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Introduction
(Slide 2)2
‘Human advance is conditioned by our conception of progress’. Over a decade ago,
the UN Development Program called for an end to what it described as ‘the
mismeasurement of progress by economic growth alone’. It recognised that a new and
‘more legitimate’ paradigm must be ‘people centred, equitably distributed and
environmentally and socially sustainable’.
The term ‘more legitimate’ is crucial. The way we define and measure social
progress is an issue of fundamental importance for democracy – and for human rights
and good governance.
Democracy and progress measurement are connected in at least five different ways.
First, how we define and measure progress officially and in public policy has a major
impact on the lives of citizens and the development and priorities of nations and
communities; in a democracy these collective decisions should be made
democratically.
Secondly, democracy, human rights and good governance are themselves an integral
part of the idea and the meaning of progress and they therefore should be measured in
their own right. Social progress means in part improving democracy and human
rights.
Third, the quality and effectiveness of democracy and human rights in a society is one
of the key drivers of the wellbeing of its citizens. Societies which are stronger in
democracy and human rights, and are well governed, will achieve better general
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wellbeing for their citizens; and conversely, participation and inclusion in democratic
processes is itself likely to increase the happiness and wellbeing of citizens.
Fourth, progress and wellbeing indicators are an extremely powerful tool for good
democratic governance, especially in improving planning, evaluation, transparency
and accountability.
(Slide 3)
Finally, we know that engaging citizens in developing the goals and measures of
progress, whether for a community or a nation, is itself an important way to
strengthen democratic process. It is one of the answers to the pervasive modern
problem of democratic disengagement and alienation; it may even be part of a new
form of democracy.
Certainly the scale at which community and citizen driven progress and sustainability
indicators have grown in the past decade suggests that it is already a global
movement.
The democratic issues of progress measurement
In my discussion I wanted to focus on these democratic issues because they are so
often overlooked.
It’s important to remember that the measurement of progress has not been seen as a
democratic issue until recently, and in many places it still is not. And the idea of
measuring democracy and human rights is neither well developed nor widely
accepted.
In this respect the OECD is to be congratulated for having taken a global leadership
role with its steadily increasing focus on the democratic, as distinct from the
technocratic, issues of progress measurement.
So let me now retrace some of the key democratic issues, step by step.
(Slide 4)
The starting point is that statistics are more than numbers: they are about people.
Underlying them there is always a human story.
(Slide 5)
Secondly, indicators are more than statistics. By definition, indicators are meant to tell
us about something that is important, something that we value.
Third, decisions about values and priorities require a democratic process. Because we
live in democratic societies, decisions about what is important, what is valued and
what constitutes ‘progress’- that is, where we should be going as a nation or
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community - are ultimately decisions of the citizens as a whole. They are democratic
decisions. Who should say what is important? Whose values should prevail?
(Slide 6)
Historically, control over measuring and definitions has been a key tool of political
power: for instance, how we define good and bad, true and false, just or unjust.
This is especially true of the act of defining and measuring progress. Progress is a
politically powerful idea, but one that is complex and contestable. It is politically so
powerful because it conveys a sense of destiny, a force that can’t be stopped; and
those who can define it wield power. Yet it has legitimately different meanings; and
different impacts. What is progress? Progress for whom? And who should decide?
From the time of Aristotle and his notion of the good society, people have had
different ideas of progress. Both within and between nations, what is progress for
some is regression for others. What grows the economy may kill the environment:
what protects the environment may inhibit economic growth; what enriches
information technology workers in one country may impoverish factory workers in
another.
(Slide 7)
Logically, to construct a coherent set of progress indicators, you cannot simply bundle
together a bunch of statistics. You must have some overall framework, some theory
of a good society.
(Slide 8)
But measurement is rarely totally scientific or impartial. It embodies the values of the
measurer. There is a prior act of choice as to what we measure. We measure what we
think important and ignore what we don’t.
(Slide 9)
There have been some grim recent examples of this.
Progress indicators raise a crucial democratic issue about information and influence.
We live in complex and technocratic societies, which are rich in information if not in
wisdom, and poor in time if not resources. Our political and corporate managers
increasingly insist upon summarised information and evidence based policy, and they
have the clout and technology to ensure they get the best.
Ordinary citizens can only hope to have limited understanding of all the information
they need to understand their world and make the best decisions about their lives,
their families, their work and their government.
(Slide 10)
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In such a climate, indicators and statistics are an especially powerful tool of influence
on policy and decision making as well as on public reporting and debate, to the point
where they become a kind of societal DNA code.
They can become instruments for consolidating inequality or for democratising
information.

Measuring democracy and human rights
Now these are all reasons why the process of defining and developing measures of
progress should be conducted democratically.
But as we have seen, another way of viewing the relationship is that democracy and
human rights are themselves an important component of progress. It is difficult to see
how a society could be said to have made progress if human rights and democracy
have declined. That is why we need strong indicators of the health and progress of
democracy and human rights themselves.
These things were not measured in the past. Governments discouraged it; and
statisticians were not enthusiastic either. There were, and still are, conceptual
difficulties in measurement; and of course, legitimate differences in the meaning and
understanding of what democracy is, and therefore what should be measured.
As with progress in general, to measure democracy, you need an overall framework or
theory of a healthy democracy.
And as with ideas about progress, the democratic issues that matter to ordinary
citizens can be very different from what politicians or bureaucrats think important.
(Slide 11)
This slide summarises an Australian survey undertaken some years ago. It shows the
overall importance people attach to democratic factors as a part of their idea of
progress; and interestingly people nominated the honesty and integrity of politicians
as one of the most important issues - and problems, in democracy.
In early work, democratic indicators tended to be limited to structural issues (like
voting, parliament, free speech).
(Slide 12)
But over time, and again as with measures of progress generally, a more
comprehensive notion of democratic progress evolved, which included not just the
existence of democratic institutions, but a range of non-institutional factors required
for a truly healthy democracy.
(Slide 13)
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This broader model of democratic health has been institutionalised in the framework
developed by the Stockholm based International Institute for Democracy and
Electoral Assistance, and it has been applied now as a benchmark measure in over a
dozen countries.
I am pleased to report that the Australian Bureau of Statistics was one of the first
central statistical agencies to have included ‘Democracy, human rights and
governance’ as a key dimension of progress in its internationally respected report
‘Measures of Australian’s Progress’.
(Slide 14)
Human rights and democracy as drivers of progress and wellbeing
Earlier I made the claim that the quality and effectiveness of democracy and human
rights in a society is one of the key drivers of progress and wellbeing. Societies
stronger in democracy and human rights achieve better wellbeing for their citizens in
practice. Or, put another way, human rights and democracy are good for human
wellbeing.
This, of course, is a difficult assertion to prove conclusively, and any evidence
provided would probably be disputed by poorly performing countries on grounds of
national pride anyway. But I think there is some strong circumstantial evidence.
Certainly there has been a growing body of evidence from the World Health
Organisation and many social health researchers that links democracy, participation
and social inclusion with stronger health and wellbeing outcomes at an individual
level. But does this apply at a national level?
Recently my Australian colleagues and I put together a table of wellbeing measures
for 14 OECD countries. Countries were ranked on their performance on 100
(unweighted) measures of wellbeing across over a dozen dimensions, mostly related
to individual wellbeing.
(Slide 15)
This table shows the result.
This overall wellbeing ranking was then compared against country performance in
eight other dimensions; and you can see the results:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

in human rights (Slide 16)
peace (Slide 17)
democracy (Slide 18)
the environment (Slide 19)
national wealth (Slide 20)
government spending (Slide 21)
income equality (Slide 22)
and trust (Slide 23).
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The results are not conclusive, but there appears to be a fairly strong link, especially
between countries in the top and bottom thirds, between a country’s overall wellbeing
outcomes, and its performance in three key dimensions: human rights, peace and
democracy. And on these figures, levels of government spending, generalised trust
and income equality would be a better guide to overall wellbeing than national wealth
or environmental performance.

Democracy and happiness
Apart from this general evidence linking democracy and human rights with better
wellbeing outcomes in traditional policy domains, there is also a considerable
amount of evidence linking subjective wellbeing and democracy. It seems that
people are happier or more satisfied or enjoy higher wellbeing when they live in a
more democratic system or are more engaged in democratic and community
processes.3
Evidence comes from many different directions and disciplines, including health,
political science and sociology: for example

3

•

The experience of being included and participating in community life and
decision-making contributes to overall heath and well-being (ie Wilkinson &
Marmot, WHO4)

•

Happy people … participate more in volunteer activity … and have stronger
friendship and social networks (Donovan and Halpern5)

•

People in those Swiss cantons which have greater degree of voter
engagement record higher levels of life satisfaction (Frey and Stutzer 20016)

•

The quality of government is a stronger determinant of subjective wellbeing
than average per capita incomes (Helliwell and Huang, 20067)

•

People rate political efficacy (the perceived capacity to influence or
participate in decision-making) as an important component of community
wellbeing (i.e., Salvaris, et al, CILD, 20028)

Note: the concept of ‘happiness’ used here is ‘inferred aggregate wellbeing’ based on satisfaction in a
range of dimensions such as health, education, housing, crime and safety, social cohesion, ecological
health, work etc; or life satisfaction based on self assessed satisfaction in key life dimensions such as
work; income; family relations; health etc.
4
Wilkinson, R. and Marmot, M. 2003. Social Determinants of Health: the Solid Facts, Copenhagen:
World Health Organisation.
5
Donovan, N. and Halpern, D. 2002. ‘Life Satisfaction: The state of knowledge and implications for
government’, London: Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit
6
Frey, B. and Stutzer, A. 2001. How the economy and institutions affect human wellbeing. Princeton
University Press
7
Helliwell, J. and Huang, H. 2006. ‘How’s your government? International evidence linking good
government and wellbeing’. NBER Working Paper W11988, http://ssrn.com/abstract=879253
8
Salvaris, M. and Wolcott, I. 2002. ‘Community Participation and Community Planning in Moreland:
a Research Report for Moreland Council’. Hawthorn, Australia: Swinburne Institute for Social
Research.
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•

International comparisons (in OECD countries) show that countries with the
best performance in human rights, peace and democracy (in contract with,
i.e., GDP per head) tend to produce the best overall well-being outcomes for
their people (Salvaris 20079).

•

77% of Australians believe that government’s chief objective should be to
promote policies designed to maximise human happiness and wellbeing
rather than greater wealth (Horin, 200610)

OECD Measuring the Progress of Societies project
(Slides 24, 25)
At an international conference on ‘Gross National Happiness’, it is important to for
us all to be aware of other international efforts in this field, and support them. The
OECD Global Project ‘Measuring the Progress of Societies’(MPS), which had its
second international conference this year at Istanbul, is exploring many of the same
issues, albeit from a different starting point11. The MPS project now includes as
partners the United Nations Development Program and the European Union, which
last week held a conference in the European Parliament in Brussels entitled ‘Beyond
GFDP: Measuring progress, true wealth and the wellbeing of nations’12.
As part of the MPS project, an international pilot study of seven or eight nations is
being developed. It is hoped that they will include: Australia, Bhutan, Canada, New
Zealand, South Africa, South Korea, Sweden and Thailand.
This project will provide concrete examples and evidence of how these different
nations define, develop, measure and apply concepts of progress and wellbeing. It
will explore six key issues:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

The overall conceptual framework used
How civil society is engaged
The key indicators and dimensions of the wellbeing framework
The use of community surveys
How the wellbeing framework is applied in policy and planning and at
different levels
What can be learnt for a global model (Stage 2)

A special focus of the project will be on the different concepts of wellbeing that
apply to indigenous peoples.
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Conclusion
(Slide 26)
I began with Einstein and I think I should leave the last word to him as well, for he
spent much of his life pondering on the social impact of science and scientists.
These are the words my friend Marilyn Waring chose to end her pioneering book on
the gender bias of the GDP, entitled “Counting for Nothing”:
We should be on our guard not to overestimate science and scientific methods
when it is a question of human problems: and we should not assume that experts
are the only ones who have a right to express themselves on questions affecting
the organisation of society.
These words, I think, sound a caution to us all, statisticians and social scientists alike:
we are all citizens.
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Appendix A: Presentation slides
Slide 2

Ending the ‘mismeasure’ of 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)

2

Slide 3

Citizen measurement:
a new form of democratic engagement

The idea of people taking charge of
their own measurements of progress is
a powerful and far reaching innovation
that can bring about a new sense of
civic engagement.

(Sustainable Seattle. 2000)

3
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Slide 4

Statistics are about people
Statistics are people with
the tears washed away
Victor Sidel

4

Slide 5

Social indicators are about
values
Social indicators … enable us to
assess where we stand and are going
with respect to our values and goals.
(Raymond Bauer, 1966)
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Slide 6

The political power of definitions:

‘Just’ or ‘right’ means nothing but what is in
the interest of the stronger party. (Plato)
The most powerful instrument of political
authority is the power to give names and to
enforce definitions. (Hobbes)

6
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Slide 7

To measure quality of life, you need
a theory of a good life
In order to measure quality of life, one must have
a theory of what makes up a good life. (Clifford Cobb
To develop social indicators that can evaluate the
health of society, we are faced with the necessity
of spelling out some more or less explicit working
model of society. (Kenneth Land)
7

Slide 8

What counts and what is counted

Not everything that counts can
be counted,
and not everything that can be
counted counts.
Albert Einstein
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Slide 9
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Slide 10

Progress indicators as structural DNA codes

Statistical indicators are the structural
DNA codes of nations. They reflect a
society’s values and goals and become
the key drivers of economic and
technological choices.

(Hazel Henderson)
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Slide 11
Most important qualities for Australia’s progress
Rank
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16

Quality
Honesty and ethics in public life
Security and stability
Environmental responsibility
Democracy, open, accountable government
Efficiency in government, management etc
Economic strength
Happiness and health
Fairness
Education and creativity
Inclusiveness and community
International responsibility
High living standards
Diversity and tolerance
High technology
Political power
Competitiveness

Avge
9.42
9.33
9.25
9.17
9.10
9.04
9.02
8.90
8.74
8.65
8.65
8.59
8.50
8.43
7.69
7.68

Source: Mike Salvaris, Swinburne Institute for Social Research, ‘Community Indicators and Local Democracy’ 2002.
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Slide 12

What makes a healthy democracy?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Fair and representative elections
Competent and honest governments
Fair and equal laws
Active and knowledgeable citizens
Shared belief in the public interest
Reasonable equality in wealth and power
Openness and transparency
Devolution of power, ‘subsidiarity’
Trust between citizens and governments
Innovation, evaluation and change
12
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Slide 13
IDEA healthy democracy assessment framework
I. Citizenship, law
and rights

II. Representative and
accountable government

III. Civil society and
popular participation

IV. Democracy beyond
the State

1. Nationhood and
common citizenship

5. Free and fair
elections

10. Democratic media

2. The rule of law
and access to justice

6. Democratic role of 11. Citizen
participation in public
political parties
life

3. Civil and political 7. Government
rights equal,
effectiveness and
guaranteed
accountability

12. Government
responsiveness to
citizens

4. Economic and
social rights equal,
guaranteed

13. Decentralisation
to most appropriate
levels

8. Civilian control of
the military and
police

14. Democracy of
international
relations

Source: International Institute for Democracy and
Electoral Assistance (IDEA),Stockholm), State Of
Democracy: Trends From The Pilot Countries
www.idea.int/ideas_work/14_political_state.htm
Accessed 29/1/02

9. Minimising
corruption
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Slide 14

Human rights and democracy
are part of the meaning of
progress and wellbeing ….
and an important cause of it.

Slides 15 - 23
National progress in 9 dimensions

Selected OECD countries, ranked by performance, c. 2000- 2007
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

Country

Overall
wellbeing

Human
Rights

Peace

Democracy

Environm’t

National
wealth

Gov’t
spending

Income
equality

Trust

Sweden

1

4

4

3

3

12

1

1

2

Norway

2

4

1

4

7

2

9

2

3
1

Denmark

3

2

2

2

2

3

2

6

Finland

4

1

3

1

10

10

3

3

5

Netherlands

5

3

8

5

8

5

5

5

4

Austria

6

9

5

12

1

6

6

8

10

Germany

7

6

9

9

6

9

11

7

9

Canada

8

8

6

7

12

4

10

10

7

Belgium

9

7

7

10

11

8

4

4

12

France

10

10

12

13

5

14

8

9

14

UK

11

11

13

8

3

13

12

12

13

Australia

12

13

10

6

14

7

13

11

6

Italy

13

11

11

14

8

11

7

12

11

USA

14

14

14

11

13

1

14

14

8

23
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Slide 24

OECD pilot on national progress measures:
Prospective partners
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Australia
Bhutan
Canada
New Zealand
South Africa
South Korea
Sweden

24

Slide 25

OECD pilot on national progress measures:
Key questions
1. Overall conceptual framework used
2. How is civil society engaged?
3. Key indicators and dimensions
4. Use of community surveys
5. How framework applied in policy and planning
6. What can we learn for a global model? (Stage 2)
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Slide 26

Science, experts and human problems

We should be on our guard not to
overestimate science and scientific
methods when it is a question of human
problems: and we should not assume that
experts are the only ones who have a right
to express themselves on questions
affecting the organisation of society.
Albert Einstein
24
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Appendix B: Notes and sources for data in Slides 15-23
Overall Wellbeing: Horvath, R., 2004, ‘Australia: lucky country or laggard?’, Australian
Review of Public Affairs. ‘Wellbeing rank’ is based on overall performance on 100
indicators across all major fields of wellbeing for c. 2000, cited in Tiffen, R. and Gittins, R.,
2004. How Australia Compares, Melbourne, Cambridge University Press. Tiffen and Gittins
is primarily a compilation of OECD data. See:
http://www.econ.usyd.edu.au/drawingboard/digest/0411/horvath.html
Human Rights: Average of ranks in two studies, 1992 and 2007: (1) Humana, a UN
endorsed index which compares performance on 30 key human rights, mostly civil and
political, some economic and social. See: Humana, C. 1992. World Human Rights Guide; (2)
Observer (Guardian) Index, based on reported human rights abuses in ten civil rights areas:
Extrajudicial executions, ‘Disappearances’, Torture and inhuman treatment, Deaths in
custody, Prisoners of conscience, Unfair trials, Detention without charge or trial, Executions
(death penalty), Sentence of death, and Abuses by armed opposition group. See:
http://www.guardian.co.uk/Tables/4_col_tables/0,,258329,00.html (accessed 20/6/07)
Peace: Global Peace Index, 2007, ‘Methodology, results and findings’,
www.visionofhumanity.com
Environment: Overall ranking on 13 key environmental measures in 5 fields: Biodiversity,
greenhouse gases, air pollution and petrol use, energy usage; ecological footprint & water
usage. Data sources: OECD, Tiffen and Gittins, above.
Democracy: Source: World Audit, 2004, http://www.worldaudit.org/democracy.htm;
National Wealth: GDP per head in 2000, OECD (2002).
Government Spending: Total government outlays as % of GDP, 1990-1999, ranked from
highest (Sweden, 63.2%) to lowest (USA, 36.2%), mean at 47.8%. OECD Source: OECD,
Historical statistics 1960-1995, 1970-1999.
Income Inequality: Luxembourg Income Study, Gini coefficients. Figures for mid to late
1990’s. See: www.lisproject.org/keyfigures/ineqtable.htm. Income and wealth figures from
Tiffen and Gittins, above.
Trust: Leigh, A. 2006. ‘Does equality lead to fraternity?’, Australian National University,
Centre for Economic Policy Research. Trust ranking is based on responses to question
“Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you need to be
very careful in dealing with people?”;

Table Compiled By: Adj Professor M. Salvaris, RMIT University, 20-6-07,
salvaris@optusnet.com.au

