
Involving citizens/communities in elaborating  

societal progress towards well-being for all

A Council of Europe contribution to the Global 
Project



The Council of Europe has laid the foundations for a partnership in order to contribute to the global project
“Measuring the progress of societies”, which aims to analyse and identify complementarities between
initiatives introduced around the world in an effort to involve citizens/communities through dialogue in the
quest for well-being and societal progress.

These initiatives : 

- are all concerned with redefining and/or revisiting reference frameworks and frameworks for action 
and reflect the change that has occurred in relations between citizens and public life and the quest for 
“complexity”, i.e.  more co-ordinated, less mechanistic approaches to living together now and in the 
future. 

- focus on areas of renewal where an updated form of collective expression would be likely to generate 
ideas, projects and solutions to today’s issues and tomorrow’s challenges.

- are rooted in different contexts and cultures, defined by institutions, practices and customs specific to 
each setting, which influence and inform the way we view well-being, present and future, and also 
citizens’ use of public space.

- Some are more concerned with correcting or breathing new life into existing public action, others with 
improving quality of life through its various components, and yet others with rethinking and redefining 
societal goals.

- The initiatives involve all citizens through a range of methods (members of communities, residents of a 
particular area, volunteers, organised civil society, stakeholders, researchers, experts, practitioners, 
etc.) and to varying degrees depending on the nature of the project and who initiated it.

- Taking stock of these initiatives the Council of Europe proposes an innovative approach aimed at 
developing indicators of progress in well-being for all based on the criteria expressed by the citizens 
themselves.  

Involve citizens in the quest for societal well-being and progress



Typology of initiatives involving the citizens

Typology

Starting point Aim Purpose

Need to supplement, 
improve, reinvigorate public 
action

Supplementary approach Specific “problem” 
situations which cannot 
be solved through 
existing public action

Improvement-based 
approach

Quality of life and well-
being in their various 
dimensions and as a 
whole

Local governance

Renewal-based approach

Questioning traditional 
indicators of progress by 
providing new ones that 
are closer to social reality

Need to rethink, redefine

societal goals   

(with due regard for the

well-being of future

generations)

Elaborative approach Taking into account 
sustainable development 
indicators and their role 
in lifestyle changes

Promoting new forms of 
governance in order to 
achieve more democratic 
and sustainable spatial 
development

Developing a shared 
vision of the future



Canvassing citizens’ views enables us to: : 

Explore the human processes necessary for progress to come about. This is particularly important insofar as 
without such consultation, there would be merely an inherently mechanistic, automated definition of the concept 
of progress, conveying the impression that there is no need to give it much thought since all that is required is to 
provide the necessary ingredients for it to operate smoothly.

Discover well-being (for all) as a complex relationship, that is to say, personal balance is contingent upon social 
balance, whence the need to revisit socio-economic disparities and the interdependence between individual well-
being and common goods (including institutions), and to introduce regard for the rights of future generations as a 
key factor in well-being for all:  the notion of “temporality” in well-being is not confined to the present generation 
alone.

Discuss the political validity of approaches which, in order to measure well-being, single out certain aspects of it 
(or confine it within methods that are specific to a particular field such as psychology):  this leads to 
epistemological biases, especially when it is individual introspection, cut off from any possibility of discussion and 
relativisation, that becomes the gauge of well-being.

Revisit the concept of quality of life which implicitly places a high value on retrospective thinking (past experience) 
without challenging perceptions – or even behaviour – that ought to be modified through a dawning awareness of 
the social and environmental non-viability of past choices.  The growing weight given to the “security/crime” 
indicator in current measures of quality of life signals the urgent need to come up with more forward-looking 
definitions of well-being, focusing on responsibility and risk-taking, as key ingredients of human fulfilment.

Added value of citizens’ involvement



THINKING TOGETHER
about well-being for all

Societal progress and well-being as defined by citizens

Progress 
towards 
well-being 
for all

Meaning/direction of 
progress

Progress 
necessary for 
present 
generations

Progress 
necessary 
for future 
generations

In order to ACT TOGETHER to 
promote the well-being of all as 
part of an inter-generational 
approach, capable of handling 
complexity

Narrowing the 
disparities

Investing to 
counter the 
irreversible 
and build a 
legacy for 
the future 

Identifying 
social disparities 
and disparities 
in terms of 
perception and 

satisfaction

Identifying potentially 
irreversible threats and 
appropriate emergency 
measures

Reintroducing the notion of 
equity, fostering an 
appreciation of public 
goods, intangible assets, 
spiritual values

Action to combat 
pollution, repair 
damage, stop the 
use of fossil fuels

Societal progress today



Multi-dimension aspect of Well-Being

In the Council of Europe approach:  the eight facets of 
well-being according to the criteria expressed by 

citizens

LIVING ENVIRONMENT
Physical components

A- Access to livelihoods

B- Living environment

SUBJECT
Endogenous Components

F- Personal 
balances G- Sense 

of well-
being/ill-
being

H-Commitment/
engagement

E-Social balances 
and sense of 
belonging D-Human 

relations

C- Relations with 
institutions

GROUP OF SUBJECTS
Social components 



From multi-dimension aspects to new rights

General expression of 

the right

Individual dimension Collective dimension 

Planning/organisation of public life Right to recognition - As a citizen, of one’s 

knowledge and individual 

competences

- Of cultural diversity, of the contributions made by citizens to public and 

community life. 

- Inclusion in the 

consultation and decision-

making processes.

- Collective consultation and joint decision-making.

Decision-making Right to participate in 

the decision-making 

process

Right to responsibility 

and shared 

responsibility

- Shared responsibility as a 

citizen
- Shared responsibility as a group, institution, community.

- Significance of public action in societal progress.

Division of responsibilities Right to meaning - Significance of individual 

action in social progress

Right to information

Right to transparency - -

Right to consistency - In terms of individual 

responsibility/means/autonomy 

and in terms of obligations 

- Consistency in terms of responsibilities between entities  

- Autonomy in thinking, 

decision-making and action.  

Privacy in making choices. 

Right to initiative - -

Right to creativity - Personal creativity - Collective creativity

Right to take risks - - Reconciling risk and universal protection through solidarity

Right to make mistakes - Individual mistakes - Mistakes by entities.

Right to a second 

chance
- Ever-present possibility of 

change; right to transitions
- Second chance for  groups/institutions which have “failed”

Distribution of outputs Right to fair and 

equitable treatment
- In access to resources and 

goods
- Equity between social groups and geographical areas



These new rights have a number of features that distinguish them from the more “traditional” rights:

• They complement existing human rights and focus on the “how” aspect.
• They are intangible and difficult to codify in legal terms.  
• They are interdependent and indivisible:  the right to shared responsibility can only be effective if the 

right to meaning, to information, etc. is as well.

It is not only the rights that are indivisible:  the obligations are too.  Shared responsibility, meaning,
transparency, consistency, etc. require that societal obligations be clarified. 

The new obligations are defined in relation to justice parameters/reference points… which means that well
being and societal progress indicators must be capable of incorporating the notion of sustainability in their 
very design.

From multi-dimension aspects to new obligations



DEFINING SOCIETAL PROGRESS:

By emphasizing its qualitative aspect, which draws on the concept of well-being for all, including future generations, 
which implies narrowing of disparities and gaps as its main concern 

REVISITING THE PROCESS OF SOCIETAL PROGRESS, which means:

Defining bottom-up visions and goals
Choosing pathways that lead there
Reviewing and developing the definition and structure of responsibilities
Developing measurement tools to assess how much has been achieved and what still needs to be done (societal progress 

indicators).

FORMULATING SOCIETAL PROGRESS INDICATORS as pathways. They therefore need to:

Incorporate all aspects of well-being (i.e. be multidimensional and sustainable)
Create intelligence in terms of understanding the situational disparities between social and economic levels (discrete rather than
continuous:  scales of progress rather than averages)
Allow transversal rather than sectoral analyses
Form part of a process of appropriation and shared responsibility (rather than benchmarking/comparison).

DEVELOPING THE CONCEPT OF SHARED RESPONSIBILITY:

Overcome overly fragmented approaches.  This calls for an “intangible infrastructure”, i.e. a shared vision.

DEVELOPING A STRATEGY TO PROMOTE WELL-BEING FOR ALL

Allowing elaborative approaches with citizens/communities to become real societal progress processes towards 
the well-being for all closely related to the building of a shared global reference framework.  

Conclusion: What we have learned from citizens


