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Beyond GDP and For Good Measure are the fi nal reports 
of the High-Level Expert Group on the Measurement of 
Economic Performance and Social Progress (HLEG), the 
successor to the 2009 Commission on the Measurement of 
Economic Performance and Social Progress (“Stiglitz-Sen-
Fitoussi” Commission). The Commission had concluded 
that we should move away from over-reliance on GDP when 
assessing a country’s health, towards a broader dashboard of 
indicators that would refl ect concerns such as the distribution 
of well-being and sustainability in all of its dimensions. The 
HLEG, an independent group of experts that has been hosted 
by the OECD over the past fi ve years, aimed to provide 
impetus and guidance to the various initiatives currently 
ongoing on measuring people’s well-being and societies’ 
progress. The Group was co-chaired by Nobel Prize winner 
Joseph E. Stiglitz, leading well-being economist Jean-Paul 
Fitoussi, and the OECD Chief Statistician Martine Durand.
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In Beyond GDP, the co-chairs of the HLEG 
show that over-reliance on GDP as the 
yardstick of economic performance misled 
policy makers who did not see the 2008 
crisis coming and did not adequately assess 
its economic and social consequences. 
They argue that we need to develop 
dashboards of what really matters: who is 
benefi tting from growth, whether that growth 
is environmentally sustainable, how people 
feel about their lives, what factors contribute 
to an individual’s or a country’s success. The 
book also looks at progress made over the 
past 10 years in collecting well-being data, 
and in using them to inform policies. 

OECD (2018), Beyond GDP: Measuring what counts for economic and social 
performance, OECD Publishing, Paris - https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264307292-en

For Good Measure presents the latest fi ndings 
from some members of the HLEG and their 
co-authors, who are leading economists, 
political scientists, psychologists and 
statisticians, on selected issues within the 
broader agenda on defi ning and measuring 
well-being. These contributions look in 
some depth at some of the key issues raised 
by the 2009 Commission that deserved 
more attention, such as how to better 
include the environment and sustainability 
in our measurement system, and how to 
improve the measurement of diff erent types 
of inequalities, of economic insecurity, of 
subjective well-being and of trust. 

OECD (2018), For Good Measure: Advancing Research on Well-Being Metrics Beyond 
GDP, OECD Publishing, Paris - https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264307278-en
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Beyond GDP
MEASURING WHAT COUNTS

FOR ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL PERFORMANCE
GDP can’t tell us everything we need to know about economic performance and social progress, even if it is the most well-known and most used 
economic indicator. This volume shows that over-reliance on GDP as the yardstick of economic performance misled policy makers who did not see the 
2008 crisis coming and did not adequately assess its economic and social consequences. The co-chairs of the OECD-hosted High Level Expert Group 
on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress, Joseph E. Stiglitz, Jean-Paul Fitoussi and Martine Durand, argue that we need to 
develop dashboards of what really matters: who is benefitting from growth, whether that growth is environmentally sustainable, how people feel 
about their lives, what factors contribute to an individual’s or a country’s success. Doing this will help policy makers make the right choices for their 
people, their countries and the world.
This book also looks at progress made over the past 10 years in collecting well-being data, and in using them to inform policies. An accompanying 
volume, For Good Measure: Advancing Research on Well-being Metrics Beyond GDP, presents the latest findings from some members of the High Level 
Expert Group and co-authors, who are leading economists, political scientists, psychologists and statisticians, on selected issues within the broader
agenda on defining and measuring well-being.

A Nobel Prize winner, former Chief 
Economist of the World Bank and former
Chairman of the US Council of Economic 
Advisers, who has been one of the most 
influential intellectual figures behind
expanding measures of quality of life 
beyond GDP.

A leading European economist who is one
of the key thinkers of the well-being 
agenda, and who continues to push 
forward with developing new measures of
economic performance and social progress,
and using them in policy. 

An international authority on measuring 
economies and societies, originator of
the OECD Better Life Initiative, and with 
decades’ experience in international policy 
making that aims to deliver better policies 
for better lives. 
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Affairs, Columbia University
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Consult this publication on line at https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264307292-en.
This work is published on the OECD iLibrary, which gathers all OECD books, periodicals and statistical databases.
Visit www.oecd-ilibrary.org for more information.
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For Good Measure
ADVANCING RESEARCH

ON WELL‑BEING METRICS BEYOND GDP
The 2009 Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress (“Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi” Commission) concluded that we should move away from over-reliance 
on GDP when assessing a country’s health, towards a broader dashboard of indicators that would reflect concerns such as the distribution of well-being and sustainability in all of its 
dimensions. This book includes contributions from some members of the OECD-hosted High Level Expert Group on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress, the 
successor of the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Commission, and their co-authors on the latest research in this field. These contributions look in some depth at some of the key issues raised by the
2009 Commission that deserved more attention, such as how to better include the environment and sustainability in our measurement system, and how to improve the measurement of 
different types of inequalities, of economic insecurity, of subjective well-being and of trust. 

A companion volume Beyond GDP: Measuring What Counts for Economic and Social Performance presents an overview by the co-chairs of the High Level Expert Group, Joseph E. Stiglitz, 
Jean-Paul Fitoussi and Martine Durand of the progress accomplished since the 2009 report, of the work conducted by the Group over the past five years, and of what still needs to be done.

ISBN 978-92-64-30726-1
30 2018 02 1 P

Consult this publication on line at https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264307278-en.
This work is published on the OECD iLibrary, which gathers all OECD books, periodicals and statistical databases.
Visit www.oecd-ilibrary.org for more information.
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The High-Level Expert Group on the Measurement of Economic Performance 
and Social Progress (HLEG) builds on the analyses and recommendations of 
the 2009 Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and 
Social Progress (the “Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi” Commission, SSF) in highlighting 
the role of well-being metrics in policy and encouraging a more active 
dialogue between economic theory and statistical practice. The report makes 
explicit the often-implicit assumptions hidden in statistical practices and their  
real-world consequences. Its central message is that what we measure 
affects what we do. If we measure the wrong thing, we will do the wrong 
thing. If we don’t measure something, it becomes neglected, as if the 
problem didn’t exist. 

There is no simple way of representing every aspect of well-being in a 
single number in the way GDP describes market economic output. This has 
led to GDP being used as a proxy for both economic welfare (i.e. people’s 
command over commodities), and general welfare (which also depends on 
people’s attributes and non-market activities). GDP was not designed for this 
task. We need to move “Beyond GDP” when assessing a country’s health, 
and complement GDP with a broader dashboard of indicators that would 
reflect the distribution of well-being in society and its sustainability across its 
social, economic and environmental dimensions. The challenge is to make 
the dashboard small enough to be easily comprehensible, but large enough 
to summarise what we care about the most.

The 2008 crisis and its aftermath illustrate why a change in perspective is 
needed. The GDP loss that followed the crisis was not the temporary one-off 
event predicted by conventional macro-economic models. Its effects have 

Beyond GDP
Measuring What Counts for Economic and  

Social Performance
Authors: Joseph E. Stiglitz, Columbia University; Jean-Paul Fitoussi, Sciences-Po and Luiss 
University; and Martine Durand, OECD  

Executive Summary
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lasted over time, suggesting that the crisis caused the permanent loss of 
significant amounts of capital; not just machines and structures, but also 
“hidden capital”, in the form of lower on-the-job training, permanents scars 
on youths entering the labour market during a recession, and lower trust in 
an economic system “rigged” to benefit a few. 

Different metrics, including better measures of people’s economic 
insecurity, could have shown that the consequences of the recession were 
much deeper than GDP statistics indicated, and governments might have 
responded more strongly to mitigate the negative impacts of the crisis. If, 
based on GDP, the economy is perceived to be well on the road to recovery, 
as many governments believed in 2010, one would not take the strong policy 
measures needed to support people’s living conditions suggested by metrics 
that inform on whether most of the population still feels in recession. Nor 
would one take measures to bolster the safety net and social protection in 
the absence of metrics on the extent of people’s economic insecurity. 

These failings in the policy responses to the crisis were compounded 
by overly focusing on the consequences of public spending in raising 
government’s liabilities, when this spending could take the form of investment 
increasing the assets in governments’ and countries’ balance sheets. The 
same follows when measures of unemployment do not reflect the full extent 
of a country’s “unused” labour resources. The “Beyond GDP” agenda is 
sometimes characterised as “anti-growth”, but this is not the case: the use of 
a dashboard of indicators reflecting what we value as a society would have 
led, most likely, to stronger GDP growth than that actually achieved by most 
countries after 2008.

This book also looks at progress in implementing the recommendations of 
SSF since 2009, identifying areas that require increased focus by statistical 
agencies, researchers and policy-makers. The UN Sustainable Development 
Goals, agreed by the international community in 2015, clearly go far 
“Beyond GDP”, but their 169 policy targets and more than 200 indicators 
for “global monitoring” are too many to guide policies. Countries will have 
to identify their priorities within the broader UN agenda, and upgrade their 
statistical capacities which, even in developed countries, are insufficient to 
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monitor whether the agreed commitments are being met. The international 
community should invest in upgrading the statistical capacity of developing 
countries, especially in areas where country data are needed to assess 
global phenomena, such as climate change or the world distribution of 
income.

Inequality in income and wealth has today a central role in policy discussions 
in ways it did not in 2009. But important progress is still needed in a range 
of areas, such as measuring what happens at both ends of the income 
distribution, integrating different data sources, and measuring the joint 
distribution of income, consumption and wealth at the individual level. When 
looking at inequality, it is also important to look at differences between 
groups (“horizontal inequalities”), at inequalities within households and the 
way resources are shared and managed, which are especially important in 
the case of wealth. We should also look beyond inequalities in outcomes to 
inequality of opportunity. Inequality of opportunity is even more unacceptable 
than inequality of outcomes, but the operational distinction between the two 
is fuzzy, as we don’t observe all circumstances that shape people’s outcomes 
and are independent of their efforts. It is also important to pursue efforts 
to integrate information on economic inequalities within national accounts, 
to provide metrics of how GDP growth is shared in as timely a fashion as 
output statistics.

The book also highlights metrics that still lack a solid foundation within official 
statistics. Subjective well-being measures are critical to assess the non-
monetary costs and benefits of public programmes and policies. While much 
progress has been achieved since 2009 in embedding these measures in 
large-sample official surveys, such efforts should be maintained to shed 
light on the many measurement and research issues that are still open. 
Economic insecurity is a “new” field where much more effort is needed to 
develop metrics of the shocks affecting people, and of the buffers available 
to them. The 2008 crisis reduced not just people’s economic security but 
also their trust, because of the widespread perception of the unfairness in 
the manner in which the crisis was handled. The loss of trust (both in others 
and in institutions) is a long-lasting legacy of the crisis, whose effects are 
contributing to the political upheavals we are witnessing around the world. 
Finally, the measurement of sustainability in its environmental, economic and 
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social dimensions, and of the resilience of systems to shocks, are priorities 
for research and statistical practice, requiring the contributions of different 
disciplines and approaches. 

The book provides 12 recommendations for further work in all these areas, 
which complement those in the Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi (2009) report. 

While different measures are clearly needed, alone they are not enough. 
What also matters is to anchor these indicators in the policy process, in 
ways that survive the vagaries of electoral cycles. This book draws on 
country-experiences to show how well-being indicators are being used in 
the different stages in the policy cycle, from identifying priorities for action, 
to assessing the advantages and disadvantages of different strategies 
to achieve a given policy goal, to help allocate the resources needed to 
implement the selected strategy, to monitor interventions in real time as 
they are implemented, and to audit the results achieved by policies and 
programmes to help decide how to change them in the future. Steps taken 
by several countries in this direction are described in this book. While these 
experiences are recent, they hold the promise of delivering policies that, by 
going beyond traditional silos, are more effective in achieving their goals and 
that could help in restoring people’s trust that public policies can deliver what 
we all care about: an equitable and sustainable society.
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Recommendation 1: No single metric will ever provide a good measure of 
the health of a country, even when the focus is limited to the functioning of the 
economic system. Policies need to be guided by a dashboard of indicators 
informing about people’s material conditions and the quality of their lives, 
inequalities thereof, and sustainability. This dashboard should include 
indicators that allow us to assess people’s conditions over the economic 
cycle. Arguably, policy responses to the Great Recession might have been 
different had such a dashboard been used. 

Recommendation 2: Developing better metrics of people’s well-being is 
important for all countries, whatever their level of development. National 
Statistical Offices should be given the resources and independence needed 
to pursue this task in effective ways, including through harnessing the 
potential of big data. The international community should invest more in 
upgrading the statistical capacities of poorer countries. 

Recommendation 3: The quality and comparability of existing metrics of 
economic inequality related to income and, particularly, wealth should be 
further improved, including by allowing Statistical Offices to use tax records 
to capture developments at the top end of the distribution, and by developing 
measures of the joint distribution of household income, consumption and 
wealth. 

Recommendation 4: Data should be disaggregated by age, gender, 
disability status, sexual orientation, education and other markers of social 
status in order to describe group differences in well-being outcomes; and 
metrics to describe within-household inequalities, such as those related to 
asset ownership and the sharing of resources and financial decisions within 
the household, should be developed.

Recommendations by the Chairs of the HLEG
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Recommendation 5: Efforts to integrate information on economic 
inequalities within the System of National Accounts should be pursued, 
in the perspective of achieving convergence between micro- and macro-
approaches, and of understanding how the benefits of GDP growth are 
shared in society. 

Recommendation 6: Assessing equality of opportunity is important. 
Measures of a broad range of people’s circumstances should be developed, 
including by linking administrative records across generations and by 
including retrospective questions on parental conditions in household 
surveys, so as to allow comparison of measures of inequality of opportunity 
across countries and over time. 

Recommendation 7: Regular, frequent and standardised collection of both 
evaluative and experiential measures of subjective well-being should be 
pursued, based on large representative samples with a view to shedding 
light on their drivers and on the directions of causality. 

Recommendation 8: Policies should be routinely assessed for their effects 
on people’s economic insecurity, measured through a dashboard of indicators 
that inform about people’s experiences in the face of economic shocks, the 
buffers that are available to them, the adequacy of social insurance against 
key risks, and subjective evaluations of insecurity. 

Recommendation 9: Better measures of sustainability are needed. This 
requires developing full balance sheets for various institutional sectors, 
covering all their assets and liabilities, measuring the rents implicit in asset 
valuations, as well as improved metrics of human and environmental capital 
and of the vulnerability and resilience of systems. 

Recommendation 10: The measurement of trust and other social norms 
should be improved, through both general and specialised household surveys 
as well as more experimental tools administered to representative samples of 
respondents that rely on insights from psychology and behavioural economics. 



12

Recommendation 11: Access to statistical data and administrative 
records by academics and policy analysists should be facilitated, in ways 
that preserve the confidentiality of the information disseminated and that 
ensure a level playing field across different research teams and theoretical 
perspectives. 

Recommendation 12: To deliver “better policies for better lives”, well-being 
metrics should be used to inform decisions at all stages of the policy process, 
from identifying priorities for action and aligning programme objectives to 
investigating the benefits and costs of different policy options; from making 
budgeting and financing.
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For Good Measure
Advancing Research on Well-being Metrics Beyond GDP

Editors: Joseph E. Stiglitz, Columbia University; Jean-Paul Fitoussi, Sciences-Po and Luiss 
University; and Martine Durand, OECD

 
Executive Summary

Assessing the progress of society presents a range of challenges: conceptual 
challenges (e.g. the inevitable trade-off between trying to be comprehensive 
and the limits in people’s capacity to deal with too much information); technical 
challenges (e.g. how to combine information across micro-data sets dealing 
with different issues, how to integrate micro-data informing on inequalities 
with macro-economic accounts dealing with averages); and organisational 
(e.g. how to improve coordination among different data-collectors, how to 
balance international harmonisation and local accountability, how to improve 
timeliness of existing data). The High-Level Group on the Measurement of 
Economic Performance and Social Progress (HLEG), hosted by the OECD 
from 2013 to 2018, addressed some of these challenges, building on the 
report of the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Commission published in 2009. The aim 
remains the same – help to develop the means to describe progress and, in 
this way, to contribute to better policies. This book consists of a collection 
of authored chapters dealing with those issues that the HLEG felt deserved 
further attention and have thus been at the core of the Group’s deliberations 
over the past few years.

The Sustainable Development Goals and the measurement of human progress
Ravi Kanbur, Cornell University; Ebrahim Patel, Minister for Economic Development in South Africa 
and Joseph E. Stiglitz, Columbia University

The adoption of the SDGs by the UN General Assembly in 2015 is the most 
visible manifestation of how the Beyond GDP Agenda has influenced policy 
discussions. But the SDGs also highlight the inevitable tension between the 
pull to broaden the set of measures used for monitoring progress and the 
imperative to focus on a small number of top-level indicators – a tension that 
can only be solved through prioritisation of the UN goals and targets at the 
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national level. National Statistical Offices should be given the governance 
independence and resources needed to fulfil their obligations on monitoring 
the SDGs, while the international community should support statistical 
offices in less developed countries starting from those global phenomena 
requiring good metrics for all countries. 

Measuring the distribution of household income, consumption and wealth
Nora Lustig, Tulane University

The way household income, consumption and wealth are distributed is 
important in relation to fairness, but an unequal distribution of economic 
resources also lessens the impact of economic growth on reducing extreme 
poverty. Unfortunately, analyses in this field often use databases that not only 
show different levels of inequality from one database to another but, for some 
countries, also diverging trends. Data in this field suffer from under coverage 
and underreporting at both ends of the distribution, from limited information 
on wealth distribution, and from the difficulty in linking information among 
datasets to know what is happening to the joint distribution of economic 
resources. More work is also needed to reflect the value of in-kind benefits 
such as education and health care services in a broader income concept, 
and to assess the distributive impact of consumption taxes and subsidies. 

Horizontal inequality, intra-household inequality and the gender wealth gap
Carmen Diana Deere, University of Florida; Ravi Kanbur, Cornell University and Frances Stewart, 
University of Oxford

Inequality in income, consumption, and wealth among individuals (“vertical 
inequality”) ignores systematic inequities among population groups, omits 
important non-income dimensions, and assumes that each individual in a 
household receives the household’s mean income. Horizontal inequalities 
(inequalities among groups with shared characteristics), both in income and 
non-income dimensions, intra-household inequality, and the gender wealth 
gap are important in their own right, but they also link with each other in 
important ways (for example, a key aspect of intra-household inequality is 
inequality between the genders). Progress in all these fields should be a 
priority for future research.
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Inequality of opportunity
François Bourguignon, Paris School of Economics

Inequalities in income and wealth are more acceptable to individuals and 
more sustainable for society when people feel they have a fair chance to 
improve their situation. Inequality of opportunity, that is in the circumstances 
involuntarily inherited or faced by individuals (such as gender or ethnicity) 
that affect their economic achievements, also matters: beyond contributing 
to outcomes inequality, it reduces the efficiency of an economy by 
weakening incentives for those who think they can never succeed. While 
it will never be possible to observe differences among individuals across 
all the circumstances that shape their economic success independently 
of their will and effort, data on some aspects are available, and should be 
monitored regularly. But more is needed, for example developing long-term 
panels linking parents and offspring and including retrospective questions 
in surveys. 

Distributional national accounts and the WID.world wealth and income database
Facundo Alvaredo, Paris School of Economics; Lucas Chancel, Paris School of Economics;  
Thomas Piketty, Paris School of Economics; Emmanuel Saez, University of California, Berkeley and 
Gabriel Zucman, University of California, Berkeley

The World Wealth and Income Database (WID.world) project provides 
annual estimates of the distribution of income and wealth using concepts 
that are consistent with national accounts, which allow addressing policy 
questions that could not be answered through other datasets. These data 
highlight substantial variations in the magnitude of rising inequality across 
countries, suggesting that country-specific policies and institutions matter 
considerably. High growth rates in emerging countries reduce between-
country inequality but do not guarantee low within-country inequality levels 
nor ensure the social sustainability of globalisation. Access to more and 
better data (administrative records, surveys, more detailed national accounts, 
etc.) is critical to monitor global inequality and to get a better picture of how 
the benefits of growth are distributed.
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Understanding subjective well-being
Arthur A. Stone, University of Southern California and Alan B. Krueger, Princeton University

Subjective well-being has great potential as an indicator of the “health” of 
a community and of individuals. Measures of societal progress should take 
into account how people feel about and experience their own lives, alongside 
information about their objective conditions. At a societal level, subjective 
well-being measures can signal wider problems in people’s lives, capture 
prevailing sentiment, and predict behaviour in ways that complement more 
traditional measures. Deepening the measurement initiatives undertaken in 
this field as a response to the recommendation of the 2009 Stiglitz-Sen-
Fitoussi Commission is needed to provide responses to the many research 
questions that are still open. 

Economic (in)security
Jacob S. Hacker, Yale University

People’s confidence in the economic and political system is destroyed quickly 
when there is a sentiment that economic security is declining. Economic 
insecurity captures individuals’ (or households’) degree of vulnerability to 
an economic loss. Three elements are inherent in this definition: some 
probability of an adverse event; some negative economic consequence if 
this event occurs; and some protection (from formal insurance to informal risk 
sharing, to self-insurance through savings and the like) that could potentially 
offset or prevent these losses. Measures are needed for each of these 
elements and for their combined effects. It is also important to distinguish 
between observed security, which can be measured using economic data, 
and perceived security, where people themselves reveal their subjective 
appreciation of their economic situation. 

Capital and systems approaches to measuring sustainability
Marleen De Smedt, formerly Eurostat; Enrico Giovannini, University of Rome Tor Vergata and  
Walter J. Radermacher, University of Rome La Sapienza

The UN Sustainable Development Goals framework recognises that 
progress has to be considered holistically and in a long-term perspective, 
taking account of trade-offs, spill-overs and unintended consequences of 
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policy and investment decisions. Capturing the inter-temporal consequences 
of today’s decisions requires measures of the various types of resources 
that will sustain future well-being, i.e. natural, human, social and economic 
capital. Complex systems theory provides a complementary approach for 
integrating the analysis of the different types of capital by dealing with the 
many interactions that shape sustainability. A systems approach could also 
more adequately capture the extent to which a production and consumption 
path is sustainable, safe and resilient. 

Trust, social progress and well-being
Yann Algan, Sciences-Po

People’s trust in others and in institutions is a key determinant of economic 
growth, social cohesion and subjective well-being. While most of the 
research on the role of trust and cooperation draws on survey data, this type 
of information requires caution in use and interpretation. One way forward is 
to combine surveys with experiments asking participants to make decisions 
under circumstances where their degree of trust influences their behaviour. 
Evidence of this type, based on representative samples of the population for 
several countries, is now starting to become available. It has the potential to 
deepen our understanding of trust, its causes and consequences.





The High-Level Expert Group on the Measurement of Economic 
Performance and Social Progress (HLEG) was hosted by the 
OECD. More information on the HLEG can be found on the website:  
www.oecd.org/statistics/measuring-economic-social-progress. This includes 
information about the work programme and the workshops that were held 
to advance the HLEG’s agenda. For more information on the OECD’s work 
on well-being and the OECD Better Life Initiative, please visit the website:  
www.oecd.org/statistics/better-life-initiative.htm.
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