 

needs of the current generation with the resources required for the future generations to satisfy their 

own needs.  Failing to take this dimension into account may give a false sensation of (relative) 

abundance, which may in turn lead to over-consumption in the present that will be paid for in the 

future.  Adequate sustainability measures should give us advice on the maximum level of use of 

resources that is consistent with the consideration of the well being of the present and the future 

generations.  Sustainability indicators are a warning that we need to realize whether we are over 

consuming and hence, affecting the well being of the next generations.  The future transforms into 

the present very rapidly. 

 

Implementation costs 

 

All the recommendations of the commission are relevant and touch real needs of information.  For 

NSOs not reacting to these recommendations and simply staying the course may result in important 

opportunity costs in terms of welfare for the population.  Nevertheless, following the 

recommendations in terms of GDP, subjective and objective measures of quality of life and 

sustainability and natural resources will not be easy.  As became clear at the session that Mexico 

organized on the subject during the V Statistical Conference of the Americas, the actual need to 

produce better indicators faces inertias and costs of implementation that must be considered at the 

outset in order to guarantee their viability.   At that meeting, Paul Chong, Director of the Statics 

Division of the United Nations, put forward that NSOs should be careful on the implementation of 
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 Kahneman, D. Diener, E. y Schwarz, N. (1999) Well being: the foundations of hedonic psychology, New 
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changes that may affect their credibility, perhaps meaning that changing too much, too fast, may 

generate confusion in the public and the way they perceive NSOs.  In fact, credibility is a 

fundamental asset of NSOs, but the fact, as Marco Mira, from OECD, showed at the same meeting, 

is that not doing anything will also affect credibility because of the perceived increasing divergence 

between what is reported by NSOs and what is reported by them. 

 

But implementation supposes costs beyond reputation.  Most of the recommendations imply the 

gathering of new data though new or improved surveys or the incorporation of new elements in old 

frameworks.  Time use surveys are costly, improving the measurement of publicly provided 

services is costly, modifying national accounts to incorporate defensive expenditures as costs is 

costly, adding new questions on subjective quality of life to the traditional surveys is costly, 

generating new surveys that allow for the consideration of the interrelationships between the 

different elements shaping quality of life is costly, and implementing fine measures of sustainability 

is costly.   

 

This, as all practitioners know, should be translated into resources, such as time and money, and the 

general situation is that NSOs are short on both.  In the future some improvements in efficiency 

may generate some room to incorporate some of the recommendations, but in the short run the 

challenge is to decide whether there is something else we could live without in order to incorporate 

what is suggested.  This is in general not a simple decision, even if some opportunities may be 

found, given that most of the supply of information has a reason to be where it is.  In this sense, the 

challenge is to improve the supply of information without affecting their current users.  If the idea is 

adding instead of substituting indicators, the implementation demands an increase in efficiency or 

an additional use of resources or the identification of activities that can be sacrificed in order to 

liberate the resources needed.
20

 

 

                                                           
20 NSO´s may feel comfortable with the idea that they are generating.  For example, they may be satisfied by 

knowing they are offering basically all the relevant objective variables for the measurement of quality of life.  
The problem is that, frequently, these variables are generated through statistical projects (surveys, censuses, 
administrative records) that don’t talk to each other at the register level.  Moving towards a more integral 
perspective may require adjustments to some key statistical projects or even the reengineering of a whole set 
of projects.  Doing this implies fighting bureaucratic inertias and considering and solving the resulting inter-
temporal comparability issues as well as finding the human and economic resources to implement all the 
required changes.  This is a quite complicated assignment. 
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The challenges of implementation are distributed unevenly across countries.  Currently, there is a 

large number of countries that have not even implemented SNA 93.  For them, it will be specially 

complicated to incorporate refinements such as those proposed by the commission.  Given that the 

responses to the recommendations may vary from country to country and from region to region, we 

may risk a statistical polarization, in which the distance between those that are more advanced and 

those that are less advanced increases.  This does not mean that the recommendations should be 

perceived as unattainable for less statistically developed countries, but instead it calls for the issue 

to be considered and solved. 

 

Again, if the aim is not substituting the old indicators as GDP per capita for the new ones, such as 

the “median adjusted net disposable income”, we should be able to produce both at the same time or 

else loosing the comparability over time.  We may say that it makes not much sense to keep the 

comparability of indicators that are less and less relevant, but it wouldn´t be easy, specially for the 

most addicted users.  At the end this is an issue to be evaluated by each NSO. 

 

Final considerations 

 

1. When reacting to the recommendations of the Stiglitz, Sen, Fitoussi Commission, NSOs are 

affected by two forces.  The first of them works like an anchor that ties them to the 

traditional set of indicators of progress.  The second is the increasing need of more precise 

and relevant indicators of social and economic progress. 

2. Implementing the new indicators is a huge challenge for NSOs.  It may require an 

internationally coordinated effort for re-engineering at least part of the regular statistical 

supply.  This effort should take into consideration the differences in the availability of 

resources and in statistical development among countries.   

3. Technical innovations in the process of generating statistical information are required to 

meet the contradictions between conservative forces and the need of new, more relevant, 

information.  In this sense, the Commission´s report is just the beginning of an international 

effort of research to find the best routes to incorporate its recommendations into the 

standard statistical supply of NSOs. 

4. We should further the discussion on the concept of progress.  At the end, indicators should 

respond to the concept and no vice versa. Currently there is a diversity of concepts or 
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variations of the concept, that respond to different schools of thought, philosophies and 

world views, that demand a wide range of indicators.   

5. Notwithstanding the pertinence of recommendations of the Stiglitz, Sen, Fitoussi 

Commission, improving the potential of NSOs to measure the progress of societies should 

also include a more effective exploitation of the information they are already generating.  

Resources are scarce and NSOs must squeeze the data bases that we currently have up to 

the last drop. 

6. NSOs should strengthen their communication capacities in order to maximize the potential 

for measuring progress of the information that each one is already producing. 

7. When incorporating new forms of reporting data or new indicators, conveying the right 

message is fundamental.  At the end, indicators of progress can only measure progress 

when are well understood and effectively used by the target population.   

8. More and better information is not an improvement by itself.  To be a real improvement, it 

requires being included in the actual information set that individuals and policy makers 

effectively use while facing their real life problems. Efficient communication is a must. 

9. The world movement on measuring progress puts forward an agenda that, if taken 

seriously, will exert an important pressure on NSOs.  This pressure will be relieved and 

results may even come out more effectively if it´s shared among different institutions in a 

coordinated way, under a systemic approach.  


