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Executive Summary 
 

Background 

 
Policies are determined by what we measure.  Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) does not, in developed countries, correlate with health, happiness, 
wellbeing, longevity or other “goods”,  but does correlate with the depletion 
of natural resources.  GDP remains the main economic indicator of most 
developed countries, and growth, as measured by GDP, is widely portrayed 
by the media and politicians as a good thing.  The Scottish Government did 
introduce a multiplicity of “outcomes” and “indicators” but GDP remains 
dominant, the UK Government recently accepted the need for a wellbeing 
indicator and the French Government – the most progressive in this respect 
– commissioned an extensive report into alternative/supplementary 
measures which it is apparently working towards implementing. 
 
Politicians are reluctant to adopt policies that appear too radical, even when 
there is sound evidence supporting them.  The authors thought that if 
NGOs and public bodies were in broad agreement about the need to 
“dethrone” GDP, then advertising this might create a climate in which the 
media and politicians could acknowledge the fact that the emperor has no 
clothes, i.e. that GDP is grossly inadequate as an indicator of progress and 
that alternative/supplementary measures should be adopted.  The authors 
wrote to relevant public bodies and major welfare-related and environmental 
NGOs in Scotland seeking their opinions on GDP. 
 

Results 

 
Respondents demonstrated considerable awareness of this issue, providing 
an abundance of reference material (see the web version of this report for 
this:  http://tinyurl.com/GDPemperor).  In some cases the organisations 
had already worked on this issue themselves and/or were about to start 
related projects. 
 
All respondents acknowledged the inadequacy of GDP as a measure of 
societal progress, stating that it fails to distinguish between beneficial and 
harmful economic activity and fails to take account of the depletion of 
resources. 
 

http://tinyurl.com/GDPemperor
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No single indicator or suite of indicators emerged as a favourite, but there 
was agreement on the need to prioritise wellbeing and environmental 
measures.  Given the extremely flawed nature of GDP, however, a lack of 
consensus as to what indicators would be the best to replace/supplement 
GDP is not a valid excuse to fail to adopt any alternative/supplementary 
indicators. 
 

Recommendations 

 
Given the consensus that the emperor has no clothes: 
 

(1) Mainstream media are urged to critically examine the evidence and 
challenge the belief that economic growth, as measured by GDP, is 
universally a good thing.  When politicians talk about the desirability 
of growth they should be asked what they mean by the term and why 
it is desirable. 
 

(2) Governments should commit to adopting a limited number of 
indicators that would take account of the effects of development on 
environmental capital and on human rights, health and wellbeing. 

 
(3) Such indicators should be quoted whenever reference is made to 

economic growth measured in terms of GDP.  
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Introduction:  We Are What We Measure 

 
GDP, the economic “emperor”, continues to have a profound influence on 
government policies the world over.  Politicians and the media often talk 
uncritically about the need for economic growth.  As long as Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) remains the primary measure of economic 
progress, this translates as “increasing GDP”. 
 
What we measure matters, because to a very great degree it influences how 
we behave and how we perceive the world about us.   Arguably, we are what 
we measure.  If that is true for individuals, how much more so for 
governments? 
 
Aware of the extensive evidence that GDP does not, in developed countries, 
correlate with health, happiness, wellbeing, longevity or other “goods”, 1 but 
does correlate with the (unsustainable) consumption of natural resources,2 
the authors have for some time been campaigning to “dethrone” it as a 
primary indicator.3  The French President’s commissioning of a report on 
the issue (the “Report by the Commission on the Measurement of 
Economic Performance and Social Progress” by Professors Joseph E. 
Stiglitz, Amartya Sen, and Jean-Paul Fitoussi) was welcomed.4  The authors 
were keen to encourage Scottish and UK politicians to follow suit.  While 
the Scottish Government’s fifteen “National Outcomes” and forty-five 
“National Indicators” are to be commended, GDP still appears to occupy 
the dominant place in political and economic discourse. 
 
Politicians in a democracy are potentially constrained by what members of 
the public, and the media that inform them, are ready to accept.  This can 
result in a reluctance to adopt policies that might appear “too radical”, even 
when there is sound evidence supporting them.  In order to create the space 
for politicians to move, the authors thought it might be helpful to question 
public bodies and NGOs and other organisations on this issue to see if that 
there might be general agreement that GDP is inadequate and some 
consensus with regard to what should supplement or replace it.  Dr Wilson 

                                           
 
1 Below a certain level GDP does correlate with health, wellbeing, etc., but that threshold is exceeded by 
those countries generally considered to be “developed”.  See for example, 
http://www.oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/?p=250, which quotes Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett as setting 
this level at $25,000 per capita in their book, The Spirit Level, Penguin, 2010. 
2Evidence for this is referred to in many of the responses quoted in this document. 
3 See, for example:  Wilson, Bill and Swanepoel, R. Eric (2008) “Is more GDP good?” Scottish Left 
Review, 45, 22. 
4  “GDP ‘fetish’ must go – MSP applauds French adoption of better measure of sustainable economy.” on 
www.billwilsonmsp.com . 

http://www.oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/?p=250
http://www.billwilsonmsp.com/
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wrote to various organisations (see sample letter in the Annex).  Although 
no negative responses were received, not every organisation has responded 
to date.  All responses received have been included in this report.  Further 
responses are invited from interested parties.  These will be added to the 
responses already posted on the website. 
 
Before this report was completed, the UK Prime Minister announced that 
he would be instructing the Office of National Statistics to produce 
measures to gauge general wellbeing, a development welcomed by Dr 
Wilson.5 

Responses of Organisations 

Summaries of Individual Responses 

Carnegie UK Trust 

 
The Carnegie UK Trust is working with the Sustainable Development 
Commission Scotland (a Government NDPB) on measures of progress. 
Information was received from the SDC which is acting as secretariat for 
this work.  
 
The Carnegie UK Trust and SDC have established a Round Table of experts 
to look at the findings of the Stiglitz Commission and assess their relevance 
to Scotland.6  SDC has also published the “Prosperity Without Growth” 
report7 referred to by other respondents to the present survey.   
 
The Stiglitz Commission recommended that:  “At the national level, round-
tables should be established, with the involvement of stakeholders, to 
identify and prioritise those indicators that carry the potential for a shared 
view of how social progress is happening and how it can be sustained over 
time.”  A letter was received from the Chair and Vice Chair of this Round 
Table with an attached report on this work.  Extracts are reproduced here: 
 

“The aim is to create a high level of consensus among the 
political parties for an approach to measuring social and 
economic progress which takes account of factors other than the 
traditional measurement of GDP. This should include a 

                                           
 
5 See “Free-market ideology to be scuppered by Cameron’s wellbeing measure, suggests MSP” on 
www.billwilsonmsp.com . 
6 http://www.sd-commission.org.uk/pages/measuring-progress-roundtable.html; accessed on 11 January 
2011. 
7 http://www.sd-commission.org.uk/publications.php?id=914; accessed on 11 January 2011. 

http://www.billwilsonmsp.com/
http://www.sd-commission.org.uk/pages/measuring-progress-roundtable.html
http://www.sd-commission.org.uk/publications.php?id=914


The Emperor Has No Clothes 7 
 

 

consideration of social and environmental factors which 
contribute to a sense of wellbeing. Public policy would then be 
driven by these broader measures. 
 

“The Round‐Table will meet three times, from November 2010, 
with a view to finalising a report by the end of February 2011, 
with launch and dissemination during March 2011. The report 
will set out indicators, accepted by key stakeholders as 
appropriate measures of social and economic wellbeing and 
progress. 
 
[… ] 
 
“For over half a century economic growth has been taken as a 
proxy for prosperity and Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has 
been considered its best measure. Over the past decade these 
assumptions have increasingly been questioned on three grounds: 
 

 First, there is growing evidence that GDP growth beyond a 
certain level does not increase prosperity across a range of 
measures from life expectancy to happiness and all 
‘developed’ countries are well beyond that point;  

 

 Second, GDP growth does not recognise finite natural 
resource constraints or critical environmental thresholds 
despite the reality of climate change and organisations such 
as the World Economic Forum1 regarding the 

‘resource‐constrained world’ to be at ‘tipping point’; 
 

 Third, there is a wide acceptance that GDP is not an 

adequate metric to gauge well‐being over time whether 
from an economic, environmental or social perspective. 

 
“These concerns are not just with GDP as a headline indicator 

for economic growth but the way it informs decision‐making. 
Inferences about what are good policies are made by looking at 
what policies have promoted economic growth; but if the metrics 
of performance are flawed, so too may be the inferences that are 
drawn. 
 
“Yet economic growth remains fundamentally important to 
ensuring stability, not least by maintaining employment levels, 
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and, in current circumstances in particular, to pay off debt. The 
solution to this dilemma lies not in a prescription of no growth 
but through a transition in our understanding of both growth and 
prosperity and the critical relationship between the two. 
 
“Central to this imperative is the need to identify better measures 
of prosperity, growth and the ability to maintain prosperity over 
time. This is the focus of this project and it builds on important 
work carried out both within Scotland and internationally.” 
 

The document mentions the Scottish Government’s National Indicators and 
Outcomes (discussed in the introduction to this report) and states that the 
time has come “to review the success of the Scottish Government’s 
Performance Framework, as well as to test its structure against the findings 
of the Sarkozy Commission”. 
 
With reference to the latter, it states: 
 

“Our approach in Scotland will be gathering a high level 

Round‐Table of experts to discuss the findings of the Sarkozy 
Commission, to develop a shared view on how progress can be 
measured and sustained over time. 
 
“The primary output of the project will be a set of 
recommendations on the application of the Sarkozy Commission 
model to Scotland. The report will show how the 
recommendations can be used to build on the approach adopted 
through the Government’s existing National Performance 
Framework.” 

Forward Scotland/Future Balance8 

A letter was received from Frazer Scott, Chief Executive, summarising 
objections to GDP as a measure of the economy and referring Dr Wilson to 
this organisation’s extensive work on alternatives to GDP, a fifty-page 
report published in April 2008 and titled “A wellbeing framework for 
Scotland:  A better way for measuring society’s progress in the 21st 
Century”9.   The Executive Summary of this report is reproduced here: 
 

                                           
 
8 In December 2010 Forward Scotland’s trading name became Future Balance 
9 http://www.forward-
scotland.org.uk/index2.php?option=com_docman&task=doc_view&gid=269&Itemid=151 

http://www.forward-scotland.org.uk/index2.php?option=com_docman&task=doc_view&gid=269&Itemid=151
http://www.forward-scotland.org.uk/index2.php?option=com_docman&task=doc_view&gid=269&Itemid=151


The Emperor Has No Clothes 9 
 

 

“This report documents an initial examination into whether it was 
possible to develop a practical index of wellbeing indicators that 
would provide an alternative means of measuring progress, 
described in subjective terms reported by the populations 
concerned. What follows is the output of an initial sweep through 
the available literature on wellbeing measures, intended to 
produce a discussion document that would begin to: 
 

 fill the gaps in our knowledge of subjective measures of 
wellbeing; and 

 provide the beginnings of a means for comparing the 
performance of different countries in achieving wellbeing. 

 
“At present, GDP growth is one of the key measures for 
‘progress’ within societies. An alternative means of measuring 
progress in delivering wellbeing is important because GDP by 
itself cannot capture progress or decline in core components of 
population happiness and wellbeing. 
 
“A single subjective assessment of wellbeing may not be robust 
enough to inform policymaking, for instance by comparing the 
impacts of different policies in different countries. That being the 
case, it seemed more useful to develop a basket of wellbeing 
indicators that will still provide an insight into the subjective 
element of wellbeing while being specific enough to be useful in 
developing policy and be transferable between different 
populations or over time. 
 
“A framework of six domains was developed to organise our 
potential indicator set: 
 

 family & relationships; 

 work & income; 

 physical & mental health; 

 social context; 

 environment; and 

 education. 
 
“The final set of indicators is intended to describe the progress of 
governments in delivering wellbeing in different societies, on a 
‘national’ scale. It therefore seemed important to distinguish 
between indicators describing individual wellbeing and those 
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describing the wellbeing of groups or whole societies. For the 
purposes of this paper, it seemed most practical to use three 
levels: Individual, Community and Society. This leads to a simple 
framework of six domains, each with three layers, offering 18 
individual indicators of different facets of wellbeing, as shown 
below: 
 

 
 
“We chose to focus on qualitative and subjective indicators as 
these represent how people describe their own wellbeing. An 
additional aim was to devise a set of indicators that allowed for 
international comparison. The qualitative wellbeing indicators 
were supplemented by selected quantitative indicators where it 
was felt that this information provided additional insight to the 
qualitative measures. 
 
“The framework devised is aspirational and we have included 
some indicators that currently exist only outwith Scotland. These 
indicators have no near Scottish equivalent, but they seem 
especially pertinent in shedding light on an aspect of wellbeing 
that would otherwise be missed and have therefore been included 
in the final wellbeing indicator set. The inclusion of these 
international indicators in the final wellbeing framework is an 
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opportunity to consider developing a counterpart within a 
Scottish survey. 
 
“The 18 indicators proposed are shown below. These would be 
used alongside an additional measure to capture self reported life 
satisfaction. Many of these indicators exist in both Scottish and 
international datasets, rendering the emergent framework both 
directly useable in Scotland and allowing for international 
comparison. 
 

 
 
“We believe that the framework developed here provides a good 
starting point for a comparative assessment of the success of 
different societies in delivering the fundamental building blocks 
of a good quality of life for their citizens. 
 
“We have identified a range of areas for further work: 
 

 We believe that there would be a strong case for including 
the international measures we have identified in 
appropriate Scottish surveys, in order to allow comparisons 
between Scotland and other countries. 
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 To ensure any comparison is valid it will be important to 
establish the comparability of different indicators 
internationally. 

 

 We have in one or two instances had to use an objective 
rather than a self-reported, subjective measure. Further 
work might uncover appropriate subjective measures that 
already exist, but in their absence we would strongly 
support work to develop such indicators. 

 

 Additional work is required to consider what weight should 
be given to the different indicators of wellbeing identified 
here, and to begin to measure the emphasis given to 
different indicators by different groups. In the meantime, it 
may be that the different performances of particular 
countries in delivering progress across the individual 
domains will provide a rich source of discussion. 

 

 We would welcome the opportunity to discuss the ideas in 
this paper and to work with others in identifying and 
developing other potential indicators of population 
wellbeing. 

 
“The indicators identified here provide a good basis for 
understanding how the population of Scotland and other 
countries perceive their own wellbeing, as distinct from the 
quantitative measures that are currently used by policymakers to 
make that judgement. Therefore, there is now an opportunity to 
use these measures to inform the development and evaluation of 
policy. As we develop the indicator set, we will promote their use 
as a means of assessing the impacts of different policies on 
different populations. We hope to work with policymakers and 
others to understand how this tool can be used to ensure that 
policy is developed in such a way as to promote wellbeing and 
sustainable development.” 

 
Mr Scott’s letter mentions “the excellent work of the New Economics 
Foundation (NEF), for example in work on a ‘Happy Planet Index’ and the 
‘Measure of Domestic Progress’” and, quoting from Senator Robert 
Kennedy’s famous remarks on the shortcomings of GNP (a measure similar 
to GDP), states: 
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“…not only does GDP not capture the full range of public goods 
as Kennedy suggested, but it also fails to capture the full costs of 
some public ‘bads’. In short we believe that GDP alone cannot 
capture progress or decline in core components of population 
happiness and wellbeing.” 

 
The concluding paragraphs of the letter are as follows: 
 

“We have also been exercised by the lack of any clarity or 
apparent purpose behind the Power to Advance Wellbeing as 
enshrined in the Local Government in Scotland Act 2003. This 
power appears to offer significant opportunity to engage policy 
makers at a local level in wider action [with regard to developing] 
more integrated social, economic and environmental activities. It 
is our view that the guidance that supports this element of the Act 
is poor and this is borne out in practice where there is little 
evidence to suggest that the power is used widely by local 
government. Having piloted several online and face-to-face 
approaches we are currently looking to develop ‘Local Accounts 
of Wellbeing’ to identify a practicable methodology for gathering 
robust reliable qualitative data to build a picture of the views of 
the people of Scotland. 
 
“Forward Scotland does not believe that economic growth is at 
odds with sustainable development but does believe that the 
current measure, GDP, to express growth is fundamentally 
flawed. In the 21st Century we should we working to develop and 
measures that better reflect the experiences of our society rather 
than relying on a widely discredited system that relies on ever 
increasing GDP as the principal, if not only way to express 
progress in society.” 

Friends of the Earth Scotland 

Friends of the Earth Scotland addressed this issue in a briefing paper sent to 
MSPs on the occasion of the Scottish Government Debate on “A 
Low Carbon Economy” on 22 September 2010.  Of the seven numbered 
points made in this document, the first was titled “Alternative measures to 
GDP” and FoES stated: 
 

“The low carbon economy must be job rich, health-giving and 
equitable: in all these respects the best outcomes are not 
measured by GDP.  Alternative and complementary measures of 
economic progress and well-being are essential.” 
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Oxfam Scotland 

Dr Katherine Trebeck, Research and Policy Officer, met Dr Wilson on 15 
October 2010 to discuss Oxfam’s enthusiasm for the development of 
alternative measures of progress. 
 
In January 2011 Oxfam Scotland published a discussion paper by Dr 
Trebeck titled “Whose Economy?  Winners and losers in the new Scottish 
economy”. 10 It criticises the “trickle down” theory of economics and 
growth-based economic policies.  The Executive Summary is reproduced 
here: 
 

“In the UK, persistent poverty exists alongside high economic 
prosperity, leading to significant inequalities in income and 
wealth, and in life chances and lifestyles, between individuals and 
communities. Scottish society is also deeply divided:  ‘wealthy and 
secure neighbourhoods are situated next to the most deprived and 

vulnerable communities [where]… inequality is tangible’.11 
 
“Many Scots face a life characterised by high mortality, economic 
inactivity, mental and physical ill-health, poor educational 
attainment, and increasing exclusion. Poverty is concentrated in 
geographical areas such as Glasgow and the West of Scotland; 
and women, people from minority ethnic communities, and new 
migrants are more likely to be poor than other groups. Poverty is 
often associated with worklessness – for reasons of 
unemployment, disability, illness or caring responsibilities. Work, 
however, is not necessarily a route out of poverty, as many jobs 
do not pay enough to live on. 
 
“The roots of poverty in Scotland are both historical and 
structural. In recent decades, the economy has shifted from one 
based on manufacturing to a service-led, supposedly ‘knowledge 

economy,’12 with retail and call centres expanding as 
manufacturing declines. Glasgow, for example, was once the 

                                           
 
10 http://www.oxfam.org.uk/resources/policy/right_heard/downloads/dp-whose-economy-winners-
losers-scottish-economy-070111-en.pdf; accessed on 11 January 2011. 
11 Disanto, Sara (2007). 'Different in Scotland? Public Attitudes to Poverty'. Poverty Alliance (ed.) Poverty 
Alliance Briefing. Glasgow. 
www.poverty.alliance.org.uk (downloaded April 9, 2009) 
12 Scottish Executive (2001). 'Scottish Executive report on the Knowledge Economy Cross-Cutting 
Initiative'. Scottish Executive: Edinburgh. 
www.scotland.gov.uk/government/ketf_ccr.pdf (downloaded August 9, 2010) 

http://www.oxfam.org.uk/resources/policy/right_heard/downloads/dp-whose-economy-winners-losers-scottish-economy-070111-en.pdf
http://www.oxfam.org.uk/resources/policy/right_heard/downloads/dp-whose-economy-winners-losers-scottish-economy-070111-en.pdf
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second city of the British Empire.13  Now it is Britain’s second 
biggest shopping destination. In this new economic landscape, 
people face increased risk in taking, and attempting to keep, a job 
– a job which may offer them little security and require a high 
degree of flexibility on their part. 
 

“Oxfam’s analysis of poverty around the world and in the UK 

uses the ‘Sustainable Livelihoods Approach’. Individuals, families, 
communities, and societies are considered to require five types of 
assets14 – financial assets (income, services, and capital), human 
assets (skills, talent, health), social assets (relationships and 
support networks), environmental assets (local and green space, 
wider natural resources), and physical assets (infrastructure, 
equipment, and transport) – to prevent poverty and vulnerability 
over the long term. 
 
“Oxfam has found that in vulnerable communities the most 
important (and sometimes the only) asset available to families and 
individuals is their family relationships and social networks.15 
These social assets enable poor families and individuals to share 
resources, helping them to even out fluctuating fortunes and to 
cope in difficult circumstances. Yet recent economic development 
in Scotland and the UK positions individuals as cheap, flexible 
labour, akin to just-in-time inventory, available when business 
needs and expendable when it does not. This paradoxically relies 
on the crucial support systems in poor communities and, 
simultaneously, threatens to destroy them. 
 
“But in response to economic restructuring and persistent 
poverty, anti-poverty policy in Scotland (and the UK) has tended 
to prioritise only narrow economic growth policies, emphasising 
employment and physical regeneration, but not social goals such 
as community cohesion, strong relationships between people, a 
sense of empowerment, and sustainability. Strong communities 

                                           
 
13 This refers to Glasgow’s standing in the Victorian era, when it was one of the world’s pre-eminent 
centres of engineering, shipbuilding, and international trade. 
14 Various public services fall into each of these categories according to type of provision. For example: 
training and education under human assets; public infrastructure under physical assets; transfers of funds 
such as welfare payments under financial assets; and local cleanliness amenities under environmental assets. 
Alternatively, it is possible to conceive of public assets could as a stand-alone asset category. 
15 Orr, Sheena, Brown, Greg, Smith, Sue, et al. (2006). 'When Ends Don’t Meet: Assets, Vulnerabilities and 
Livelihoods – An Analysis of Householder in Thornaby-on-Tees'. Church Action on Poverty, Thrive & 
Oxfam (eds.). Manchester 



The Emperor Has No Clothes 16 
 

 

seem to be valued because they can contribute to economic 
growth, rather than the other way round. Work has been seen as 
the route out of poverty – with the responsibility for becoming 
employed firmly resting on the individual, who must acquire the 
skills and behaviours that will make them attractive to employers. 
 
“Such economic growth and regeneration strategies have not 
reduced poverty and inequality in Scotland, and anti-poverty 
policies have, in some cases, made things worse rather than 
better. But Oxfam believes that it is possible to overcome 
poverty. As the sixth richest country in the world16 we certainly 

have adequate resources to do so. It’s about allocating those 
resources in a more effective and sustainable way. 
 
“In this paper, Oxfam is therefore starting to explore the context 
that makes the need for a new economic development model for 
Scotland apparent – a model that would share the benefits of 
growth fairly, create high quality, sustainable jobs for those who 
can work while protecting those who can’t, and prioritise social 
goals such as cohesion, strong communities, and empowerment. 
We hope that the Whose Economy? seminar series will help to shape 
thinking about what a new model for the Scottish economy might 
look like. And we look forward to debate and discussion which 
will inform more detailed policy recommendations (to be 
published later in 2011).” 
 

Note the mention of the “Sustainable Livelihoods Approach”, which 
recognises the value of human, environmental, social and physical assets as 
well as purely economic ones.  While the inadequacies of GDP are not 
explicitly mentioned in the Executive Summary, this subject and a possible 
supplementary/replacement measure do feature in the report, in a section 
titled “Do we need to measure real prosperity, not simply narrow growth?”: 
 

“Reappraising the structure and goals of our economy requires 
appropriate measures of progress and success. Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) is insufficient to measure changes in 
sustainability, equality and quality of life. A nuanced and more 
representative measure of progress is vital in recording and 
examining our shift to an equitable, green economy. Oxfam is 

leading an effort to create such a measure - the ‘Humankind’ 

                                           
 
16 International Monetary Fund figures (2009) 
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Index. The Humankind Index reflects a recognition that as a 
country, society, and economy we need a new mode of doing 
things that prioritises the rights and needs of all people and 
sustains the environment. Through widespread public 
consultation, the Index will enable Scotland to measure itself by 
those aspects of life that make a real difference to people. 
Measures based on the values of a society rather than the views of 
an elite will enable governments to focus on what really matters, 
taking more informed decisions about the current situation and 
where society wants to go, and what trade-offs are required.” 
 

The organisation is planning a survey of the Scottish population early in 
2011 with a view to developing the above-mentioned “Humankind Index”.  
This survey, according to Dr Trebeck (pers. comm.), will not look 
specifically at wellbeing/happiness but will ask such questions as “What 
makes a positive difference to your life?”, “What determines your 
prosperity?”,  “What do you want your policy makers to be held accountable 
for?” and “What assets are most important to your life and the resilience of 
your community?” 

RSPB 

In October 2008 Dr Wilson lodged a motion in the Scottish Parliament 
titled GDP's Inadequacy as a Measure of Sustainable Economic Growth.17  
He received this statement of support from Lloyd Austin, Head of 
Conservation Policy: 
 

“RSPB Scotland warmly welcomes this important issue being 
raised by Bill Wilson MSP.  At this time of economic difficulties, 
we hear a lot about ‘economic growth’ but, as is made clear in the 
New Scientist supplement and by Dr Wilson,18 simple economic 
growth is a poor measure of success.  It can inadvertently 
encourage ‘bad’ economic activity such as that causing climate 
change or damage to biodiversity — and does not include 
positive activities such as good health or enjoyment of the natural 
world.  RSPB Scotland would urge the Government, MSPs and 
others to engage in debate to identify and support a more 
accurate measure of our wellbeing, one that properly reflects 
Scotland’s ambitions to be wealthier, fairer and greener.” 

                                           
 
17 http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/Apps2/business/motions/Default.aspx?motionid=15013; accessed 
on 1 December 2010. 
18 See “Economic growth, as measured by GDP, unsustainable, say MSP and RSPB” on 
www.billwilsonmsp.com. 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/Apps2/business/motions/Default.aspx?motionid=15013
http://www.billwilsonmsp.com/
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In 2010 RSPB Scotland confirmed that it was happy for this statement to be 
used as its response to the present survey. 

Scotland Malawi Partnership 

A letter was received from David Hope-Jones, the Partnership’s 
Coordinator.  Explaining what the Partnership’s role and modus operandi is, 
the letter also contained this explicit comment on economic measures: 
 

“…we would be keen that any overarching system for assessing 
Scotland’s prosperity and ‘quality of life’ includes the necessary 
non-pecuniary, perhaps more qualitative, indicators which are 
able to draw attention to, and elucidate the value of, civil society 
as typified in the links between Scotland and Malawi.” 

Scottish Wildlife Trust 

Emails were received from Tony King, Head of Policy, attaching the SWT 
publication “Economics of Ecosystem Goods and Services” and referring 
Dr Wilson to “The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity (TEEB)” 
website,19 and from Jonathan Hughes, Director of Conservation, attaching a 
Powerpoint presentation “Alternative Economic Indicators or The Beyond 
GDP Imperative”.  They also met Dr Wilson for a discussion of the topic 
and, on 7 December 2010, drew his attention to an article by Mr Hughes in 
the Scotsman newspaper of that day, titled “Wealth debate is not merely 
about creation, it now asks how we best use that which we’ve created”. 
 
Mr Hughes writes in the latter: 
 

“The key message to arise from the Stiglitz commission was that 
‘the time is ripe for our measurement system to shift emphasis 
from measuring economic production to measuring people’s 
wellbeing. And measures of wellbeing should be put in a context 
of sustainability.’ 
 

                                           
 
19 The TEEB study “is a major international initiative to draw attention to 
the global economic benefits of biodiversity, to highlight the growing costs 
of biodiversity loss and ecosystem degradation, and to draw together 
expertise from the fields of science, economics and policy to enable practical 
actions moving forward” (www.teebweb.org). 

http://www.teebweb.org/
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“How can we begin to make this shift and challenge the primacy 
of GDP?  One solution might be to adjust GDP so it accounts 
for the environmental and social costs. 
 
“A simpler approach could be to consistently report two or three 
core progress measures alongside one another.  A communication 
from the “European Commission last year titled ‘GDP and 
beyond’ recommended EU member states adopt this kind of 
approach. 
 
“Ultimately though, moving from a growth-for-growth’s-sake 
model to a sustainable development model for the economy will 
require strong leadership and co-operation between governments, 
and perhaps some less-than-superficial reporting of this agenda 
by the media.” 

 
The “Economics of Ecosystem Goods and Services” report contains the 
following “Policy Headlines”: 
 

 SWT believes that biodiversity should be conserved for both its 
intrinsic value, and for its role in maintaining healthily 
functioning ecosystems on which humans and other species 
depend. 

 SWT believes that the ecosystem services approach could 
become a valuable tool in reversing biodiversity loss and 
ecosystem degradation but much will depend on how valuations 
are used (or abused). 

 SWT supports efforts to incorporate the value of ecosystem 
goods and services in economic models subject to the selection 
of appropriate non-market values and consideration of the 
intrinsic value of biodiversity. 

 SWT advocates that the ecosystem services approach should 
always complement, rather than substitute for, traditional 
species, habitats and ecosystem conservation measures (such as 
legal protection, site designation and catchment planning). 

 SWT advises that relatively detailed and reliable biological data 
must be available prior to any ecosystem services assessment 
being carried out. 

 SWT urges Governments to develop alternative and/or parallel 
economic indicators to compensate for the shortcomings of 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) which fundamentally fails to 
capture the value of biodiversity and the wider environment. 
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The “Alternative Economic Indicators or The Beyond GDP Imperative” 
Powerpoint presentation indicates that increasing GDP does not correlate 
with happiness and wellbeing but does correlate with “emissions and 
ecosystem degradation”.  It summarises the advantages and disadvantages of 
various potential alternatives to GDP, using the categories of indicators 
adopted by the Stiglitz Commission:  large and eclectic dashboards (sets of 
indicators), composite indicators (single number), adjusted GDPs and 
resource overconsumption indices.  (It does not identify any one of these as 
ideal.)  The presentation goes on to describe EC communication (COM 
(2009) 433) “GDP and beyond: measuring progress in a changing world” as 
containing “promising signs”, and lists the following points from it: 
 

 EU Sustainable Development Scoreboard  

 Improving real-time information 

 Single environmental index (longer term aim of publishing this 
alongside GDP) 

 Integrated environmental-economic National Accounting  

Scottish Human Rights Commission 

A letter was received from Diego Quiroz, the organisation’s policy officer.  
The letter opens with these paragraphs: 
 

“… The Commission believes that any measurement system used 
to assess economic wellbeing should take into account social 
indicators, including human rights indicators as well as the social 
and environmental costs of growth.  
 
“It is central that economic growth is accompanied by adequate 
protection and promotion of human rights which guarantee real 
social and sustainable wellbeing.  Sustainable progress can only be 
achieved if social aspects, including basic human rights such as 
access to health care, housing, equal treatment or the right to an 
adequate standard of living are introduced and measured in 
existing governmental policy and law.  It is important to 
remember that economic growth does not necessarily equate to 
human development or increased wellbeing.” 

 
It goes on to summarise the failings of GDP, saying: 
 

“For example, GDP treats depletion of natural assets (resources) 
as current income. Equally, GDP only counts monetary 
transactions, thus it leaves out several societal ‘goods’ which 
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people provide without cost.  For example: care for vulnerable 
persons (i.e. the elderly and children), household work and the 
work of civil society.  Equally important from a human rights 
perspective is to account for the way income is distributed within 
society.” 
 

The letter concludes with examples of alternative indices (such as the United 
Nations Human Development Index (HDI) and the World Bank’s Adjusted 
Net Savings indicator, and a list of reference websites. 

WWF Scotland 

An email was received from Dan Barlow, Head of Policy, attaching a draft 
four-page document dated June 2010:  “One Planet Economy for Scotland 
– measuring what matters”.   The “Summary” section is reproduced here: 
 

“A transition to a One Planet Economy for Scotland requires the 
development of an economic framework which reflects: 

 The purpose of our economic system being based on delivering 
wellbeing with new goals to support long term sustainable economic, 
social and ecological wellbeing. 

 Recognition that improved quality, activity, stability and strength of 
the economy are more important than increasing quantity and that 
‘growth’ per se as measured by GDP can undermine progress 
towards environmental or social goals. 

 Greater priority of additional measures beyond GDP to ‘measure 
what matters’ in making progress towards these goals – reflecting 
progress in increasing wellbeing and reducing our ecological 
footprint. 

 Further progress in understanding the implications of spending 
commitments in realising these objectives – for example development 
of the carbon budget assessment approach in an iterative manner to 
inform and influence spending decisions.” 

 
The document opens by echoing the criticisms of GDP made by other 
organisations.  It then acknowledges some positive developments in 
Scotland (such as the Scottish Government’s commitment to reduce 
emissions, its recognition of the need to operate within environmental limits 
and its “Towards a low carbon economy for Scotland” consultation) but 
criticises the fact that “GDP remains the dominant high level indicator of 
progress, driver of decisions and benchmark of Scotland’s progress”, noting 
that “accompanying sustainability indicators are quite weak, receive lower 
attention in decision making and do not address the full range of 
sustainability issues”.  This is followed by examples of positive 
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developments elsewhere:  the Stiglitz Commission in France, the European 
Commission, European Parliament, Club of Rome, WWF and OECD’s 
“Beyond GDP” initiative, the OECD’s recently launched project on 
Measuring Progress of Societies and the European Commission’s EU road 
map identifying “Five actions to better measure progress in a changing 
world”: 
 

 Complementing GDP with environmental and social indicators 

 Near real-time information for decision-making 

 A Sustainable Development Scoreboard 

 Thresholds for environmental sustainability 

 Extending National Accounts to environmental and social issues 
 
The document reports a 2008 Eurobarometer poll which showed that more 
than two thirds of EU citizens feel that social, environmental and economic 
indicators should be used equally to evaluate progress and there was very 
little support for evaluation based solely on economic measures.  The 
document ends with the points made in the “Summary” section (reproduced 
above) and with a description of several alternative measures or principles of 
progress: the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare and its descendant the 
Genuine Progress Indicator, the World Bank’s Genuine Savings, the 
Ecological Footprint, the principle of Gross National Happiness (a principle 
for guiding Bhutanese development), the United Nations Development 
Program’s  Human Development Index and the New Economics 
Foundation’s Happy Planet Index. 

 

Overall Summary of Views 

 

 The references quoted by respondents demonstrate that they are 
generally interested in and well informed about international 
developments in the area of alternative/supplementary measures of 
economic progress. 

 

 All responding organisations recognise the inadequacy of GDP as a 
measure of societal progress, stating that it fails to distinguish 
between beneficial and harmful economic activity and fails to take 
account of the depletion of resources.  The importance of 
community, of social capital, is emphasised by Oxfam, in particular. 
 

 The organisations agree on the need to identify and adopt 
alternative/supplementary measures of economic progress.  As 
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pointed out by WWF Scotland, this would also seem to reflect the 
general opinion of people in Europe.  However, the SWT states, 
“moving from a growth-for-growth’s-sake model to a sustainable 
development model for the economy will require strong leadership 
and co-operation between governments, and perhaps some less-than-
superficial reporting of this agenda by the media”. 
 

 Forward Scotland believes that the power to advance wellbeing, as 
enshrined in the Local Government in Scotland Act 2003, offers 
“significant opportunity to engage policy makers at a local level in 
wider action [with regard to developing] more integrated social, 
economic and environmental activities” but that this has not been 
realised because “the guidance that supports this element of the Act 
is poor”. 

 

 Several organisations explicitly state that more than one 
alternative/supplementary measure will be necessary. 
 

 Many of the respondents have already put considerable energy into 
developing or identifying the most promising 
alternative/supplementary measures, notably Forward Scotland, the 
SWT (which, citing the Stiglitz Commission, lists the advantages and 
disadvantages of various methodologies) and WWF Scotland.  The 
Sustainable Development Commission, in conjunction with the 

Carnegie UK Trust, recently set up a round‐table of experts which is 
currently discussing the findings of the Sarkozy Commission in order 
to develop a shared view on how progress can be measured and 
sustained in Scotland, building on the existing National Performance 
Framwork .  Forward Scotland and Oxfam Scotland have projects 
planned (relating respectively to “Local Accounts of Wellbeing” and a 
“Humankind Index”).  
 

 According to the SWT, Scottish Environment LINK (the umbrella 
body for Scottish environmental organisations) is considering 
launching a “beyond GDP” campaign and, as is evident from the 
responses received, several of its member organisations are already 
individually calling for governments to move away from GDP. 

 

 There is no clear single preferred alternative to GDP.  Organisations, 
as would be expected, emphasise the importance of taking into 
account criteria closest to their explicit areas of interest.  For example, 
the SWT “supports efforts to incorporate the value of ecosystem 
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goods and services in economic models subject to the selection of 
appropriate non-market values and consideration of the intrinsic 
value of biodiversity”.  Oxfam, summarising the past and present 
situation in Scotland, makes a compelling case for the inclusion of 
measures relating to the strength of social cohesion/community.  
However, there is no fundamental disagreement and it seems that all 
organisations would favour the use of both wellbeing and 
environmental criteria, as exemplified by the Scottish Human Rights 
Commission’s response.  It “believes that any measurement system 
used to assess economic wellbeing should take into account social 
indicators, including human rights indicators as well as the social and 
environmental costs of growth”.  

Discussion, Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
The SWT stated that “moving from a growth-for-growth’s-sake model to a 
sustainable development model for the economy will require strong 
leadership and co-operation between governments, and perhaps some less-
than-superficial reporting of this agenda by the media”.  The term “strong 
leadership” implies that there will be significant resistance to the notion that 
the emperor has no clothes (that GDP is useless or even harmful as a 
measure of economic progress in developed countries).  Despite this, 
however, both the French and UK governments have already signalled their 
intention to adopt at least a supplementary measure of economic progress 
and the Scottish Government has moved some of the way, having instituted 
a suite of “National Outcomes” and “National Indicators”, which the 
Sustainable Development Commission sees as the basis for a system more 
in line with the Sarkozy (Stiglitz) Commission’s recommendations.  The call 
for “some less-than-superficial reporting of this agenda by the media” 
suggests that the media have been complicit in perpetuating the notion that 
economic policy should be based , first and foremost, on ever-increasing 
GDP, and therefore also complicit in creating the need for political 
leadership to be “strong” if is to challenge this damaging belief. 
 
This report has demonstrated the existence of a broad consensus amongst 
NGOs with regard to the gross inadequacies of GDP and the need for 
alternative/supplementary measures of economic progress.  In light of this it 
is hoped that the mainstream media will critically examine the evidence and 
challenge the belief that economic growth, as measured by GDP, is 
universally a good thing.  Whenever politicians talk about the desirability of 
growth they should be asked what they mean by the term and what evidence 
they have for its desirability. 
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The absence of a clear and universally acceptable alternative to GDP 
appears to be problematic.  However, given the extremely flawed nature of 
GDP, it is hard to imagine that any supplementary measure or measures 
would not be an improvement.  Consequently, the authors believe that the 
absence of consensus on exactly what measure/measures to use should not 
stop the Scottish Government – and others – from committing themselves 
to adopting indicators that would take account of the effects of 
development on environmental capital and on human rights, health and 
wellbeing.  These indicators should, in the first instance, be quoted 
whenever reference is made to economic growth measured in terms of 
GDP.  They could be refined over time and, ideally, would eventually 
replace GDP.  Given the expertise, interest and ideas that already exist in 
Scotland with regard to this issue (notably amongst the organisations that 
responded to the authors’ survey), it should surely be possible to find a cost-
effective way for interested parties to formulate a coherent set of 
recommendations. 
 
The emperor has no clothes, as ever more people can see.  In developed 
countries GDP does not measure that which is of value to society, and the 
wellbeing of present and future generations is at stake.  In light of the 
growing clamour from individuals and organisations, can any government or 
political party continue to deny the vacuousness of the measure by which we 
judge our economic policies?   
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Annex A:  Letter Sent 
 
Dear _ 
 
Your views on economic growth as measured by GDP 
 
I am writing to a number of environmental, welfare and human rights 
NGOs to ask their views on the suitability of GDP as the main measure of a 
country’s prosperity, and governments’ focus on increasing this. 
 
Background 
 
As long ago as 1968, Senator Robert F. Kennedy said that GNP (similar to 
GDP) ‘does not include the beauty of our poetry or the strength of our 
marriages, the intelligence of our public debate or the integrity of our public 
officials’.  Last year the French President welcomed a report by leading 
economists stating that GDP ignores factors vital to the wellbeing of its 
population and proposing a new alternative measure.  While, like almost all 
governments, the Scottish Government lists increasing GDP as an aim, it 
also recognises the inadequacy of GDP, as evidenced by the other criteria 
listed amongst its purpose targets, national outcomes and national 
indicators, many of which have no direct relation to GDP. 
 
There is considerable evidence that, above a certain level, GDP does not 
correlate with health, longevity, wellbeing, levels of crime or other criteria 
that meaningfully relate to quality of life.  Indeed, work by Professors 
Pickett, Wilkinson and others (summarised on www.equalitytrust.org.uk/) 
demonstrates that in developed countries it is equality that is key to 
wellbeing etc.  The New Economics Foundation’s Happy Planet index lists 
countries according to how well they do at converting environmental 
resources into long and happy lives for their citizens.  The countries that do 
best are not those with the highest GDP.  Furthermore, and most 
significantly, GDP correlates with ecological footprint (see 
www.paulchefurka.ca/IPAT.html) and most developed countries have 
ecological footprints that are already far above the sustainable level (see, for 
example, WWF’s Living Planet Report).  This is all encapsulated by this 
statement on the Equality Trust website:  “Not only has economic growth in 
the rich countries ceased to bring the social benefits it once brought (and 
continues to bring in poorer countries), but it now threatens the planet.” 
 
Questions 
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Does your organisation believe that countries, particularly developed ones, 
should continue to base their economic systems on ever-increasing growth, 
as measured by GDP?  If not, what steps might be taken to evolve an 
alternative economic system? 
 
Any other comments would be welcome. 
 
Unless you state otherwise, I shall assume that your response may be made 
public.  Many thanks for your help with this. 
 
Aefauldlie 
 
 
Dr Bill Wilson MSP 
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Annex B:  Full Responses Received 
 
Links to these may be found linked from the summaries in the web version 
of this report:  http://tinyurl.com/GDPemperor. 

http://tinyurl.com/GDPemperor

