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What Works Centre for Wellbeing

What is (individual) wellbeing, 
how do we measure it, 
and how are we doing?



What is wellbeing?

What is wellbeing?

• not just about how things look from 

the outside, but how we feel in 

ourselves

• how we experience life – quality of 

life, good physical and mental 

health, and being part of our 

communities

• how external conditions affect our 

lives and how we function in society

• should be measured using both

objective and subjective measures



ONS Wellbeing Framework – informed by public debate 

What is wellbeing? 

‘how we are doing’ 
as individuals, communities and as a nation 

and how sustainable this is for the future



National wellbeing

How are we doing?

•Continued, but small, improvements in life satisfaction, 

feelings of purpose, and happiness; no change in reported 

anxiety levels.

•England driving wellbeing increase: only UK country 

with any changes in average wellbeing over this period.

•Low wellbeing remains proportionally same: 

proportion of people reporting low ratings unchanged 

since September 2016

•Women higher wellbeing but also anxiety

•Specific age groups seeing continual improvements: 

Improvements for all measures of personal wellbeing for 

those aged 30 to 34, 40 to 59 and 65 to 69 years, since 

we began measuring personal wellbeing in 2011.



Overall, how 
satisfied are you 
with your life 
nowadays?
(0-10)



Overall, to what 
extent do you feel 
the things you do in 
your life are 
worthwhile?
(0-10)



Overall, how 
happy did you 
feel yesterday?
(0-10)



Overall, how 
anxious did you 
feel yesterday?
(0-10 inverse)



What Works Centre for Wellbeing

What affects wellbeing?



Volunteering and wellbeing: the evidence

Money – but only to a certain degree



Volunteering and wellbeing: the evidence

Changing priorities over our lives



Volunteering and wellbeing: the evidence

Pleasure and purpose

Feelings of pleasure and purpose are 
important to wellbeing

But the balance of those dimensions 
varies across our lives

For teenagers, pleasure seems to be 
more important to wellbeing than 
purpose

For people in middle age, the opposite 
is true

Feeling that our lives have meaning, 
and that the things we do are 
worthwhile is important in middle and 
later life



Greater negative link with wellbeing

Physical 
activity

Partner 
relationship

Music

Employed
TrustS’one  to 

rely on

Unemployed

Longer 
Commute

Low-qual 
work

Noise 
pollution

Air pollution

Years of 
Educat’n

But it depends on the characteristics of the job. 
Those with greater stability, clarity and social 
relations tend to be best for wellbeing

High qual 
work

Mixed 
evidence or 

no effect

Having a 
child

Personal Wider environment and play Work

Green 
Space

Poor health Loneliness 

Selected factors and link with Life Satisfactionn

Note that this is not a meta-analysis, but rather a selection of independent variables from selected studies.
Greater +ve and -ve effect demonstrate where selected studies have shown a greater than +/- 5% link with overall wellbeing. 
Smaller +ve and -ve effect shows a 1-5% link with overall wellbeing

Smaller negative link with wellbeing

Smaller positive link with wellbeing

Greater positive link with wellbeing

Greater negative link with wellbeing

Smaller negative link with wellbeing

Smaller positive link with wellbeing

Greater positive link with wellbeing

Basic needs

What we know

What else matters, and how much?



Volunteering and wellbeing: the evidence

Trust

Trust is key for both individuals and 
communities

It affects how we feel about ourselves 
and our place in our community

It explains variations in wellbeing 
between countries

It also affects how we do things

Living in a high-trust environment makes 
people more resilient to adversity

Lego cars built from the same instructions differ if we think the 

instructions are written by someone with (right) or without (left) a 

shared identity 
(Greenaway et al, Personality and Social Psych Bulletin, 2015)

It protects - being subject to discrimination, ill-health or unemployment (although always damaging to wellbeing) is 
much less damaging to those living in trustworthy environments



What Works Centre for Wellbeing

What is community wellbeing?



Section | title

What is community wellbeing?

What is community wellbeing? 

• Partly how individuals relate to and
perceive their community 

• Measures such as: 
• crime rates / sense of safety 
• access to local heritage or assets 
• sense of belonging
• sense of trust



Section | title

What is community wellbeing?

What is community wellbeing? 

• Partly how individuals relate to and 
perceive their community 

• Measures such as: 
• crime rates / sense of safety 
• access to local heritage or assets 
• sense of belonging
• sense of trust

As well as - being well together
• more than the sum of peoples’ individual wellbeing
• Measures include:

• inequality
• social support 
• social relations – within and between groups
• resilience to shocks
• sustainability 



Section | title

What is community wellbeing?

What is community wellbeing? 

“the combination of social, economic, 
environmental, cultural, and political conditions 
identified by individuals and their communities 
as essential for them to flourish and fulfil their 
potential.”

[Wiseman and Brasher, 2008: 358]



Section | title

How can we assess community wellbeing?

Assessing community wellbeing

1. Individual assessments of community scale domains (trust, safety, identity) which can describe an 
aspect of wellbeing beyond the individual. 

Community wellbeing could be measured through: 

2. Information at the community scale on local life such as crime rates or community infrastructure

3. Capturing subjective aspects of local life that are not simply individual but reflect the ways in which people 
function and feel together. 



Section | title

Developing your own framework for community 
wellbeing: guiding questions 

Developing your own framework

What is the 

end-point of a 

community 

wellbeing 

framework?

Individual wellbeing of 

community members

• Aspects of community wellbeing 

are determinants of individual 

wellbeing

• ‘Population’ wellbeing comprising 

aggregated individual wellbeing 

scores

Community wellbeing in its own 

right

• Individual scale aspects as 

components of community 

wellbeing

• Community wellbeing understood 

as something more than the sum of 

the individual parts

Which 

components 

make up a 

community 

wellbeing 

framework?

These are best determined in relation to local circumstances and 
challenges but typically will cover a range of domains usually 
characterised as social, political, economic, cultural. 
It may be useful to think simultaneously about the people, the place 
and the power relations. 

People

eg. Forms of 

social support 

through 

friends, 

neighbours, 

membership 

of 

organisations, 

available 

formal support 

through 

services and 

facilities.

Place

eg emotional 

attachments such as a 

sense of belonging, 

memories, cultural 

heritage, aesthetics; 

available opportunities 

such as employment 

and earning potential, 

education, transport, 

housing, leisure, shops, 

personal safety, crime 

rates, secure futures, 

sustainability

Power

eg political voice 

and participation, 

inclusion, 

inequalities of 

access to local 

resources and 

opportunities, a 

sense of 

collective control 

and influence



What Works Centre for Wellbeing

Community wellbeing theory of 
change



Community wellbeing 
theory of change



Community wellbeing - findings

Community wellbeing theory of change

1 - Community conditions. The places where we live, how we relate to others and whether we have a say in 

how our local area and services. 

2 – Interventions. Things that government, organisations and individuals can do to improve community 

wellbeing. 

3 - Mechanisms of change. For example: improving living environments, strengthening social connections 

and making it easier for people to take part.

4 – Intermediate outcomes. Things begin to change at a local level in neighbourhoods. Sometimes there are 

also positive benefits for individuals at this stage, such as access to learning or new work opportunities.

5 - Long term wellbeing outcomes. This helps us feel good and improves our opportunities and chances of 

living well. Eventually this can lead to communities that are more equal and supportive, where we feel safe and 

trust others and where everyone feels that they belong.

5 - Long term outcomes loops back to 1 - Community conditions. Feedback loops and improvements as 

more people take part in community life and feel the benefits.

6 - Net savings. Prevention of ill health, poor wellbeing or weak communities could save money – but not 

necessarily.



What Works Centre for Wellbeing

Community wellbeing: findings



Community wellbeing - findings

Social relations and wellbeing

• The strength of our social relations is an important determinant of individual health and 
wellbeing, as well as a central component of community wellbeing

• For the individual - a having a stable partner has a similar effect on wellbeing to 
employment/unemployment 

• On a national level - social relations are among the most important predictors of cross 
country variation in wellbeing

Ranking of Happiness 2014-2016 



Community wellbeing - findings

What improves social relations? 

• Systematic review of evidence - sifted 
through 21,337 papers and reports, and 
52 were included. 

• Complex picture!

• A range of positive outcomes from 
different interventions

• But also unintended outcomes -
changes to neighbourhood design can 
exclude people or move problems 
along



Community wellbeing - findings

Social relations – key findings 

• Community hubs can promote social cohesion, by bringing together different social 
or generational groups; increase social capital and build trust; increase wider social 
networks and interaction between community members; and increase individual’s
knowledge or skills 

• Changes to neighbourhood design can positively affect sense of belonging and pride
in a community 

• Green and blue space interventions can improve social interactions; increase social 
networks, build bonding and bridging social capital; increase physical activity and 
healthy eating; improve community members’ skills and knowledge



Community wellbeing - findings

Other ways to improve social relations

• Creating good neighbourhood design and maintenance of physical spaces such as good 
meeting places, public parks and other spaces, public seating, and local amenities.

• Increasing the number of local events such as car boot sales, markets, and street 
parties.

• Creating ways for local people to share information such as notice boards or email 
groups.

• Providing greater opportunities for residents to influence decisions affecting their 
neighbourhoods and encouraging engagement.

• Not easy to improve neighbourliness through large-scale policies. Better to encourage 
local understanding and action.



What Works Centre for Wellbeing

Wellbeing inequality



The difference between the 
highest and lowest wellbeing in 
a local authority area.

We looked primarily at overall
wellbeing inequality how much 
variation there is across a 
population 

We also looked at some 
differences between population
groups

Lastly we looked at what drives
inequalities in wellbeing

Wellbeing inequality

Wellbeing inequality



Wellbeing inequality

Measuring wellbeing inequality

Measure
average standard deviation of ONS4 ‘personal wellbeing’ questions: life satisfaction, 
happiness, purpose and anxiety.

Average wellbeing
Lambeth = 7.33
Sunderland = 7.36

Wellbeing inequality 
Lambeth = 1.9 (top 10)
Sunderland = 2.4 (bottom 10)



Wellbeing inequality

Why measure wellbeing inequality?

wb=7 wb=6 wb=8 wb=5

What matters more: the average 
wellbeing or the wellbeing of the 
greatest number?

Looking at average wellbeing hides the 
different life experiences of people and 
populations in an area 

Knowing the level of inequality – and 
the drivers that affect it – allows for 
better targeting of resources

Where would 
you rather live?



Wellbeing inequality

Wellbeing inequality and Brexit

Mean wellbeing within a local authority did 
not predict the vote

Overall wellbeing inequality did

Places with higher wellbeing inequality
were more likely to vote leave

Even after controlling for median income, 
income inequality, unemployment, 
education and ethnicity.

(Places with higher levels of anxiety were 
more likely to vote remain)



What Works Centre for Wellbeing

So what’s the state of wellbeing 
inequality in the UK?



Wellbeing inequality



Wellbeing inequality



What Works Centre for Wellbeing

What drives wellbeing inequality?



Wellbeing inequality

Drivers of wellbeing inequality

Material conditions
Deprivation and unemployment are associated with higher wellbeing inequality. Areas 
with lower median incomes have higher levels of inequality in life satisfaction. 

Rural areas
More rural areas have higher average wellbeing, but rurality is associated with higher 
wellbeing inequality. This might be due to higher impacts of unemployment in rural areas. 

Life expectancy and gender
Higher female life expectancy is associated with lower wellbeing inequality. 



Wellbeing inequality

Drivers of wellbeing inequality, cont.

Education?
In most local authorities, those with lower levels of education had lower wellbeing than 
those with higher education. But in some local authorities there was no difference at all, or 
those with lower levels of education actually had higher wellbeing. 

Heritage and green space
Higher levels of engagement in heritage activities and the use of green space for health or 
exercise is associated with lower wellbeing inequality.



What Works Centre for Wellbeing

Research, tools and resources



What is wellbeing?

Measuring wellbeing at a local level



Community wellbeing - products

Online toolkit for voluntary sector

1. Wellbeing explained
2. Measuring wellbeing

• Planning and designing evaluations
• Practical considerations

3. Wellbeing survey questions
• Personal wellbeing questions
• Social capital questions
• Writing your own & open questions

4. Survey Builder
5. Analysing results

whatworkswellbeing.org/measure

whatworkswellbeing.org/measure


Scoping reviews of housing…

Co-production…

Community wellbeing - products

Community Wellbeing – research

Social relations…

Indicators of community wellbeing



Products | the impact pathway

Community Wellbeing - research

Coming up:
• Systematic review of wellbeing and housing for 

vulnerable people
• Economic model of Housing First interventions
• Systematic review of joint decision-making and 

community wellbeing
• Systematic review of community infrastructure 

and social relations
• Scoping review of built heritage and community 

wellbeing
• Determinants of community wellbeing in local 

authorities
• Public hearings on vulnerable people and systems 

change

Conceptual review and slides

Community wellbeing - products



Thank you!

ingrid@whatworkswellbeing.org

www.whatworkswellbeing.org

@whatworksWB


