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WELL-BEING – THE NEW PARADIGM?



 In fact it is not new: since the Treaty of Rome (1957) the EU 

primary objective was always related to something like well-being 

(and convergence): 

 “raising of the standard of living” (Treaty of Rome 1957)

 “raising the standard of living and improving the quality of life 
of its citizens” (Maastricht Treaty 1992)

 “well-being of its peoples” (TEU 2007)

 However, politics, media and academia focused on GDP growth 

– although somehow related, it is not the same and a too narrow 

objective (Easterlin Paradox; distributional aspects; devastating 

social and environmental effects)

 the idea of wellbeing came up in two waves: the one of the 

1970s hardly reached the European level, but this changed 

at the peak of the second wave (around 2009)

WELL-BEING AS THE NEW PRIMARY OBJECTIVE?



 Paradigms are setting the political and academic agenda and 

shaping the public discourse

 Successful change if “the idea of wellbeing is recognised as an 

important benchmark of progress, is internalised by key actors, is 

institutionalised in policy practices and leads to policy changes 

that have a significant effect on the lives of citizens.” 

(Bache/Reardon 2016: 159)

 Policy entrepreneurs (like Sen, Rademacher, Sarkozy, …) and 

windows of opportunity (economic, social and environmental 

crises) important

 Motivation, means and motor driven by a specific problem focus, 

policies and politics

HOW TO CHANGE A PARADIGM?

SEE BACHE/REARDON (2016) AND GRIESSER/BRAND (2016)



 Conference „Beyond GDP“ in 2007 as a starting point

 Strong boost by the “Commission on the Measurement of 

Economic Performance and Social Progress” lead by Stiglitz, 

Sen and Fitoussi, initialized by Sarkozy (2008/2009)

 Commission’s communication “GDP and Beyond” (2009) 

followed by the ESS “Sponsoring Group on Measuring Progress, 

Well-Being and Sustainable Development” (2010/2011)

 Europe 2020 disappointing and the Commission’s follow-up 

initiative announced for 2012 cancelled

 well-being is no longer a big issue – the specific crisis within 

the Eurozone brought a new window of opportunity, which was 

used by ordo-/neo-liberal forces.

 SGDs and failed austerity a new window of opportunity?

REFLECTING EUROPEAN DEVELOPMENTS 



The theoretical foundation: the Treaty on European Union

The foundation in practice: European Economic Governance

Reforming Economic Governance: refocused on well-being?

EUROPEAN ECONOMIC GOVERNANCE



TREATY ON EUROPEAN UNION: OVERALL GOALS
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OBJECTIVES IN PRACTICE



Current Governance Governance oriented on well-being

 European Semester focused on public 

finances and competitiveness dominated 

by the Commission and the Council

 Economic projections; Scoreboard to 

prevent macroeconomic imbalances

 Rigid rules focused on public finances 

enforced by the threat of sanctions

 Fiscal Councils and productivity boards as 

parademocratic expert councils

 AGS, country reports

 European Semester focused on well-being 

dominated by parliaments and a broad 

debate (social partners, civil society)

 Scoreboard measuring the objectives 

given by the magic polygon of well-being

 Indicator targets with the „sanctions“ of 

broad debates on how to proceed

 Representative well-being councils acting 

on behalf of the parliaments

 Annual Well-being surveys at the 

European and the national level

CURRENT VS. WELL-BEING GOVERNANCE

Source: own compilation.



The german magic square: balanced economic policymaking

A new magic polygon, focused on well-being

A MAGIC POLYGON OF WELL-BEING 

ORIENTED ECONOMIC POLICY



 Framework developed in Germany (Act to Promote Economic 

Stability and Growth, 1967) to institutionalize economic goals:

High and steady economic growth

 Price stability

 Full employment

 Balanced external economic relations

 Since these goals partially are at odds with each other, to 

achieve them simultaneously as far as possible is a „magic“ task

 widely accepted framework/narrative for economic policymaking, 

enabling a coordination of policy areas and fostering evidence-

based discussions about different priorities

 Framework for the German council of economic experts, 

giving policymaking a scientific foundation (not in practice) 

MAGIC SQUARE OF ECONOMIC POLICYMAKING



Source: Policy Brief.
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The importance of indicators

The Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi-Commission

Towards a new set of indicators

WHICH SCOREBOARD(S)?



A WELL-BEING ORIENTED SCOREBOARD

“When we change what we count this can also 

change what counts” 

(Bache/Reardon 2016: 150)

 Indicators to measure the progress for each goal of the magic 

polygon needed

 Several proposals, but no consensus so far due to:

Conflict between communicability and necessary complexity 

 Lack of resources

 Lack of political guidance

 Progress especially at the national level (e.g. Austria)

 Danger of too much indicators/sets, leading to parallel 

processes detrimental to more coherent policy-

making, probably legitimizing the current setup



EUROSTAT: MIB SCOREBOARD

Source: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/ 

macroeconomic-imbalances-procedure/indicators

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/macroeconomic-imbalances-procedure/indicators




Source: Statistik Austria (2016): Wie geht‘s Österreich 2016. Indikatoren und Analysen, S. 17.

KEY INDICATORS 2016 (STATISTIK AUSTRIA)
SHORT-TERM TREND





EUROSTAT: QUALITY OF LIFE DATASET

Source: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/gdp-and-beyond/quality-of-life/data

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/gdp-and-beyond/quality-of-life/data


EUROSTAT: SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT INDICATORS

Source: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/sdi/indicators

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/sdi/indicators


SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS?

Source: http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/


Well-being as a new paradigm for EU economic governance

Change of processes, objectives and indicators needed

CONCLUSIONS



 Well-being as a new paradigm for EU economic governance

 Change of processes, objectives and indicators needed

 The magic polygon of well-being oriented economic policy might 

be the most important single measure

 Windows of opportunity: EMU white paper, Social Pillar, SDGs, 

threat of right-wing populism

 major problem: balance of power

 Possible Solution: Positive examples where the lack of well-being 

is addressed, together with policy proposals to tackle that 

problem and policy entrepreneurs pushing the topic

CONCLUSIONS




