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Towards theoretically sound and democratically 
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• Identify the best indicators for each component of well-be-
ing and collect the corresponding available data at the col-
lective level;

• Subject the basic indicators to a sample of citizens in or-
der to collect statistically significant weights for their ag-
gregation;

• Aggregate the data in one or at most a handful of syn-
thetic indices;

• Analysis of the behaviour of the indices during the recent 
past and its correlation with other indicators (GDP, unem-
ployment rate, poverty rate…)

• Explore by (qualitative) simulation the implications in 
terms of well-being of hypothetical sustainable develop-
ment policies.

  
Methodology

Newt to analysis and synthesis of the philosophical, socio-
logical, economical and psychological literature, four differ-
ent methods will be used:
• Focus group methods for collecting reflexive opinions on 

well-being, quality of life, happiness and human flourish-
ing;

• Q-Methodology for uncovering communalities in social 
discourses and to get a first estimate of the weights of the 
different dimensions;

• Large sample survey and multi-variate statistical analysis 
for collecting statistically significant weightings for the 
components of well-being, exploring the socio-demo-
graphic correlates of the subjective assessments of well-
being and their relationship with objectives facts about 
respondents conditions of living;

• Policy simulation for exploring the likely impact of hypo-
thetical sustainable development policies on well-being.

CONTEXT

Sustainable development will not be achieved without some 
fundamental changes in our patterns of living. Therefore, it 
will be necessary to rely less on material commodities and 
more on immaterial goods to realise our conception of a 
good, valuable life while maintaining or even improving our 
overall well-being. However, in order to trigger a democratic 
and participative transition towards sustainable develop-
ment, it is necessary, first to know what are the shared con-
ceptions of a good, valuable life and second, what criteria 
citizens use to assess social arrangements in terms of qual-
ity of life. On the other hand, improved indicators of well-be-
ing have become indispensable to guide public policies as it 
is widely acknowledged that increasing production and con-
sumption has ceased to induce more well-being and happi-
ness.

PROJECT DESCRIPTION

Objectives

The project aims at working out an index of well-being in 
Belgium which would be altogether internally consistent, 
democratically legitimate and suitable for guiding and as-
sessing sustainable development policies. This general goal 
can be subdivided in the following intermediate objectives:
• Identify the different conceptions of the “good life” and 

their distribution in the population. More precisely: what 
does well-being mean for people, what makes a life valu-
able for them, what are its main dimensions and what im-
portance do they attach to each of them.

• Analyse how people assess social arrangements in terms 
of well-being



S
S
D

S
C

IE
N

C
E

 
F

O
R

 
A

 
S

U
S

T
A

IN
A

B
L

E
 
D

E
V

E
L

O
P

M
E

N
T

 

TA09

TRANSVERSAL RESEARCH
Belgian Science Policy • Wetenschapsstraat 8 Rue de la Science • B-1000 Brussels
Tel. +32 (0)2 238 34 11 • Fax +32 (0)2 230 59 12 • www.belspo.be/ssd
Contact: Marc Van Heuckelom

WELLBEBE
Coordinator

Paul-Marie Boulanger
Institut pour un Développement Durable 
(IDD)
Rue des Fusillés 7
B-1340 Ottignies. 
Tel: +32 (0)10 41.73.01
Fax: +32 (0)10 41.36.49
 idd@iddweb.be 
www.iddweb.be

Promoters

Edwin Zaccaï
Université Libre de Belgique (ULB)
Institut de Gestion de l’Environnement 
et d’Aménagement du Territoire (IGEAT)
Centre d’Etudes du Développement 
Durable (CEDD) 
CP130-02, avenue FD Roosevelt 50 
B-1050 Bruxelles
Tel:+32 (0)2 650.43.32
Fax: +32 (0)2 650.43.12
ezaccai@ulb.ac.be 
www.ulb.ac.be/igeat/igeat/ulb_igeat/hp/
hp_fr.htm

Kris Bachus & Luc Van Ootegem
Katholieke Universiteit Leuven (KULeu-
ven)
Hoger Instituut Voor de Arbeid (HIVA) 
Parkstraat, 47 
B-3000 Leuven
kris.bachus@hiva.kuleuven.be 
luc.vanootegem@hiva.kuleuven.ac.be
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Follow-up Committee

For the complete and most up-to-date 
composition of the Follow-up Committee, 
please consult our Federal Research 
Actions Database (FEDRA) by visiting 
http://www.belspo.be/fedra or
http://www.belspo.be/ssd

CONTACT INFORMATION

INTERACTION BETWEEN THE 
DIFFERENT PARTNERS

The partners will cooperate closely 
in all tasks of the project but with a 
varying emphasis depending on 
the nature of the task. For in-
stance:

• IDD will take the lead in animating 
the work on the conceptualisation 
of well-being, quality of life, happi-
ness and human flourishing. It will 
also coordinate the statistical 
analysis of Q-sorts.

• The statistical analysis of the large 
sample survey will be coordinated 
by HIVA-KUL.

• ULB-CEDD will take the lead in 
the organization and conduct of 
the focus groups and Q-Method-
ology in French. KUL-HIVA will do 
the same for the Dutch speaking 
community. ULB-CEDD will also 
play a central role in the execution 
of the policy simulations.

LINK TO INTERNATIONAL 
PROGRAMS

The project is in line with several na-
tional programs on the measurement 
of well-being, notably in Australia, 
Canada, Finland, Korea, Nether-
lands, New-Zealand, Norway, UK 
and Switzerland.
An important source of inspiration 
for the project will come from the re-
search program carried out by “Well-
being in Developing Countries ESRC 
Research Group” based at the Uni-
versity of Bath.

Also at the international level but 
concerning developed countries, the 
OECD has launched a World Forum 
on “Measuring and Fostering the 
Progress of Societies”.
The Human Development and Ca-
pability Association (HDCA) is fos-
tering cooperation between scholars 
all around the world in order to meas-
ure capabilities and make operation-
al the “capability-functioning” theory 
of well-being. The network intends 
to participate at some events organ-
ised in these contexts and interact 
with other scholars participating in 
them.

EXPECTED RESULTS AND/OR 
PRODUCT

The expected results consist of four 
kinds of products:

• Working papers, publications in 
peer reviewed scientific journals 
and communications at interna-
tional conferences;

• Two books on “Sustainable devel-
opment and well-being” (one in 
French, one in Dutch) to be pub-
lished in popular scientific vulgari-
sation collections targeted at a 
wider audience;

• The well-being indices them-
selves,

• General recommendation for sus-
tainable development policies, es-
pecially with respect to consump-
tion patterns.

Towards theoretically sound and democratically legitimate 
indicators of well-being in Belgium
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