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What is well-being?

1) Where you (the ecosystem community) are coming from

- MEA 2004

- UK NEA 2011

- UK NEA 2014

2) Where I (& the well-being community) am coming from

- ONS 2011

- OECD 2013

3) Why the two communities should engage more 

- Facilitates comparisons

- Easier to assign monetary and non-monetary “values”
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Well-being in ecosystem frameworks: MEA, 2004



MEA  Explicitly builds on 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs



NEA 2011

What happened to the theoretically driven 
complexity of wellbeing in the MEA???



NEA 2014

Still pretty basic



NEA 2014

But if you look closer there are some encouraging signs….



Fish & Church

(2013)

NEA 2014

As well as much 
more nuanced 

thinking 
(although 

precise 
measures 

remain illusive)
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"Money isn't everything. Governments 

have forgotten this... [We should deliver] 

the best possible quality of life.”
Tony Blair

"We have to remember what 

makes people happy, as well as 

what makes stock markets rise. 

It’s time we focused not just on 

GDP, but on general wellbeing.” David Cameron

The policy context & a greater profile for wellbeing 



Department of Environment Farming & Rural Affairs (DEFRA)

UK Sustainability Index - 2005

Dolan, P, Peasgood, T., & White, M.P. (2006). Review of research on the influences on personal well-being and application to policy making. 

Project Report for DEFRA.



3 main accounts of ‘well-being’

Objective List Accounts 
(Standard of Living:

Health, child mortality, 
education, employment; 

Behaviours: virtues/vices)

Preference based accounts
(Income, GDP, choice, 
goods and services)

Mental -state accounts
(Subjective well-being, 
happiness, thoughts & 

feelings, life evaluations)
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Social & Geographical equity

Dolan & White (2006). Dynamic well-being: Connecting indicators of what people anticipate with indicators of what they experience. Social Indicators 

Research, 75(2), 303-333.

Dolan & White (2007). How can measures of subjective well-being be used to inform public policy?. Perspectives Psych Science, 2(1), 71-85.

Dolan, Peasgood, White (2008). Do we really know what makes us happy? A review of the economic literature on the factors associated with subjective well-

being. Journal of Economic Psychology, 29(1), 94-122.

White & Dolan (2009). Accounting for the richness of daily activities. Psychological Science, 20(8), 1000-1008.



ONS well-being wheel (2012) – elements of all 

(Mental state)
% Satisfied with 
leisure time

(Preference-based) 
Household income 
per head

(Objective-list) 
Protected areas -
Hectares

(Objective-list) 
% accessed greenspace 
in last week



Now across many OECD countries

Note the reference to natural capital here!!!



99 mental-state wellbeing measures: Linton et al., 

2016

Linton, M. J., Dieppe, P., Medina-Lara, A., Watson, L., & Crathorne, L. (2016). 

Review of 99 self-report measures for assessing well-being in adults: exploring 

dimensions of well-being and developments over time. BMJ open, 6(7), e010641.



All these measures are classifiable



4 components of subjective well-being 

(measured in OECD countries)

Core measures (0 = ‘not at all’ and 10 = ‘completely’)

1) Overall, how satisfied are you with your life nowadays?

(Evaluative)

2) Overall, to what extent do you feel the things you do in your life are worthwhile?

(Eudaimonic)

3) Overall, how happy did you feel yesterday? 

(Experiential positive)

4) Overall, how anxious did you feel yesterday? 

(Experiential negative)

Domain satisfaction: Overall, how satisfied are you with….

…your personal relationships?

…your physical health? 

…your work situation?

…your financial situation? 

…the area where you live? 

…the amount of time you have to do things you like doing? 



What is well-being?

1) Where you (the ecosystem community) are coming from

- MEA 2004

- UK NEA 2011

- UK NEA 2014

2) Where I (& the well-being community) am coming from

- ONS 2011

- OECD 2013

3) Why the two communities should engage more 

- Facilitates comparisons (with other determinants, over time, 

across countries)

- Easier to assign monetary and non-monetary “values”
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Science, 20(8), 1000-1008.



Figure 1: Associations between selected socio-demographics and three types of exposure to natural environments and high levels 

of evaluative (satisfaction), eudaimonic (worthwhile) and positive experiential (happiness) wellbeing (Odds ratios and 95 CIs). 

White, Pahl, Wheeler, Depledge, & Fleming (2017). Natural environments and subjective well-being: Different types of nature 

exposure are associated with different aspects of wellbeing. Health & Place, 45. 77-84. 

Different types of nature exposure & different types 

of wellbeing 



Following changes over time

A noticeable 
increase over 

time



Cross-country comparisons



Easier monetary/non-monetary valuations



In conclusion

1) The ecosystem community started out pretty well in its 

attempts to explore well-being…

2) But (I believe) the UK NEA lost its way

3) There were some beacons of hope in the followup…

4) But why oh why are you trying to reinvent the wheel (or 

possibly the flat tyre)?????

5) Why not start to integrate the (inter)-nationally recognised 

measures of well-being into your work instead?

….to discuss 
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Ecological public health

Barton and Grant, 2006



Attention Restoration Theory: Ohly, White et al. (2016)

Digit Span Backwards

Ohly, White, Wheeler, Bethel., Ukomunne, Nikolaou, & Garside, (2016). Journal of Toxicology and Environmental Health, Part B, 19, 305-343

Unclear what going on because lack of theoretical clarity 

Attention measures (n = 25): 

Digit-span forward

Digit-span backwards

Necker cube pattern control

Trail making tests A 

Trail making test B

Search & memory task

Proof reading task

Memory loaded search task

Logical memory

Category matching

Errors scale

SART

Coloured number picture

Attention Oreintation

Vigilance task

Stroop task 

D2 task

ANT

Symbol digit modalities test

Symbol substitution test

Chu’s attention test

Alphabet backwards

Category matching

Delayed gratification task

Participants: 33 study meta-analysis

Outcomes: 25 different attention measures



Dynamic well-being

Dolan & White (2006). Dynamic well-being: Connecting indicators of what people anticipate with indicators of what they experience. Social Indicators 

Research, 75(2), 303-333.
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Mental distress (GHQ 0-12) 

(N = 12,818; Obs = 87,573)

British Household Panel Survey (1991-2008)
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White, Alcock, Wheeler & Depledge (2013). Would you be happier living in a greener urban area? A fixed effects analysis of panel 

data. Psychological Science., 24, 920-928 


