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The most powerful instrument of political 
authority is the power to give names and 
to enforce definitions.  

Thomas Hobbes



I
GDP as a « mismeasure »: a 

short reminder



GDP as a « mismeasure » of well being
and progress ?

Human advance is conditioned by our conception of progress... It is
time to end the mismeasure of human progress by economic growth 
alone. 

The paradigm shift in favour of sustainable human development is still 
in the making. 

But more and more policy makers in many countries are reaching the 
unavoidable conclusion that, to be valuable and legitimate, 
development progress—both nationally and internationally—must be people
centred, equitably distributed, and environmentally and socially sustainable. 

(UNDP, 1996, Human Development Report)



GDP: well known limitations

GDP was never intended to be anything but an indicator of economic performance. It 

cannot distinguish between activities that  have a negative or a positive impact on 

wellbeing. In fact, war and even natural disasters may register as an increase in GDP.

Also, GDP does not take into account the non-economic factors that add to well being. 

And many policies that contribute to wellbeing may not be adequately reflected in 

GDP growth. For example, GDP does not take into account the sustainability of  

production and consumption patterns. While investing in low carbon energy solutions 

may be essential for the environment and  long term sustainability, it may not be the 

policy option preferred for short term economic growth, as measured by GDP.

Joaquín Almunia

European Commissioner for Economic and Monetary Policy

Conference beyond GDP 2007 (Brussels, 19 November 2007)



How to increase GDP ?

ÅDig holes and fill them in again (J.M.Keynes)

ÅBuild a market for babies, childrens…

ÅIf GDP per capita is taken as a benchmarking 
criterion : then sacrificing older people, 
homeless, handicapped people…would 
increase a nation’s rank !

And so on…



How to count what counts for us ?

Not everything that counts can be counted, 

and not everything that can be counted counts.

Albert Einstein



Alternative indicators exists

ÅFor example HDI from the UNDP takes into
account three dimensions:

ÅWealth (GDP per Capita)

ÅHealth (life expectancy)

ÅEducation



Another way to look at the world



Local HDIs : take another look at your 
community



But such indexes also suffer limitations

ÅDimensions are “arbitrarily” chosen

ÅThey are the product of top/down processes

ÅThey are sensitive to calculation methods

…



II
Building together



Building together

(…) developing measures of progress is not a purely statistical 

/technical expertise: it touches on two very sensitive areas for all

societies: governmental accountability and social participation.

Measuring progress with reliable information is a key ingredient 

of the democratic process. On the one hand, it makes  

governments more accountable and trustworthy, and on the 

other, it encourages people to participate more actively in the 

definition of policy goals.

Pier Carlo Padoan (Beyond GDP conference 2007)



All over the world many participatory
indicator building processes are supported
by citizens, stakeholders, local governments
…



Such processes have five features:
1) they attempt to integrate economic, social and environmental goals around some 
ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƻǊ ǿŜƭƭ ōŜƛƴƎΣ ǎƻƳŜ ΨǇŀǘƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ 
community

нύ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜǘ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ƻǊ ΨōŜƴŎƘƳŀǊƪǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ΨƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎΩ ǘƻ 
monitor progress in achieving them

3) the indicators and benchmarks are initiated, developed and monitored through some 
community participation process, sometimes across the whole community and 
sometimes through specialist panels with citizen participation

4) they are commonly long term  and iterative processes

5) they have, or acquire over time, some relationship to the formal processes of 
governance in  their Community

Source: Salvaris (2000)



1) A vision of well being and progress

ÅFor UNDP, a new and ‘more legitimate’ 
paradigm must be ‘people centred, equitably 
distributed and environmentally and socially 
ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜΩΦ

ÅLegitimacy is a crucial issue



Defining progress and well being is
the task of citizens

Å Well being is a subjective concept: 
Only the subjects (citizens) can 
define it

Å Thinking about well being is 
individual and interactive: We 
have to give opportunity to think 
about it individually and 
collectively

Å Well being as a whole objective 
for society is a democratic 
concern

The European Council Methodology



2) concrete goals or ‘benchmarks’ and appropriate 
‘indicators’ to monitor progress in achieving them

The process of community indicator building

Å The process  begin with people joining together to articulate their ideas about 
what kind of society or community they would like to live in, in the future. 

Å This broad vision is then worked though into a series of concrete goals in key 
fields, which then need to be ordered in importance. 

Å The next stage is to define the standards that must be met for the achievement 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǝƻŀƭǎ όǘƘŜ ΨōŜƴŎƘƳŀǊƪǎΩύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ƻǊ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ όǘƘŜ 
ΨƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎΩύ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƛƴ ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳΦ

Adapted from Salvaris (2000)



Sustainable Pittsburgh: Community Indicators 
Council



3) community participation processes

Åthe process is the product

The outcomes of democratic processes are not just indicators: 

şincreased community activity (local projects and strategies, committees and 
meetings etc.) Participation also Broadens Citizen’s Perspectives

şimproved standards in government processes; 

şincreased awareness and understanding of government, and of community 
priorities;

şover time, an enlarged capacity for participation and thus more empowered 
communities. 

This is not only a technical task: we should pay attention to processes



A PEKEA project in Brittany 
(France)

Building local indicators of 
well being with citizens

A project associating local 

governments, citizens, 

stakeholders…to build

together a project for a 

Community

Well being, progress, 
indicators are complex issues



4) long term and iterative 
processes
ÅTo involve citizens, drive 

communicative processes
takes time…

…but some communities
engaged in such processes a 
long time ago:

For example Jacksonville (JCCI-
USA), ASR (USA), Victoria 
(AUS)…



In the United States…



5) relationship to the formal processes of 
governance

ÅAggregative and deliberative forms of 
democracy should work together

ÅDefining progress, well being and indicators
should be connected to concrete policies

ÅThe end of the process is to build shared
responsibilities



The PEKEA project in France is connected
with local agenda for the 21th century

A steering committee associates politicians, representatives 
ƻŦ ŦƛǊƳǎΣ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΣ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΧ



To conclude

The move beyond GDP cannot be a technocratic process, it has to be kept on the

ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǎƛŘŜΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ƛǎǎǳŜΦ ! ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ά²ƘŜǊŜ Řƻ ǿŜ ǿŀƴǘ 

To be in ten year time” has to do with values and ends. If we seriously want to address 

the question of “what is well-being and how to enhance itέΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ 

to express themselves as much as possible and at every stage of the process. It is a 

great thing that major institutions favour this questioning, but it is crucial to 

widespread the inquiring as far as possible and in a democratic way. This is the only

chance for a broad and sustainable consensus.

Isabelle Cassiers (UCL-Beyond GDP Conference, 2007)



Thanks for 
your attention
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