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What is wellbeing?  

Wellbeing is ‘how we’re doing’ as individuals, communities and as a nation and how sustainable it is for 
the future. Wellbeing economics is used to describe social welfare or social value in government appraisal. 

• It’s how we experience life as a whole,  
• How external conditions affect our lives, and  
• How we function in society. 

 

What matters for wellbeing? 

Everything in our lives can affect our wellbeing, but some important factors are our health, relationships 
and social support, income, work, the things we do, the environment around us, and our communities. 
The balance of pleasure and purpose in our lives affects our wellbeing, as well as whether we feel we have 
a say in the things that matter to us. 

Changes in wellbeing are created through a combination and interaction of our external conditions 
(income, employment, environment) and our personal resources (health, optimism, resilience, trust) to 
allow us to function well in the world and experience positive feelings. 

What affects wellbeing is different for everyone. So, no matter how many positive things we have in our 
lives, if we don’t feel or experience our lives going well, we can’t describe them as truly going well. 

 

 
Source: Wellbeing Evidence at the Heart of Policy (2020)  

An independent, collaborative Centre that brings 
together high-quality evidence on wellbeing for 
decision-makers in government, communities, 
businesses and other organisations 

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/resources/wellbeing-evidence-at-the-heart-of-policy/
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Wellbeing changes over our lives 

 
Key ingredient – relationships 

Relationships are key for the wellbeing of individuals, families, communities and nations: 

• Having a partner is as good for you as being made unemployed is bad for you  
• Having social support and someone to rely on is a big factor in explaining the 

variation between countries 
• Strong networks build resilience, and protect people and communities from the effects of shocks  

Key ingredients – trust  

• People who feel less trust in others feel lonely more often 
• Living in a high-trust environment can protect against effects of unemployment, 
        discrimination and ill health 
 

Who has the lowest wellbeing? 

Around 4.4% of people in the UK have low life satisfaction = around 2.3m people and around 10.4m have 
high anxiety.  

Around 1% of people in the UK, over half a million people, have low wellbeing. People with the lowest 
personal wellbeing had the following characteristics 

• self-reported very bad or bad health 
• be economically inactive with a long-term illness or disability 
• be middle-aged 
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• be single, separated, widowed or divorced 
• be renters 
• have no or basic education 

Focus on loneliness 

Loneliness is an unwelcome feeling of lack or loss of companionship. It happens when there is a gap 
between the number and quality of social relationships that we have, and those that we want. 
Loneliness is subjective and experienced. 

Loneliness is different from social isolation. Social isolation is objective and based on the number of 
people in our social networks. Socially isolated people may have few or no social ties. This difference is 
important because people may be surrounded by other people but still experience loneliness, or may have 
few social ties but not feel lonely. 

• 1 in 20 adults in the UK report feeling lonely “often” or “always” (young people and women more 
likely). 

• People in poor health or who have conditions they describe as “limiting” are at particular risk of 
feeling lonely more often. 

• Carers are 37% more likely to report loneliness than non-carers. 
• Renters feel lonely more often than homeowners, and people who live alone are at greater risk of 

feeling lonely more often. 

 

How does the UK measure wellbeing? 

We have a national wellbeing framework which looks at 41 indicators covering ten domains of people’s lives: 
relationships, health, what we do, where we live, personal finance, economy, education and skills, governance, 
environment and personal assessments of wellbeing. 

This last domain includes subjective measures of wellbeing which ask people directly how they feel their lives are 
going. 

The Office for National Statistics reports on national wellbeing on a quarterly basis, and provides data at local 
authority level every three years. 
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The 5 Ways to Wellbeing 

The Five Ways to Wellbeing are a set of evidence-based actions which promote people’s wellbeing. Whilst not 
claiming to be the biggest determinants of wellbeing, it’s a set of simple things individuals can do in their everyday 
lives. They were developed by the New Economics Foundation and based on the findings of the 2008 Government 
Office for Science Foresight report on Mental Capital and Wellbeing that aimed to develop a long term vision for 
maximising wellbeing in the UK. 

 

 

 

  

http://www.fivewaystowellbeing.org/
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/mental-capital-and-wellbeing
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/mental-capital-and-wellbeing
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Some key measures for wellbeing 

              measure.whatworkswellbeing.org 

1. National Personal Wellbeing Measures (ONS4)  
Overall individual wellbeing, good feelings, purpose and mental health. Can be benchmarked against national data 
(to local authority level) from Office for National Statistics: 

• Overall, how satisfied are you with your life nowadays? 
• Overall, to what extent do you feel that the things you do in your life are worthwhile? 
• Overall, how happy did you feel yesterday? 
• Overall, how anxious did you feel yesterday? 

 

2. Social relationships, trust and belonging: Can be benchmarked against national data using the Community 
Life Survey (DCMS) 

• If I needed help, there are people who would be there for me 
• How strongly do you feel you belong to your immediate neighbourhood? 
• Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted, or that you can’t be too careful in 

dealing with people. 
 

3. Mental Wellbeing: Shorter Warwick Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale (SWEMWBS) 

A 7-item scale measuring feeling and functioning aspects of mental wellbeing. Developed to be used in evaluations 
of programmes. Can be answered by children from the age of 13. 
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/sci/med/research/platform/wemwbs 

• I’ve been feeling optimistic about the future 
• I’ve been feeling useful 
• I’ve been feeling relaxed 
• I’ve been dealing with problems well 
• I’ve been thinking clearly 
• I’ve been feeling close to other people 
• I’ve been able to make up my own mind about things 

 

4. International: OECD Better Life Index  

 

https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/sci/med/research/platform/wemwbs
http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/#/11111111111
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