
                                

 
 

MEASURING WELLBEING IN NORTHERN IRELAND: ROUNDTABLE 2 
 

5 June 2014, Queen’s University Belfast 

Introduction 
 
The second Carnegie Roundtable on Measuring Wellbeing in Northern Ireland considered: 
- An update on our inter-sessional work, including focus groups, stakeholder interviews and 

our online consultation; 
- An introduction to the Scotland’s National Performance Framework ahead of our study 

visit to the Scottish Government; and 
- A presentation of the results from the EU research programme, ‘Bringing Alternative 

Indicators into Policy’ by the New Economics Foundation. 
 

Consultation 
 
Summary reports were received from the secretariat and Stratagem on a series of semi-
structured interviews with key stakeholders; focus groups comprising ethnic minorities, older 
people, young people and women; and submissions via the Carnegie UK Trust website. All 
three strands were based around six similar questions designed to elicit views on wellbeing as 
a focus for government, its role in addressing post-conflict challenges, the scope for a shared 
policy narrative, an outcomes-focused performance framework for government, and ways of 
engaging wider society in the process. Very useful feedback was received from all strands and 
the 25 submissions to the website ranged from a number of local organisations to the 
Council for Virginia’s Future and the OECD. 
 

Scotland Performs: Scotland’s National Performance Framework 
 
Roger Halliday, Chief Statistician for the Scottish Government, gave a presentation on 
Scotland’s National Performance Framework, described by Joseph Stiglitz as one of the most 
recent ‘success stories’ in wellbeing measurement and by the Carnegie UK Trust: ‘We did not 
expect to find international innovation on our doorstep. But our work has repeatedly found 
that the Scottish National Performance Framework is an international leader in wellbeing 
measurement.’ 
 
Roger outlined the history of the Framework originating when the SNP come to power in 
2007 and abolished Departmental structures in the Scottish Government thus discouraging 
silos and facilitating effective cross-cutting government.  And at the heart of this was a shift 
away from counting inputs and outputs to measuring longer term outcomes - an outcomes 
based approach with a single, shared Government Purpose. 
 



Scotland Performs is a clear, unified vision for Scotland measured through a dashboard of 16 
National Outcomes, high level strategic Purpose Targets and 50 National Indicators. This 
dashboard model enables measurement and reporting on a diverse range of aspects of life in 
Scotland: across health, social, environmental and economic outcomes. 
 
Such national aspirations can only be achieved by spreading the outcomes approach locally 
and aligning all levels of the system. Local authority led community planning has enabled the 
use of Single Outcome Agreements between central Government and the 32 Community 
Planning Partnerships. 
 
Progress has been good but Roger is clear that there is no room for complacency. The new 
culture has yet to be embedded everywhere in the government system and improvements 
are needed to Scotland Performs. Leadership, consultation and persistence are key for 
longevity and it is essential to demonstrate and assess what impact the outcomes approach 
is having. 
 
Looking to the future Scotland Performs aims to be valued by Parliament, the public sector, 
Scotland’s people and internationally. The Government is adopting a collaborative approach 
to improvement through the Round Table chaired by Cabinet Secretary, John Swinney, which 
comprises an informal grouping of interested and relevant individuals and organisations to 
share views and ideas on Scotland Performs including the Carnegie Trust, Oxfam, New 
Economics Foundation, Scottish Environment Link, the STUC and members from all parties 
across the Chamber as well as academics. The Round Table is pursuing three workstreams on 
budget scrutiny, a community empowerment bill and wellbeing. 
 

Northern Ireland Policy Case Study: Justice 
 
Moira Doherty, Deputy Director at the Department of Justice, responded to the Scotland 
Performs presentation with some reflections from a Northern Ireland perspective. In 
researching a more strategic approach to the Department’s work over the past year Moira 
had been impressed by the Scottish approach. Included in her wide ranging response were 
reflections on the fact that an outcomes approach is riskier but that a cultural change to 
accept this is needed. Public servants should have more patience for testing new ideas and 
less tolerance of bureaucracy. Confidence needs to be developed and we should be proud of 
how far we have come. “It is important for us to be a voice and not an echo”, she concluded. 
 

Beyond GDP – from Measurement to Politics and Policy 
 
Christine Berry is a Researcher in the Centre for Wellbeing at the New Economics Foundation 
and lead author of the report of the EU BRAINPOoL (Bringing Alternative Indicators into 
Policy) project. Christine defined Beyond GDP indicators as ‘those indicators and indicator 
sets that have been proposed as necessary and central to the measurement of societal 
progress in a broad sense, other than those indicators, such as GDP or the unemployment 
rate, that are already playing this role.’ 
 
We need to move beyond the model that focuses economic policy on increasing GDP on the 
basis that that is the most effective route to increasing wellbeing as understood by 
economics departments. Nor is it sufficient to establish a parallel process of policy 
interventions measured by social and environmental indicators and designed to improve 
wellbeing as understood by other policy departments. Rather a more integrated approach is 
needed that allows policy makers to target good quality growth (that improves wellbeing), 
avoid bad quality growth (that reduces wellbeing) and sometimes to sacrifice growth (where 
wellbeing does better without it). 
 



The research identified three key issues: narrative, the policy process and democratic 
engagement. The narrative issue is that the ‘Beyond GDP’ concept is not yet underpinned by 
a coherent politically compelling narrative that competes with the orthodox narrative that 
underpins GDP, i.e. that markets will deliver optimal outcomes except where specific market 
failures are identified and that maximising growth while correcting market failure will 
therefore maximise welfare. Wellbeing evidence challenges this narrative by demonstrating 
the importance of social relationships, for example. Former Cabinet Secretary, Gus O’Donnell 
wrote in a recent report ‘a focus on wellbeing leads us to place greater weight on the human 
factors that explain the big differences in wellbeing, but that tend to be pushed to the 
margins in traditional policy making.’ This has yet to develop into a compelling new narrative. 
Wellbeing’s strength is its ability to combine the economic and the non-economic. For 
example, maximising well-being might mean prioritising equality, stability, community, good 
jobs, good environments, autonomy and control. This can help form the basis of a new 
narrative. 
 
The second key issue is the complexity that a focus on wellbeing brings to the policy process. 
It involves integrating seemingly disparate areas of policy and this approach does not lend 
itself to conventional cost-benefit analysis. Possible solutions include the use of multiple 
criteria analysis that recognises that weighing up different goals and impacts is a process of 
political judgement, not objective calculation. A focus on outcomes and accompanying 
organisational change is another key means of dealing with the complexity. Wellbeing is an 
opportunity for form to follow function. 
 
Democratic engagement is the third issue and this centres on the need to engage the public 
with what we choose to measure in order to enhance the legitimacy of the process and to 
improve accountability. This can feed into a process of democratic renewal. NEF is currently 
working with ScienceWise on a project that involves 40 people in each of three policy areas 
engaging them in deliberative processes, developing proposals and working closely with 
policy makers. 
 

Roundtable discussion 
 
For members the key issues to emerge from the day included enthusiasm for further 
understanding the Scottish experience and impact, the importance of developing a 
compelling wellbeing narrative for Northern Ireland, the scope for a Northern Ireland 
performance framework and the role of the Programme for Government process in the time 
between now and the 2016 elections, the role of local government and its relationship with 
central government, and the challenge of democratic engagement. These issues will be 
pursued in more detail during the Roundtable’s study visit to the Scottish Government at the 
end of June and at the third Roundtable at the end of August. 
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