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Introduction 

“This is about a new conversation, a new conversation to shape our shared future.” (The 

NI Executive Office) 

The Roundtable on Measuring Wellbeing in Northern Ireland – convened by the Carnegie 

United Kingdom Trust and the QUB School of Law – has welcomed the Northern Ireland 

Executive’s Draft Programme for Government Framework (2016-2021) as a significant 

step towards a long-term, whole-of-government approach to delivering wellbeing and 

social progress. The Roundtable views the Draft as a notable ‘democratic moment’ in the 

evolution of the Northern Ireland administration and a declaration of intent to embrace 

system change, with the Executive reaching out to partners in the private and civic 

spheres, and to our reformed local government and community planning fora. 

The Roundtable reconvened on Thursday, 7 July 2016 to consider its response to the Draft 

Programme for Government Framework, including the statement of purpose, outcomes, 

indicators and measures. The Roundtable session was joined by deputy First Minister, 

Martin McGuinness, and Adam Ostry, Project Leader, Public Governance Reviews at the 

OECD, and team leader on the OECD’s Review of Public Governance in Northern Ireland 

(2016) launched on the eve of the Roundtable session. 

 A summary of our recommendations is set out at the end of this document and a full 

version of our consultation response is available at 

http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/project/wellbeing-in-northern-ireland/. 

Since their first meeting in 2014 Roundtable members from the main political parties, the 

senior civil service, local government, academia, NGOs and civil society have been at the 

heart of an unfolding conversation across government and society on setting the 

wellbeing of citizens and the community as the collective purpose and modus operandi of 

government. At the heart of the new Draft Framework is the prospect of enabling the 

community and citizens to realize better outcomes across social, economic, democratic 

and environmental domains.  

Deputy First Minister McGuinness, also speaking on behalf of First Minister, Arlene Foster, 

thanked the Roundtable and signalled an end to the practice of operating in silos in the 

public sector and called for more working for the common good across boundaries, 

organisations, groups and the wider community. Adam Ostry’s participation was a 

reminder of the close links between the Roundtable’s call for a commitment to societal 

wellbeing and the need for system change across the public sector, and a reminder of the 

origins of a far reaching global policy conversation on societal wellbeing that draws on 

the insights of some of the world’s leading economic thinkers, including Nobel prize 

winning economists Joseph Stiglitz and Amartya Sen.  

Comments by Adam Ostry, OECD 

The OECD’s first sub-national Public Governance Review was commissioned in Northern 

Ireland by the Department of Finance in 2014. The final report was launched on the eve 

http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/project/wellbeing-in-northern-ireland/
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of the Roundtable session by the Deputy Secretary-General of the OECD, Ms Mari 

Kiviniemi. The OECD team leader for the public governance review, Adam Ostry, 

highlighted some of the 30 recommendations on strategic approach, citizen engagement, 

and operational delivery. The work of the Carnegie Roundtable is discussed in the Report’s 

chapter on strategic approaches, whole-of-government delivery, and setting a vision-

based outcomes-driven multi-year strategy. Ostry underlined current fiscal constraints and 

the specific challenges of coalition government in Northern Ireland, with the subsequent 

demand for ‘leadership and fearlessness’ from a non-partisan civil service equipped to 

deliver evidence-based policy advice.  

 Comments by Martin McGuinness MLA 

The deputy First Minister thanked the Carnegie UK Trust and the QUB School of Law and 

described good working relationships between Sinn Féin and the DUP after the Fresh 

Start agreement, building on the common ground of the peace process. ‘What happens 

constitutionally is for another day. We have to get on with delivering,’ he explained.  

McGuinness described the administration’s wholehearted support for ‘delivery’ based on 

the new outcomes- and partnership-based approach to the Programme for Government, 

an approach that had also found favour in the community. He noted that at a time 

of increased pressure on public finances, we need to be more creative, more holistic, if we 

are to make a real positive difference for society: 

 

“We must not be wedded to the old ways of Government and we are committed to a new, 

better and more innovative approach.” 

The new Programme for Government framework allows the Executive to take a joined up 

approach to generational issues. It’s an approach supported by business, civic and 

community leaders who rightly demand their Executive delivers more for them. 

Government cannot work in isolation and this approach brings the broadest 

possible spectrum of people and organisations together to tackle issues head on: 

“No more silo working but working across boundaries, organisations, groups and the 

community for the common good.” 

 

The deputy First Minister concluded: “Only after we have engaged fully with wider society 

can we finalise the Programme for Government. This is about a new conversation, a 

conversation to shape our shared future.” 

He looked forward to a better understanding of the new approach, based on experience in 

other jurisdictions such as Scotland and Finland.  

Comments by Joe Reynolds, The Executive Office (PfG) 

Joe Reynolds, a senior civil servant within the Executive Office, welcomed the response to 

the public consultation on the Draft PfG (551 responses and rising) thanks to social media 

and other outreach activities. He described preparations for the delivery of an outcomes-
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based approach within the civil service, including the appointment of officers at a senior 

level who will be responsible for outcomes and indicators, and commencement of 

collaborative work between departments and with local government and civil society 

organisations. He highlighted the importance of trust, transparency, accountability and a 

growing appetite within the civil service for the learning and know-how required to 

support more innovation. A Clear Impact/NCB conference with Mark Friedman will be 

convened in the Autumn. On the UK EU referendum outcome, Reynolds assured the 

Roundtable that there was now a greater imperative than ever within the NICS to be clear 

about the society we are trying to create, even if there is unease about the financial 

impact.  

Roundtable Discussion: Some key themes 

Throughout the session, Roundtable members and Adam Ostry raised a series of critical 

issues that remain to be addressed. These are summarized as follows: 

Measurement and Indicators Methodology: Ostry cautioned against the adoption of a 

‘cookie cutter’ or ‘off the shelf’ approach to indicators and measurement methodology 

and urged the Executive to invest time in an iterative approach, investing in 

experimentation with partners in local government and civil society. He also pointed out 

that a performance-based approach couldn’t be applied across the whole of government. 

Roundtable members underlined the complexity of the evaluation science behind 

outcomes and indicators, the problematic question of attribution in the context of 

performance management, and the need for an iterative approach. Concerns were raised 

about the need to take account of lessons from social practices used by organisations on 

the ground and the limits of predicting plans when outcomes often have emergent 

properties. Joe Reynolds noted that a technical assessment group will monitor ‘the curves 

that need to be turned’, referring to the Clear Impact/OBA™ methodology owned by Mark 

Friedman. The CUKT, commenting on Canadian experience, noted that the question that 

indicators often invite us to ask is ‘Why?’. Cause and effect are rarely straightforward. It 

was rarely a linear question of monitoring the direction of progress and change. He added 

that measurements could mislead if users are not careful.  

The Programme for Government is a first step: Ostry noted that while civil society 

understands the links between outcomes and accountability, Northern Ireland is weak on 

engaging stakeholders at the front end of outcomes; too much engagement remains 

procedural, even with §75 (NIA 1998) groups. The OECD report calls for engagement at 

every point in the policy cycle – from design through to delivery. Echoing this critique, 

some cautioned that more precision and understanding is required when using the 

language of co-design and co-production.  

We are not a ‘post-conflict society’ - Leadership: Given the special challenges of 

governance – where the adjudication of difficult policy issues is performed against the 

backdrop of profound constitutional disagreement - in Northern Ireland, dedicated 

leadership capacity (‘fearless’, ‘values based’ and ‘non-partisan’) within the senior ranks 

of the NICS and dedicated ‘team building’ training for the Executive were discussed as 
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pre-requisites for the pursuit of a common purpose and societal wellbeing. Policy 

leadership was identified as a priority for the transition from conflict and ensuring that 

the bureaucracy is not left to lead the new PfG process. Some called for more effort to 

ensure all parts of the community feel included. Noting a range of organisational 

behaviour (‘culture shift’, ‘systems thinking’) changes required to deliver the new PfG, 

one member underlined the importance of transforming practices within the public sector 

and in its dealing with partners. This was also a challenge for the Third Sector. There was 

a consensus that the ambition of the new PfG implies a concomitant transformation of 

the public sector, one that can – in part – be facilitated via a faithful implementation of 

those OECD recommendations accepted by the Executive, alongside peer-to-peer learning 

from other comparable jurisdictions and enhanced engagement with academia and the 

policy community. 

Alignment and Local Government: While members heard that high-level meetings have 

been convened between local government chief executives and permanent secretaries, 

some concern was aired about the relative lack of formal mechanisms to tie statutory 

local community planning processes in with the Programme for Government, and the 

acute risk of raising expectations only for these to be disappointed. This risk could 

contaminate the larger project. The Executive Office was urged to make the connectivity 

between the PfG and Community Planning explicit, and to make better use of the 

Partnership Panel that now sits under the remit of the Department of Communities. 

Parallel meetings of officials at the centre and local government, alongside the Panel’s 

political-level deliberations were suggested. CUKT representatives pointed to lessons from 

Scotland where issues around outcomes, fiscal alignment and local flexibilities are still live. 

Alignment with the PfG has been a feature of Derry City and Strabane District Council’s 

community planning process. 

Financial capability, the private sector and wealth creation: There was some concern 

about the visibility of and attention given to the economy and Northern Ireland’s ‘fiscal 

reality’ in the Draft PfG, and how this might skew opportunities for enhanced learning, 

capabilities and understanding in the context of enhanced civic participation in 

governance e.g. the nature and origins of wealth creation, debates about the contested 

meaning of prosperity, the cost of the welfare system. Some advocated the incorporation 

of OECD language on ‘inclusive growth’ in the PfG Purpose Statement. Ostry agreed and 

explained that a PfG could not be put into effect unless it is totally integrated into a fiscal 

framework. At the micro level, some observed that the Draft PfG omits reference to well 

established links between wellbeing and financial literacy, or critical links between 

wellbeing and personal finance (e.g. consumer debt).  

Proposed ‘reference group’: Joe Reynolds reported that ideas on a Civic Advisory Panel – 

as proposed in the Fresh Start agreement – are still under active consideration. The 

Executive has looked to the Scottish experience with civic input to the National 

Performance Framework.  
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Prioritization and Budget Alignment: Ostry underlined the importance of identifying 

priorities and committing resources. The CUKT described the PfG as the beginning of a 

process of prioritization within the context of a civic conversation. 

Conclusion 

The Roundtable session provided an opportunity for members to consider their work – set 

out in their report, Towards a Wellbeing Framework – Findings from the Roundtable on 

Measuring Wellbeing in Northern Ireland (2015) – in the light of the Executive Office’s 

publication of the Draft Programme for Government (2016-2021) and a number of the 

system changes already under way, prompted in part by the OECD Public Governance 

Review process. The day brought together the branching streams of ideas, conversations, 

reports and policy actors – both governmental and non-governmental – to take stock of 

progress on the journey to societal wellbeing. Wellbeing understood as both personal and 

collective, inseparable from the quality of the democratic and participatory journey that 

will place demands on all.  

The Roundtable and the Chairs, Martyn Evans and Aideen McGinley, concluded that the 

Executive Office and everyone involved had certainly set sail in the right direction. There 

remain key challenges around the formal alignment of the centre with local government 

and community planning processes if rising expectations on the ground are to be met and 

supported. Interesting questions about placing the new PfG process on a statutory 

footing will need to be considered, but perhaps the most pressing questions are around 

investment in the ‘culture change’ and the capacity building for ‘whole-of-government’ 

or ‘systems thinking’ and the adoption of new practices and appropriate leadership skills 

across the public sector, right up to the Executive. Issues around scrutiny of the process 

have also emerged, such as the Assembly’s role in reviewing the new mechanisms and 

roles of civil servants with responsibilities for outcomes. Caution was expressed around the 

adoption of an ‘off the shelf’ or ‘cookie cutter’ approach to measurement and indicators, 

an approach that might risk sending some off on false trails in pursuit of outcomes that – 

in reality-  are often the result of messy, more unpredictable and emergent conditions 

than allowed for in pre-packaged ‘solutions’. As one member commented: ‘This cannot 

become a scenario about one man who read a book.’ 

While the public response to the consultation on the Draft Programme for Government 

(2016-2021) suggests that community support is growing, the administration has ground 

to make up when it comes to transparency and public confidence. ‘There may be a hope 

that public responses will number 1000 and more but am I being listened to?’, asked one 

Roundtable member. That will be the test for now and into the future we might yet dare 

hope for.  
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Summary of detailed response to the draft Programme for 

Government 
 

The Carnegie UK Trust response to the Programme for Government, informed by the 

Roundtable discussion in July 2016, provided an opportunity to restate a number of key 

conclusions from the original Roundtable report.   

1. The Roundtable supports and endorses the draft Programme for Government and 

welcomes the steps taken to build a more joined-up and outcome focused system 

of governance.   

2. We would welcome greater elaboration of the purpose for government contained 

within the draft Programme for Government.   

3. The final set of outcomes, measures and indicators must be seen to be genuinely 

reflective of the views of the people of Northern Ireland. 

4. The NI Executive should provide guidance on how it expects outcomes to be used 

by local government and the third sector.   

5. We reiterate the Roundtable recommendation that the NI Executive invest in 

communicating the wellbeing framework and trend data to the public by a range 

of techniques including data visualisation, live dashboards, social and traditional 

media. 

6. We reiterate the Roundtable recommendation that the NI Executive should lay an 

annual report before the Northern Ireland Executive for debate on the progress 

made by the Programme for Government, timed to coincide with the Budget Bill.  

Suggestions on specific outcomes 

The Carnegie Roundtable took its lead from international examples of wellbeing 

frameworks in recommending a small number of key outcomes be identified in the 

Programme for Government.   

The draft Programme for Government identifies 14 strategic outcomes which are 

aspirational in tone and designed to set a direction of travel that will last more than one 

Assembly term.   

We have benchmarked these with Nussbaum’s Capabilities, the OECD Better Life Index 

and Scotland’s National Performance Framework to identify where the draft Programme 

for Government outcomes could be strengthened. 

We identified a number of areas where changes to the language could improve the 

strength of the outcome.  These are offered as suggestions to the NI Executive as it 

further develops the framework. 

Outcome 2 
Original We live and work sustainably – protecting the environment 
Proposed We produce and consume within planetary boundaries 
Comment The Roundtable believes the language of this outcome could be strengthened 
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reflecting contemporary narratives on sustainability. 
Outcome 4 
Original We enjoy long, healthy, active lives 
Proposed We enjoy long, healthy and active lives with positive mental health 

throughout 
Comment Mental health is an issue of paramount importance in our society, notably in 

the context of emergence from conflict. 
Outcome 7 
Original We have a safe community where we respect the law, and each other 
Proposed We have a safe community where we respect each other and the law 
Comment Respect for the law flows from and follows respect for other citizens and their 

property 
Outcome 8 
Original We care for others and we help those in need 
Proposed We live in strong, resilient and caring communities where people can actively 

contribute and build solidarity with a common purpose 
Comment Need to reinforce and strengthen the context for care, extending to building 

community resourcefulness and active participation. Civic engagement and 
community capital are funder priority. 

Outcome 9 
Original We are a shared society that respects diversity 
Proposed We are a shared society that celebrates diversity 
Comment The Roundtable discussed the importance of framing wellbeing outcomes 

within a post-conflict society. This minor change is designed to support that 
notion. 

Outcome 12 
Original We have high quality public services 
Proposed We have high quality, values led public services 
Comment The transformation of public services is not exclusively a technocratic agenda 

but also one that should address values, ethics and a commitment to equality 
Outcome 14 
Original We give our children and young people the best start in life 
Proposed We listen to our children and young people and  enable their best start in life 
Comment The Outcome should acknowledge children’s agency and capacity for 

advocacy as reflected in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
 

Suggestions on specific indicators and measures 

The draft programme for government includes 42 indicators each with a corresponding 

measurement (and in one case 2 measures).  We have benchmarked these against the 

recommendations from the Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi report and international best 

practices based on Carnegie UK Trust‘s research on Shifting the Dial and current work 

with the OECD on measuring regional wellbeing.   

Based on our review of international evidence from existing frameworks, we suggest the 

following changes to the indicators and measures in the draft Programme for 

Government.  
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New poverty measures 
Indicator Reduce poverty 
Measure Percentage of children in low income  

Reduce the gender pay gap 
Comment While regional variations are included, the measures and indicators would 

be strengthened by inclusion of specific reference to children and gender. 
New housing indicator and measures 
Indicator Improve satisfaction with our homes 
New 
Measure 

% fairly or satisfied with their accommodation 

Comment OECD and other international wellbeing frameworks include housing as a 
key component of wellbeing.  Given the importance of housing to 
wellbeing, and the availability of indicators and measures relating to 
improving housing, the Roundtable recommends that an additional 
indicator is more clearly articulated. 

New safety indicator and measures 
Indicator Improve feeling of safety in the community 
New 
Measure 

% of population who feel fairly/very safe walking alone after dark. 

Comment One of the biggest impacts of crime on people’s well-being appears to be 
through the feeling of vulnerability that it causes. Most international 
examples of wellbeing frameworks include subjective as well as objective 
measures of safety. 

New health indicator and measures 
Indicator Improve satisfaction with health 
New 
Measure 

% of population who report that their health is good or fairly good. 

Comment Good health is one of the most important aspects of personal wellbeing.  
The draft PFG includes a number of health related indicators.  These are 
all objective measures of health however, with no subjective measure 
included.  Most wellbeing frameworks include a subjective assessment of 
health to aid understanding of the health of the general population. 
Again, our understanding is the official statistics can provide this data. 

New social connections indicators and measures 
New 
Indicator 

Increase the number of people who have a personal support network  

New 
Measure 

% of population who report having a spouse, family member or friend 
that they can rely on if they had a serious problem 

New 
Indicator 

Improve strength of our  community 

New 
Measure 

% of the population that agree or strongly agree that they feel they 
belong to their neighbourhood 

Comment The draft PFG includes a new indicator and measure on self-efficacy.  This 
is to be welcomed in terms of the inclusion of subjective data around a 
person’s resilience.  There is a strong connection between a sense of 
personal agency and wellbeing.  However, we do have some concerns that 
this focuses on individual wellbeing without taking into account social 
and community aspects that influence resilience. To balance this, we 
would welcome new indicators and measures on social connections. The 
proposed measures are collected by ONS. 
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New democratic indicators and measures 
New 
Indicator 

Confidence in Assembly & Executive 

New 
Measure 

% of population who report that  they have confidence in the Assembly 
and Executive 

New 
Indicator 

Engagement with government in Northern Ireland 

New 
Measure 

% of population who voted in last Assembly elections 
% of population who voted in last local government elections 

New 
Indicator 

Political literacy 

New 
Measure 

Develop a new measure that assesses the level of political literacy of 
citizens. 

Comment The Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi report recommended that substantial efforts 
should be devoted to developing and implementing robust, reliable 
measures of political voice that can be shown to predict life satisfaction.  
The draft PFG includes a number indicators and measurements that 
relate to democratic wellbeing.  In general this exceeds the attention 
given to this in other wellbeing frameworks.  This is due to the inclusion of 
a number of measures of tolerance and respect related to living in a post-
conflict society. 
This focus is welcome.  However, it has led to a gap in terms of other 
areas of democratic wellbeing that are commonly included in wellbeing 
frameworks.  We make a number of suggestions on how this could be 
captured in the Programme for Government. 

New environmental indicators and measures 
New 
Indicator 

Improve our natural capital 

New 
Measure 

Natural Capital Index 

Comment Environmental sustainability, as a counterpoint to economic growth, is a 
key aspect of wellbeing.  UK-wide and international experience suggests 
that the measures in the draft PFG are necessary but not sufficient.   
Sustainability assessment requires a well-identified dashboard of 
indicators.  The distinctive feature of the components of this dashboard 
should be that they are interpretable as variations of some underlying 
‘stocks’.  For example the Scottish Government has recently incorporated 
a measure of Natural Capital into the Scottish National Performance 
Framework. A similar approach could be taken in Northern Ireland.  

Replacement of Education Measure 
Indicator 
13 

Improve the quality of education 

Proposed % of parents satisfied with quality of child’s education 
Comment One of the key recommendations of the Roundtable’s report was that the 

wellbeing framework must be outcome-focused.  In general, it does 
appear to be so however we felt that this measure was of process rather 
than outcome.  We suggest a measure that would better reflect user 
confidence.  

Replacement of Justice Measure 
Indicator Increase the effectiveness of the justice system 
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38 
Measure Proportion of criminal justice cases processed within guideline time limits 
Proposed Public confidence in criminal justice agencies 
Comment Again, we are suggesting a measure that would better reflect public 

confidence, rather than process measurements. 
 

 

 


