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Abstract
In the recent years a large literature on indicators of well-being and quality of life
has proliferated, all departing from a strict economic view of these phenomena.
While all these indicators sign an important step for the recognition of well-being
as a multidimensional phenomenon, they are often rooted in very different
approaches –when we can identify a relevant “theoretical” framework-, such as
basic needs, happiness, or capability approach, and vary significantly in terms of
statistical quality. This paper has a twofold objective: (1) to analyze the state of
the art of the literature on well-being in Italy, where research institutes, scholars,
and other organizations/institutions have elaborated a large number of alternative
measures; (2) to examine this literature from the perspective of the human
development approach. Thus, we investigate the pros and cons of the existing
approaches/indicators and derive whether they are rooted in the human
development approach. This work is deemed necessary for the final goal of
constructing a context-based indicator of human development for Italy and its
territorial units.
Keywords: Well-being; Human Development; Indicators; Territorial disparities;
Italy.
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1. Introduction
In the last decade worldwide we have assisted to an astonishing evolution in the
debate on the meaning of well-being and quality of life, and on how to measure
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these phenomena. While in the past such debate was primarily focused on
developing countries and relegated to the academic world, in the last years its
focus moved toward high-income countries and involved national and
international institutions. Many statistical offices, as well as Ngos, think thanks
and research centers have proposed new indicators, which overcome the
traditional economicistic view of well-being.
While most of these new initiatives depart from the view of GDP as an
adequate measure of well-being, it is important not to put them all in the same
box. The theoretical approach on which indicators are founded is often different,
as well as the objective and the statistical methodology. This affects substantially
the policies: whether we focus on happiness as measure of quality of life or
Amartya Sen’s notion of capabilities makes a substantial difference on what type
of objectives are to be pursued and which tools are to be used.
This paper has a twofold objective: (1) to analyze the state of the art of the
literature on well-being and quality of life in Italy; (2) to examine this literature
from the perspective of the human development approach. We perceive these as
essential steps in view of the construction of a rigorous context-based indicator of
well-being rooted in the human development approach, which can help to portrait
the life conditions in the Italian territorial units.
In order to make this review, we need to compare different accounts of quality
of life measurement. In particular we need to compare measures of well-being,
quality of life and human development. Is it possible to compare indicators that
refer to different concepts? Well, we think so. We argue that, for example, wellbeing and quality of life are almost analogous concepts, both multidimensional
and both focusing on life conditions of people in given geographical areas.
While in the past Smith (1973) used the term well-being to refer to objective life
conditions of a population and quality of life to refer to people’s subjective
assessments of their lives, the following literature has contributed to a substantial
convergence (Langlois and Anderson, 2002). Sen (1985: 69-70) argues that “the
quality of life a person enjoys is not merely a matter of what he or she achieves,
but also of what options the person has had the opportunity to choose from”,
while well-being is just made of people’s achievements (functionings). This shows
that a difference between the two concepts does exist: however, when it comes
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to measuring them the choices are exactly the same, i.e., relying on
achievements given the lack of information on people’s opportunity set.
Similarly, the human development index, elaborated by the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP, 1990), is not a real indicator of the process of
“enlargement of people’s choices”, but rather an indicator of quality of life and a
good proxy indicator of well-being. For example, in an important methodological
paper, Krishnakumar (2007: 58, note 1) states: “Throughout this paper we use
the terms ‘human development’, ‘well-being’ and ‘quality of life’ in an interchangeable manner”.
The paper is structured as follows. In the next section we review the
international literature on well-being measures; in Section 3 we provide an
extensive review of the most important indicators used to measure well-being in
Italy; In Section 4, we re-assess critically this literature, identifying pros and cons
of each indicator and verifying whether they are consistent with the human
development approach; finally, Section 5 includes our concluding remarks.
2. Review of the International literature
For several decades the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has been considered as
the only measure of well-being and development and it is still the most
widespread. It is the result of a strictly “economistic” view of the phenomena, and
not just of the strictly neoclassical economic theories. International comparisons,
therefore, were done on the basis of GDP (or, eventually, the GNI): as a
consequence, economic growth was the single objective of economic policy to
enhance the well-being levels in a country.
Simon Kuznets (1943) is considered the father of the modern national income
accounting systems, being the first one proposing it for the United States. It is,
however, necessary to stress that Kuznets himself considered GDP only as a
rough measure of the monetary flow of goods and services produced by a
country within a given time span, not as an indicator of welfare and, even less, of
well-being. The main interest of the Nobel Prize economist was to measure the
levels of industrial and agricultural production and to understand how much of the
national income was due to consumption and investment. As Kuznets (1934)
argues, “The welfare of a nation can scarcely be inferred from a measurement of
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national income". This crucial point was soon forgotten and since that moment on
economists, policy-makers and governments have used the GDP incorrectly.
Over time some streams of thought have highlighted the drawbacks of GDP as
indicator of quality of life. In the field of development, a particular contribution
came from theoretical paradigms such as the basic needs (ILO, 1976; Streeten et
al., 1981; Stewart, 1985) and the human development approach (UNDP, 1990),
and from the early (‘60s) work on social development indicators of the United
Nations Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD). In the economic
field we need to mention heterodox approaches such the capability approach
proposed by Amartya Sen (1984, 1985) and the paradigm of economic
development, which, under different facets, looks at objectives of economic
policies that go beyond GDP, such as economic and institutional transformation
and at the linkages between GDP and inequality, poverty and unemployment
(Myrdal, 1973; Meier and Seers, 1984). The Scandinavian school on the quality
of life, developed during the ‘70s and ‘80s, has influenced significantly the debate
on the real goals of social and economic policies in these countries, ensuring a
gradual shift towards non-economic aspects of life (Morris, 1976). Last but not
least, it is necessary to acknowledge the contribution of the studies in
environmental economics, which recognized the potential trade-offs between
economic growth and environmental conditions as well as the role of natural
resources (Nordhaus and Tobin, 1972; Hamilton, 1994).
At the risk of oversimplifying the debate, we can identify three main critiques
addressed to GDP:
(1) It uses a money metric to define the weights of goods and services. As
argued by ul Haq (1995: 46), are we sure that a gun is worth hundreds of
times more than a bottle of milk?
(2) As a direct consequence of point (1), GDP does not consider the commodities
without a market value, such as the care work, the domestic work, the
environmental services, and often education;
(3) It is an aggregate measure, obtained using data on the production of goods
and services, thus not able to indicate the real life conditions of the population.
This type of critic, therefore, concerns the way the indicator is constructed –
which does not take into account income distribution – and is not a general
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critic to the exclusive use of economic variables and monetary parameters in
the evaluation of people’s quality of life.
As a consequence of the above critiques, national and international institutions,
research centers and various researchers have proposed a series of well-being
indicators that differ, in some cases more than others, to GDP. We can group
them in three categories: (1) those adjusting GDP; (2) those integrating GDP; (3)
those replacing GDP.
2.1 Adjusted GDP Indicators
These are indicators that take the standard GDP and correct it in order to reflect
people’s well-being. This literature has proliferated after the seminal works of
Nordhaus and Tobin (1972), Daily and Cobb (1989), and Nordhaus (1992), which
have proposed different measures of “economic welfare”. The most recent and
advanced indicators are the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW)
(Jackson et al., 2007; Jackson and Marks, 2002) and the Genuine Progress
Indicator (GPI) (Hamilton, 1999). Although they differ in some methodological
aspects, both the indices detract social and environmental costs and add social
and environmental benefits to the GDP. They are constructed by taking the
personal consumption expenditures, correcting it for income inequality, adding
public expenditures for sectors such as education and health, the value of
domestic labour and volunteering, and other economic benefits, and finally
subtracting “defensive” private expenditures, costs of environmental degradation,
and depreciation of natural capital. The construction of these indicators is done
by assigning a monetary value to complex social and environmental benefits and
costs. The ISEW has been computed for the US, Thailand, Chile and many
European countries. Recently, a Regional ISEW was calculated for all English
regions (Jackson et al., 2007).
Another adjustment of GDP has been proposed by Hamilton (1994). His
Genuine Savings Indicator – also known as Adjusted Net Savings – is a
sustainability indicator building on the concept of green national accounts. It
measures the true rate of savings in an economy after taking into account
investments in human capital, depletion of natural resources and damage caused
by pollution.
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As for the national GDP, also for the stock of wealth there have been attempts
to improve the measurement. A significant contribution has been provided by the
World Bank through the Wealth Estimates (World Bank, 2006). In 1997, the
World Bank estimated the aggregate national wealth for 92 countries (World
Bank, 2006, ch. 2-3 and appendix 1.1). Such indicator focuses on non-financial
assets and includes the tangible assets and human capital: in order to estimate
the value of machineries, equipment and structures the perpetual inventory
method was employed. It further includes the estimates of national natural
resources.
2.2 Indicators integrating GDP
All the indicators that include both economic and social elements belong to this
group. The most famous example is the Human Development Index (UNDP,
1990, 2010). It combines three “functionings”: being knowledgeable, having a
long and healthy life and having a decent standard of living. In the new version of
the indicator, proposed in 2010, the three dimensions are measured by the
following indicators: (1) a geometric mean of the mean years of schooling and the
expected years of schooling; (2) life expectancy at birth; (3) purchasing-powerparity adjusted per capita Gross National Income (GNI). First, the variables are
standardized and then aggregated through a geometric mean.
In theory, the Human Development approach (see Section 4), which provides
the theoretical foundation to this index, would require the use of variables
reflecting the development goals and not its means (GDP or national income).
Thus, it should be an indicator replacing GDP and not one integrating it.
However, the main reason of this choice consists in data availability (Sen, 2000)
for the purpose of comparing all countries adhering to the United Nations system.
Given that the paradigm of growth has been the dominant one for decades,
governments and statistical offices have mainly collected economic data: as a
direct consequence, GDP was selected as proxy for all the other relevant
functionings not appearing in the indicator (Anand and Sen, 2000).1
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To be honest, according to ul Haq (2003: 104), the founder of the Human Development division
within the UNDP, “The merging of economic and social indicators is one of the distinctive features
and chief strengths of the HDI”.
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2.3 Indicators replacing GDP
Other indicators go even more “beyond GDP”, identifying other dimensions and
indicators to portrait the levels of well-being. Most of them are multidimensional
indicators and in some cases composite indicators.
The OECD has recently launched an important initiative, “How’s life?”, which,
after ten years of work on the measurement of progress, contains the Better Life
Index (BLI). It is a tool to compare the quality of life in 34 countries through a
large set of indicators for 11 domains in the areas of material living conditions
and

quality

of

life:

income,

community,

education,

environment,

civic

engagement, health, housing, jobs, life satisfaction, safety, and work-life balance.
While in the “How is life?” report the OECD uses equal weight for all the
dimensions, each user can utilize some interactive tools available in the website
in order to construct a different BLI, according to personal preferences given to
each of the 11 topics that make for a better life.
An important example for high-income countries is the Canadian Index of
Wellbeing (CIW). This initiative of the Atkinson Charitable Foundation, started in
2004 and lead, after a long process of discussion among many experts of
different fields over the well-being dimensions, to the construction of the CIW
(Institute of Wellbeing, 2009). The latest version of the index incorporates 64
indicators pertaining to eight dimensions: living standards, healthy populations,
community vitality, time use, education, environment, leisure and culture, and
democratic engagement (Institute of Wellbeing, 2011). After a long consultation it
was decided to aggregate the 8 dimensional indices through a simple arithmetic
mean. Both the BLI and CIW do not contain the gross domestic product:
however, income still plays a role since in the former there is disposable income
and wealth, while in the latter the median disposable income and income
distribution.
The Calvert-Henderson Quality of Life Indicators fall in this category, too. This
indicator is the result of a project in which an international futurist, Hazel
Henderson, an asset management firm, Calvert, and twelve experts of different
fields worked. Differently from the previous indicators, Henderson Quality of Life
Indicators are a set of 12 indicators, which the authors chose to keep separate:
one of these is household median income.
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Within the sociological literature and the broader field of “happiness”, some
composite indicators of quality of life or development have been proposed. Within
this school of thought, happiness is considered as a measure of “livability”: the
happier residents are, the higher the quality of life in that place. The spread of
such literature has been facilitated by the existence of large datasets, which allow
cross-country comparisons. Most of these data are included in the World
Database of Happiness.
Among the indicators proposed in this literature, a very important role is played
by the Happy Life Expectancy Index proposed by Ruud Veenhoven (1996). The
author argues that measures of life satisfaction tell us not just whether a life is
long or short but also whether people feel satisfied with that life. Veenhoven
(1995, 1996) recognizes that aspects related to people’s psychological status and
mental well-being are very important, thus they should be incorporated in
aggregate indicators. Furthermore, the author argues that information collected
through self-reporting, if well formulated, is reliable and comparable across
countries (Veenhoven, 1995). Finally, the Happy Life Expectancy Index is
constructed by taking the life expectancy at birth and adjusting it for a variable –
ranging from 0 to 1 - reflecting people’s average life satisfactions. The
characteristic of this indicator is that it combines information present in
demographic statistics (life expectancy) with information obtained with ad-hoc
surveys (life satisfaction). This way, it measures the degree to which citizens live
long and happily. Another example is the Happy Planet Index, elaborated by the
New Economics Foundation2 in 2006: it is a function of a country’s average
subjective life satisfaction, life expectancy at birth and ecological footprint per
capita.
3. Measuring well-being in Italy
In recent years, also in Italy there has been an increasing proliferation of
initiatives focusing on the concept of well-being and quality of life. While until the
last decade, the interest in these issues was confined to the research and
academic word, today public institutions and local authorities, as well as civil
society, are launching a series of initiatives to promote a shared measurement of
2

See the website: http://www.happyplanetindex.org
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well-being. As legitimacy is required for the recognition of a statistical indicator, it
is even more relevant for quality of life indicators since the shift to a new
paradigm can be realized only through a radical change of values and theoretical
point of view. Moreover, considering the crucial support that the statistical
indicators provide in the decision-making process, it is essential that the values
conveyed by them as well as the objectives to which they are calibrated reflect
the collective vision of progress and well-being.
In the present section, a brief overview of the most significant contributions on
the measurement of well-being and quality of life carried out in Italy will be
provided: from the academy focused on the correction of the human development
index to the most famous rankings on the quality of life yearly published, together
with the recent contribution of the Italian National Statistical Institute -ISTAT- to
the measurement of an Equitable and Sustainable Well-being.
A first group of studies has compared well-being levels in Italy with those of
other industrialized countries by using the official UNDP human development
index (Conte, Della Torre and Vasta, 2007; Monni and Costantini, 2008). Conte,
Della Torre and Vasta (2007) made an analysis of more than a century of Italian
human development indexes. The time series analysis from 1870 to 1990 for 17
countries shows that Italy has reached other countries in terms of income but,
unfortunately, its improvement in material conditions has not always been
translated into a correspondent level of quality of life. The considerable progress
in life expectancy at birth was not accompanied by an equal progress in
education (measured, by the authors, by literacy that includes participation in
primary, secondary and tertiary levels of education). The authors also conduct
the same analysis (from 1871 to 1991) at a more disaggregated level considering
4 macro geographical areas of Italy (Northeast, Northwest, Central and South), in
order to investigate the dynamics that have occurred from the unification to the
recent days. The authors have drawn three main conclusions: 1) Italy obtains
better results in terms of income than in human development, mainly due to a
significant delay in education which is only partially balanced by the substantial
improvement occurred in the life expectancy; 2) The North-East and the Centre
have much better results in converting economic growth in well-being of
population than the North-west; 3) the process of convergence between the North
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and the South has occurred more in terms of human development rather than in
terms of income, so the gap of the South is still very strong.
Costantini and Monni (2008) examined the historical trend in human
development in Italy, too. They employed an adjusted-HDI for the Italian regions
and the official Gender-related Human Development Index: their results reveal a
delay of the southern regions in terms of formal and substantial disparities much
stronger than that one detectable by the income variables.
A second set of studies focuses on human development indices adjusted for
the Italian case (Monni, 2002; Passacantilli, 2003). Monni (2002), for example,
elaborated an alternative human development index for the Italian provinces.
Given the huge inter-regional differences from many perspectives, this led to
focus on a lower territorial scale, the provinces. Moreover, this index adjusts the
official HDI in order to reflect the socio-economic specificities of the territories: the
knowledge dimension is measured by the participation in higher education and
university education, while the health component has been replaced by a labour
market indicator (i.e. the inverse of the unemployment rate). On the one hand,
the results confirm the north-south dualism that historically characterizes Italy, on
the other hand they point out the areas (Tuscany and Triveneto, above all) where
the ranking in human development differs the most from the one based on
income. Passacantilli (2003) proposed a modified human development index,
composed of five dimensions, that allows one to assess the quality of life in the
20 municipalities of the city of Rome. More recently, De Muro et al. (2011) have
used this index to evaluate the dynamics that occur in the center and on the edge
of the city of Rome, and to investigate the relationship with socio-economic
policies implemented over the past years. De Muro et al. are going to publish a
new study on the municipalities of Rome by using a dashboard of quality of life
indicators in order to represent the most relevant aspects of population wellbeing. In this case, the topics considered for well-being are 11, each one with a
weight assigned through a process of consultation carried out on the territory.
Other studies propose different methodologies for the measurement of wellbeing. Colombo et al. (2012) apply the “hedonic price” method to the evaluation
of quality of life in 103 Italian provinces. They consider 5 domains (climate,
environment, services, socio-demographic features, and economic features) and
their relative impact on well-being was estimated by the market prices of housing,
10

as an expression of willingness of individuals to pay to live in an environment with
certain characteristics. The results are expressed in terms of "prices". The quality
of services and the economic conditions are the domains that affect the most the
final ranking: the price effect strongly influences the definition of the model and
the results that emerge from it.3
On a yearly basis, the Sole24Ore and Italia Oggi publish the two most famous
surveys on quality of life in Italy. The one carried out by the Sole24Ore measures
since 1988 the quality of life in 107 Italian provinces through a set of statistical
indicators. In its dossier, quality of life, conceived in terms of livability in the
provinces, is measured through six domains considered equally relevant:
standard of living, business and labour market, services, environment and health,
population, public order and leisure. Each of these domains is measured by more
than one indicator; for each indicator 1,000 points are attributed to the province
that is at the top, while a proportional score is attributed to all the others, on the
basis of the distance from the highest ranking. The average scores achieved in
each domain allow one to rank the provinces in the six dimensions and, finally, in
the general index of quality of life.
The 1st position in the 2011 ranking is occupied by Bologna - thanks to an
outstanding performance in the services, the environment, the health sector, the
labour sector and the standard of living -, followed by Bolzano and Belluno. Given
that this publication is made by a newspaper, large attention of the media is
devoted to the results of this survey.
Next to the publication made together with IlSole24Ore, every year Italia Oggi,
in partnership with the University of Rome “Sapienza”, elaborates a ranking of the
quality of life in 103 Italian provinces. The composite index includes 9
dimensions: the dimensional indicators are similar to those used in the survey
made by Sole24Ore. In 2011, the best performing Province was Trento, featured
by good services and good socio-economic conditions. The province of Bologna,
gold medal for IlSole24Ore, ranks only 40th.
A very important contribution to the measurement of well-being in Italy is the
one promoted by the Italian campaign “Sbilanciamoci!” that since about ten years
computes an index of quality of life for the Italian regions - the QUARS (Regional
3
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Quality of Development Index) - through a process of consultation of 46 civil
society organizations. The final aim is to develop a shared definition of qualitative
development "that can claim a legitimacy and stimulate public debate, directing
the political choices" (Segre et al., 2011; Sbilanciamoci!, 2006). The consultation
process has led to the definition of a framework for the quality of life, consisting of
seven dimensions, considered of the same relevance. These dimensions are:
Environment, Economy and Employment, Health, Education and Culture, Rights
and Citizenship, Equal Opportunities and Participation. Through a deliberative
approach various indicators were selected in each dimension, driven by the
desire to reward those elements of well-being that can be directly obtained
through the implementation of public policies in the various levels of government.
The QUARS is obtained by aggregating the seven dimensional indices through
a simple mean. It is a synthetic index that aims to combine the various aspects
(economic, social, environmental, cultural) that characterize the development of a
territory and reward, through the development of a special ranking, the regions
where the economic well-being (welfare) is accompanied by a high quality and
sustainable environment, equity and social equality. The QUARS imagine an
area in which the forms of production, distribution and consumption have a
minimum impact on the environmental system and where it is still detectable a
collective effort towards sustainability. The regions in the first part of the ranking
(in 2011 Trentino Alto Adige, Emilia Romagna and Umbria) are places where
social and health services reach almost all citizens, the quality of services is high,
participation in cultural, social and political events is great, the conditions
necessary to ensure the basic rights are assured, and where equal opportunities
are given to individuals regardless of income, gender or origin.
A recent important contribution in the field comes from the Italian National
Institute of Statistics (ISTAT), which follows the experience of an international
organization like OECD and countries like France, the United Kingdom and
Germany. In particular, in the UK, the Office for National Statistics launched the
program "Measuring National Well-being", with the aim of producing a shared set
of indicators to measure the country well-being, at the end of 2010.
In Italy, in the past three years ISTAT has shown significant interest in the
themes of well-being in many ways. The first is the inclusion of specific questions
on welfare and quality of life satisfaction within the traditional Multipurpose
12

Surveys system. The clear signal of a new direction in the work of the Institute,
however, occurred in 2010 with the launch, jointly with the National Council for
Economy and Labour (CNEL), of a national research program aimed at creating a
“Steering Committee on measuring the progress of the Italian society”. The final
objective of this initiative is to build a dashboard of indicators of Equitable and
Sustainable Well-being (BES).
At the centre of this project there is a conceptualization of well-being as a
phenomenon composed of two basic elements: equity, within and between
generations, and sustainability, from an environmental, economic and social point
of view. Despite the influence of the famous Stiglitz Commission, this initiative
stands out for the ambitious aim of arriving to a shared definition of the concept of
well-being that can "include all the most significant stakeholders in a common
deliberative process" (Giovannini and Rondinella, 2011). The premise behind this
approach is that the concept of well-being is closely linked to time and space and,
therefore, can usefully be defined only through a process of democratic
consultation with all sectors of society and, in particular, with the civil society. To
achieve this objective, CNEL and ISTAT formed a Steering Committee in which
the social partners and civil society work together to arrive to a common
understanding of the phenomenon. Among the objectives of the working group,
there is the development of high-quality statistical indicators for what is
considered relevant by the country, and the communication and dissemination of
their results over time.
The work of the Steering Committee gave rise to 12 dimensions (environment,
health, wealth, education and training, reconciliation of work and life, social
relations, security, subjective well-being, landscape and cultural heritage,
research and innovation, quality of services, policy and institutions) that are at the
basis of the framework of BES. Also citizens have been involved in the debate
through the publication of a website and a questionnaire in which they can
express their preferences on the identified dimensions. Then, the Scientific
Commission for the measurement of well-being selected 134 high-quality
statistical indicators considered as appropriate in order to measure the 12
domains identified by the Committee.
Finally, other studies focus on happiness, expressed by the degree of
individual satisfaction, as main thermometer of quality of life (Rampichini and
13

D'Andrea, 1997; D'Andrea, 1998). D'Andrea found an increase in the quality of
life in Italy during the period 1975-1994; in his work with Rampichini he
discovered that, in spite of a strong inter-regional differentiation, an increase in
the level of satisfaction from 1973 to 1991 has occurred. D’Andrea, in particular,
has taken into account the satisfaction of individuals over the age of 14 years,
compared to the one expressed towards work and life in general: the domains on
which the population in analysis was called upon to evaluate, on a scale of 4
modes, were work, income, health, family, affections and pleasure.
4. A review through the lens of human development
In this paper we endorse the Human Development and Capability Approach
(HDCA) as conceptual framework for measuring and analyzing well-being in Italy.
Therefore, in the current section we reassess the status of the existing literature
on the measurement of well-being/quality of life in the country from the
perspective of the human development approach. In particular we discuss the
pros and cons of each indicator and, above all, discuss whether the indicators are
theoretically rooted in the HDCA. This implies investigating the dimensions and
the variables used to create the indicators. We do not, instead, investigate the
technicalities of the indicators such as the variables standardization procedure
and whether and eventually how aggregate dimensions in composite indices
since they reflect the specific researchers’ objectives, such as building only
rankings vs. obtaining values to be compared across time, or having a powerful
political tool (the one single number of composite indicators) vs. having an
immediate focus on separate dimensions.
The capability approach has been pioneered by the Nobel prize Economist
Amartya Sen since the 1980s, as a new approach to development, well-being,
inequality, poverty and justice (Sen, 1995, 1999; Burchi and Passacantilli, 2013,
Rippin, 2012). This approach is centered on two core concepts: functionings and
capabilities. Functionings are the set of things people are and do, such as being
literate, being adequately nourished, and being in a good health status.
Capabilities, instead, are all potential functionings of a person, i.e., what people
can be and do in their life (Sen, 1985; 1993; 1999). This approach focuses on
people’s life conditions in terms of capabilities and functionings, rather than on
their income or commodities: the latter are one of the means to enhance people’s
14

capabilities. Well-being is a multidimensional phenomenon, constitutive of several
functionings.
Similarly, the UNDP elaborated the human development approach, as a
process aiming at expanding “people’s choices” (UNDP, 1990). The HDA is
rooted in the capability approach, which is a broader framework for analysis of
different socio-economic phenomena. Since the first Human Development
Report, released in 1990, this international organization has published country
data (also for Italy) on the HDI, a multidimensional indicator of development.
However, there is a substantial difference between a standard economic indicator
such as economic growth and the HDI: the first is calculated as a percentage
variation of a variable (GDP or GNI), while the second indicates the performance
of a country in the three dimensions in a given moment. Therefore, it indicates
the human development levels: for this reason there is no substantial difference
between human development and well-being (UNDP, 1990).
In the previous sections we mentioned some problems related to the official
HDI. The most important is that it is incoherent with the conceptual framework it
derives from since it includes GNI (before 2010 it was GDP). Another critique which does not concern the technicalities of the statistical methodology such as
the standardization of the variables and the aggregation methods – concerns the
fact that it includes only three dimensions. However, the ultimate goal of the
indicator was to be of direct use for policy makers, politicians, development
practitioners. Therefore it was supposed to be relatively simple, with few
dimensions (Jahan, 2003; ul Haq, 2003). This explains why the UNDP decided
not to add new dimensions such as political freedom or social relations, which,
instead, are extensively discussed in the Human Development Reports since
1990.
The problems analyzed above are not so relevant in the case of Italy since
more and better data are available and since the objective of scholars and
organizations is usually to look at historical trends in different geographical areas
of the country or, more often, to compare the well-being conditions of regions or
provinces. For example, Monni and Costantini use the official (pre-2010) HDI as
well as all the other UNDP indicators in order to compare well-being levels in
Italian regions. While this work allows having a comprehensive picture of the
human development conditions, by using the dimensions and variables adopted
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by the UNDP it seems not sufficient to capture the differences existing in a
developed country. As argued by Anand and Sen (2003: 122), the concept of
human development incorporated in the official HDI is “concerned only with the
enhancement of the very basic capabilities of people”. To make an example, why
using life expectancy as indicator of health? This can be suitable for developing
countries, while in high-income countries life expectancy depends heavily also on
other factors not related to health (car accidents, medical and technological
progress, etc). This should be replaced by the healthy life expectancy at birth4 –
as suggested by the World Health Organization and the European Union – or by
morbidity rates for some relevant diseases.
In another article, Monni (2002) offers one of the few analyses of human
development for Italian provinces. While the National Institute of Statistics and
other administrative sources offer plenty of information on several well-being
dimensions at regional level, at this territorial scale data are scarce. Another
strength of the paper is an in-depth discussion on the need to contextualize the
indicators in order to capture territorial disparities: this is especially reflected in
the selected indicator of knowledge. The composite index, however, suffers from
three methodological problems: 1) the employment conditions replace the
“health” component: while having a “decent job” is with no doubts an important
functioning, it is not clear what is its relationship with health; 2) it incorporates the
economic dimension, measured by the estimated provincial GDP; 3) since the
(reverse of) the unemployment rate is traditionally highly correlated with GDP,
some problems of multicollinearity/double counting may appear when they are
combined in one composite index.5 For example, the Pearson’s correlation
coefficient between these two variables in Italian provinces in 2009 is 0.86.
In their very interesting analysis of the trends in well-being in Italian
regions from 1871 to 1990s Conte et al. (2007) use the traditional HDI since this
is able to highlight the different development pattern in such a long time span.

4

A detailed description of this indicator can be found at
http://www.who.int/whosis/indicators/2007HALE0/en/
5
The authors of the present paper do not follow a traditional “statistical” perspective, on the basis
of which two or more highly correlated variables can never be inserted in a multidimensional
indicator. When these variables reflect different dimensions or aspects of people’s lives, their
simultaneous presence is not problematical. It can cause substantial bias in cases – like the
presented one – when the two variables indicate more or less the same (economic) dimension.
The employment rate, in fact, is a variable traditionally used in standard economic analysis.
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When the authors conclude that the catching-up process of the South with the
other regions is much clearer with the HDI than with GDP data, they emphasize
some problems of the standard HDI: the combined gross enrolment rate (1 of the
2 variables used to measure “knowledge”) is a problematic variable since it looks
at gross rather than net enrolment rates. The authors also argue that the
knowledge dimension does not reflect properly the efficiency of the education
system; however we think that this is not an appropriate critique since with a
functionings-based well-being index we need information on how people are with
regard to knowledge rather than on the education system. The main critique,
according to us, is that the knowledge dimension focuses only on very basic
functionings such as “being literate” rather than pointing on higher skills/abilities,
reflected, for example, in the percentage population with a university degree.
Using a more context-based human development indicator – still possible with
poor data availability for the whole historical period considered – would have
contributed to capture more the disparities between the North/Center of the
country and the South.
Finally, an original proposal of a human development index at lower territorial
scale comes from Passacantilli (2003). This is consistent with the capability
approach, but its replicability to other cities is seriously undermined by the
specificity of data collected, which are likely not to be of the same quality
elsewhere.
Let us now move our attention towards indicators of quality of life that are not
explicitly defined HDI. The work of Colombo et al. (2012) is still anchored to a
traditional view of quality of life, which is measured in terms of market prices. This
is obviously not in line with a human development framework, according to which
basic functionings are intrinsically, and not only instrumentally, relevant.
Since 2003 the QUARS elaborated by Sbilanciamoci! has been an important
tool for advocacy/political pressure as well as an important attempt to build an
index “from a civil society perspective”. The figures they provide have surely
contributed to shift the attention of policy makers and local administrators towards
non-economic dimensions of quality of life. Moreover, their proposal has probably
been the first attempt to use the civil society for the identification of the relevant
indicators for each domain. However, these positive results are counterbalanced
by a series of weaknesses.
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The first one consists in a lack of an adequate conceptual framework for the
choice of indicators. The definition of quality of life – the authors sustain that most
of the other well-being indicators suffer from a poor definition of the phenomenon
being measured (Segre et al., 2011: 51) – is “limited by data availability”. This
shows that the authors follow a strictly empirical approach: indicators define the
concept (latent variable), and since indicators depend on the data available the
concept itself depends on the data available. The fact that within the set of
indicators there are “input”, “output” and “outcome” indicators combined together
is problematical since they reflect different means (or drivers) and ends (or
constitutive elements) of well-being (OECD, 2008, 2011; Burchi and De Muro,
2012). To make an example, we find the number of centres providing health and
social services (“consultori”), cinemas and libraries, which are policy variables
and are coherent with an asset or infrastructure-based approach to quality of life
(input variables), and other variables such as the proportion of population with a
university degree, which could be a good indicator of human development for
Italy. A theoretical approach, such as the human development approach, should
contribute to define the phenomenon and provide a guide in the choice of
dimensions and variables.
A second problem, related to the first one, concerns the extensive number of
variables used to generate the QUARS, 41. With so many variables (and so
diverse ranging from input to outcome variables) there is a serious risk not to be
able to understand the final value of the dimensional and aggregate indices:
moreover, all the traditional problems of composite indicators like the weighting
scheme are emphasized.
Finally, a discussion is needed with regard to the massive consultation
process the organization Sblanciamoci! has started in order to select the
variables. Without a general framework within which having these consultations
we can end up with too many and too heterogeneous variables (see previous
point). Moreover, 46 Italian civil society organizations were contacted, everyone
with a different field of specialization. Looking at the final outcome, it seems that
the variable selection was biased toward the area of work of the organization. In
some cases, these variables can hardly be considered indicators of a well-being
dimension: the index of biological agriculture is a typical example. Finally, this
consultation process differs from Amartya Sen’s (2004) idea of context-based list
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of basic capabilities, which should theoretically involve people and not
organizations, since people are less likely to be biased when it comes to decide
what constitutes their well-being. Furthermore, Sen (2004) refers to the list of
dimensions (which in turn reflect values); here it is mainly the variables that are
decided by the civil society.
The Sole 24 Ore index is even weaker from a theoretical point of view. There
is no comprehensive definition of quality of life neither a reflection on the relevant
dimensions and indicators.6 One weakness of this indicator is that it goes only
partially beyond GDP or economic parameters: indeed, 2 out of 6 macro
dimensions concern the economic sphere. Another drawback is that the choice of
dimensional indicators reflects a relative weight assigned to the different
elements of the quality of life: to make an example, the equal opportunities for
women is measured only with regard to employment opportunities, while the
integration of migrants is measured only in terms of regularization of their
presence. Moreover, in the case of variables like the divorce rate it is not clear
whether they should have a positive (more freedom) or negative (social
breakdown) sign. Finally, the definition of dimensions and variables is top-down,
and not the result of a consultation process.
In the index Italia Oggi, as well as in the Sole24Ore, we encounter the problem
of a massive presence of economic variables, ranging from individual income to
variables related to the managerial system and to a large set of services available
in the territory. As for the other dimensions, the problem of social exclusion
receives much importance given the presence of networks against social
exclusion, the suicide rate, and the youth crime rate. On the other side, a
dimension present in almost all indicators of human development and quality of
life – education/knowledge – is missing: the only exception is the number of
professors per 100 students, which, however, is only an input indicator.
With respect to the ongoing process leading to the construction of the BES
index, it is worth noticing its participatory nature: not only associations and NGOs
but also citizens have been involved in expressing their preferences on the
selected dimensions, contributing to create an Italian definition of quality of life
(three or more domains that describe the quality of life of their country). However,
6

We could use the famous expression “measuring without theory” (Koopman, 1947).
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the same rigor was not used for the selection of indicators. The dashboard
includes 134 indicators, consisting of input, output and outcome indicators, as
well as subjective and objective ones. Though the leading institutions desired to
strike a balance between the representation of the corresponding domain and the
availability of data, this massive number of indicators can hardly help portraying
the quality of life in Italian territorial units.
Moreover, the BES includes dimensions (e.g. environment, research and
innovation) which are not necessarily constitutive elements of a concept of quality
of life, but also drivers: for example, it is argued that “The environment in which
people live affects heavily the well-being of citizens”; this signs a difference with
human development-related indicator of well-being.
Finally, the framework on which the BES is built is the same of the OECD
Better Life Index (see Hall et al., 2010: 15), which puts at the same level the
environmental and the human sphere and considers human well-being as
composed of individual and social well-being. This framework is clearly different
from that offered by the human development approach, which ultimately puts
people at the centre of well-being and considers the person as a social agent.
This is why the capability/human development approach is said to be
characterized by ethical individualism – the individual is the main unit of analysis
– but not methodological individualism – the individual is assumed to interact with
other people, to care about the others, and thus to consider them when taking
decisions (Robeyns, 2007).
Another school of thought tends to consider life satisfaction as an indicator of
well-being (Kahneman et al., 1999).7 The work of D’Andrea (1998), for example,
goes in that direction: life satisfaction is treated as a subjective indicator, which
appears to be often highly correlated to “objective” socio-economic indicators.
Indicators related to demography, participation and environmental sustainability
are not part of the concept of well-being, but only factors that influence individual
satisfaction. That is why these factors are used as explanatory variables of life
satisfaction.
Following the capability approach, one main critique can be addressed to this
measure: life satisfaction, as well as happiness, is only a state of the mind and
7

For a comprehensive review of this approach to quality of life, see Stiglitz et al. (2009).
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people tend to adapt their preferences (and answers) to the context and
conditions in which they live (Sen, 1985). Moreover, the exclusive use of
subjective variables makes it difficult to extend results to populations because of
problems in the aggregation of individual preferences. Life satisfaction can be
one of the well-being dimensions (itself being multidimensional because related
to work, family, social relations, etc).
In conclusion, it is clear that this whole movement “Beyond GDP” has led to
the proliferation of indicators of well-being and quality of life. However, the fact
that more or less all these indicators were elaborated starting from a strong
critique to GDP does not mean that all belong to the same cluster. The
conceptual frameworks – a necessary element in order to avoid “measuring
without theory” – standing behind the indicators proposed in Italy in the last 10-15
years are often different. In this section we argued that even indicators defined as
human development indices can be only loosely linked to the HDCA framework.
5. Conclusions
In the last years we have observed the emergence of a large literature on new
indicators of well-being and quality of life, at both international and national level.
The commonality of all these indicators is the critique to GDP – at least in the
way it is currently measured worldwide - as single measure of well-being. For this
reason, we often hear about an overall movement “Beyond GDP”. However,
there is a serious risk of generalization by putting all these initiatives in the same
cluster. Tremendous differences exist among the indicators proposed in terms of
theoretical approach – when a consistent theoretical framework can actually be
inferred – which affects the choice of dimensions and variables, in terms of
statistical rigor and, often, in the objectives for which they have been elaborated.
In this paper we concentrated on the literature on well-being and quality of life
in Italy. This review, on the one hand, highlights the existence of a large number
of efforts in shifting the attention towards non-GDP elements of quality of life.
This shows a general interest in the topic, which is gradually involving national
and local institutions in the country. On the other hand, it reveals a series of limits
and weaknesses of these proposals, in addition to a general low consistency with
the human development approach, which is endorsed in this paper.
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We argue that many indicators seem to be the outcome of a strictly empirical
approach, based on the selection of a large number of available indicators. A
reflection on the relevant dimensions and on the indicators to use – for example,
whether they should be input, output or outcome indicators – is often missing.
Some of these proposals are, implicitly or explicitly, rooted in other approaches,
such as the basic needs and happiness approaches. Moreover, even those
indicators that are specifically defined human development indices, are based on
a narrow view of human development as expansion of very basic capabilities,
which is suitable for low-income countries and not for high-income countries like
Italy. Generally speaking, we notice that researchers do not exploit adequately
the increasing statistical information available in the national statistical offices.
As a conclusion, this paper argues for a more rigorous approach to the
identification of well-being indicators. There is an urgent need to elaborate
context-based human development indices for Italy, which can reveal the
territorial differences and assist the work of policy-makers.
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