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WELL-BEING OF SOCIETY: HAPPINESS AS A MEASURE OF THE ECONOMY?
A cul tural  perspect ive

28 May 2013

Synopsis

There is growing interest  around the concept of  wel l -being as a more comprehensive
measurement of  prosper i ty and sustainable economic development than GDP. One tool
that  has been developed to measure wel l -being is The Happy Planet Index (HPI) ,  a
new measurement of  human wel l -being and environmental  impact that  was introduced
by the London-based New Economics Foundat ion.  The HPI is designed to chal lenge
wel l -establ ished indices of  countr ies’  development weighted predominant ly towards the
measurement of  economic product ion,  but which fa i l  to take account of  other key issues
l ike the impact of  resource use on the planet,  or  a wider range of  social  indicators
contr ibut ing to wel l -being (such as l i fe expectancy or educat ion).

Since 2006 NEF has publ ished a wor ld ranking of  countr ies based on i ts HPI.  The most
recent index was publ ished in June 2012 and gave i ts highest rat ing,  for  the second
t ime in a row, to Costa Rica. The UK, which has been developing i ts own nat ional  wel l -
being project ,  has r isen consistent ly on the HPI s ince 2006, and compares wel l  wi th other
developed European countr ies.

The debate about wel l -being in general ,  and the HPI in part icular,  has generated a great
deal  of  interest ,  and some controversy (part ly based on i ts name – NEF sustain that  the
index is not a measurement of  the subject ive concept of  the “happiest”  countr ies in the
world,  but  rather of  the environmental  ef f ic iency and capaci ty to support  wel l -being in a
given country) .  There has also been cr i t ic ism that the HPI fa i ls  to give adequate weight ing
to cr i t ical  human r ights indicators,  thus distort ing i ts f inal  f igures.  At  the same t ime, i t  has
sparked a global  debate on the need to f ind more sustainable and eco-fr iendly narrat ives of
economic progress in a wor ld of  rapid populat ion growth and dwindl ing natural  resources.

The Embassies to the Holy See of  Costa Rica and the United Kingdom together wi th the
Pont i f ical  Counci l  for  Cul ture therefore of fer  th is jo int  h igh level  event to take forward the
wel l -being discussion at  the Holy See in i ts economic,  social  and cul tural  context ,  explore
the concept of  wel l -being as a tool  for  pol icy makers,  and make a contr ibut ion to the cross
discipl inary wel l -being publ ic debate in internat ional  economic,  intel lectual  and Church
circ les and rasie the quest ion,  Can we measure,  and promote,  happiness?

PROGRAMME

Tuesday 28 May 2013 9 -12 Casa La Sal le – Aula Magna Via Aurel ia,  472 – 00165 Rome

09.00 -  Welcome address Brother Alvaro Rodr iguez, Super ior  General  Fratel l i  de La Sal le

09.10 -  Introduct ion by S.E. Fernando Fel ipe Sánchez, Ambassador of  Costa Rica to the
Holy See

09.20 -  Prolusion by H.Em. Cardinal  Gianfranco Ravasi ,  President of  the Pont i f ical  Counci l
for  Cul ture
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Intervent ions:

9.40 -  Presentat ion of  the Happy Planet Index, Dr.  Saamah Abdal lah,  The New Economics
Foundat ion,  Uni ted Kingdom

10.10 -  H.E. Manuel Obregon, Minister for  Cul ture and Youth,  Costa Rica

10.30 – Dott .  Glenn Everet t ,  Nat ional  Director of  „Wel l -Being#, Uni ted Kingdom

10.50 -  Debate

11.50 -  Conclusions by S.E. Nigel  Baker,  Ambassador of  the Uni ted Kingdom to the Holy
See


