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In recent years there has been an increased interest at the political level in many countries for complementing GDP (Gross Domestic Product) with measures that would more accurately depict people’s life situation and well-being, and the social development and progress of societies. The J. Stiglitz, A. Sen and J.P. Fitoussi Report (2008) and the Beyond GDP Communication issued by the European Commission are, within the European union, the most influential documents that had advocated for this political idea, with a direct impact on what kind of data is being collected in official statistics. In response to this demand, Eurostat, together with national statistical institutes, has developed a framework for measuring Quality of Life (which includes 9 dimensions, the last one referring to the overall assessment, with variable number of sub dimensions and associated lists of indicators for each). A dashboard of indicators, of both descriptive and performance type, has been published on Eurostat’s dedicated section on the topic.
This paper describes the process of selecting these indicators, describing first the overall context and especially the work of the Expert Group and its guiding principles. It then focuses on the subsequent headline identification, especially the criteria and methods used for assessing relevance and other quality aspects. Three aspects of quality are being underlined, as proposed by an upcoming Eurostat methodological paper on Guidelines for Statistical Indicators: that of the statistical data (on which the indicators are based), that of indicators themselves (policy relevance, easiness of communication and understanding) and that of the overall consistency of the indicators, as they all form a set.

1. The work of the Expert Group on Quality of life indicators
1.1 Background and purpose
In August 2009, the European Commission published a communication with the title ‘GDP and beyond — Measuring progress in a changing world’ (COM/2009/0433) which proposes five priority actions to further develop environmental and social indicators and to report more accurately on distribution and inequalities.

In September 2009, the Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress (Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Commission) published a report with 12 recommendations on how to better measure economic performance, societal well-being and sustainability.

In taking up the challenges presented by these initiatives, the European Statistical System’s Sponsorship Group on Measuring Progress, Wellbeing and Sustainable Development (SpG) was created jointly by INSEE and Eurostat and started its work in spring 2010. The Sponsorship Group focused on translating the actions and recommendations from the two reports into concrete actions for the European Statistical System (ESS). 
In September 2010 The DGINS Conference in Sofia reconfirmed the commitment of the members of the ESS to the Sponsorship Group and took stock of important intermediate conclusions. In November 2011, the European Statistical System Committee (ESSC) endorsed the final report of the SpG. 
The key recommendations of the Sponsorship Group in the quality of life area were the following:

· strengthening the household perspective and distributional aspects of income, consumption and wealth, 

· improving multi-dimensional measures of quality of life, 

· develop a scoreboard of indicators on the basis of existing data, covering as much as possible all the dimensions

· as part of the scoreboard, to investigate possibility of development and relevance of synthetic indicators (which are different from composites insofar  as they are aggregated at the individual level)

· further develop the statistical coverage of quality of life, developing SILC as a core instrument complemented by other data sources (from within the ESS, and if not available, a limited number of placeholders can be accepted on a temporary basis). 
As a consequence of that, the Directors of Social Statistics of the EU member states, at their meeting of 21 March 2012, approved a mandate of the Quality of Life Expert Group. The work of the Expert Group was to:
· finalise the list of indicators on Quality of Life and
· identify the data gaps and formulate recommendations on the possible future data collections to complete the information.
1.2 Guiding principles for selecting indicators
In addition to the quality of the data as described in the European code of practice, special guiding principles have been used in the selection of indicators:
· Relevance of the indicator in relation to quality of life: Literature review, expert judgement and also the capacity of the indicators to predict more subjective assessment (for instance life satisfaction) were used to assess this. 
· Coverage: indicators should cover the whole EU but also sometimes different aspects of the same domain. Although limiting the number of indicators is desirable, it is unlikely that one indicator can accurately describe the whole domain. Relevant sub-dimensions should be covered, by both subjective and objective indicators. 
· Availability of data was an important driver. ESS social data are quite rich, but some gaps remain and some proxy variables had to be used to fill them in. For instance, for the dimension “education”, it was agreed that an important topic is the skills that individuals possess. The PIAAC survey gives a good overview of that aspect, but does not cover the whole EU. On the other hand, language and ICT skills are available for the whole EU and therefore are also included.

· Availability of the indicators at the individual (non-aggregated) level: the SpG recommended to identify “primary” indicators available at the individual level, so as to be able to describe particular subgroups (more vulnerable, for instance) and so as to be able to observe links between dimensions (for instance, people accumulating deprivations in several dimensions). Some complementary indicators, which exist only at aggregated level, have also been included, when no measure at individual level was possible or meaningful (for example, life expectancy or exposure to fine particulate matter).
· Showing information on the whole distribution: often, social indicators concentrate on the “bad” situations, like long term unemployment or risk of poverty, for good reasons. This has been labelled by the experts as a “misery bias” and it is not considered a desirable feature for a set of indicators on quality of life. This type of dashboard should show as well information about the positive side and/or the whole distribution. One way to approach this issue is to have breakdowns according to other relevant variables (sex, age, degree of urbanisation, etc). Another approach taken by the Expert Group is to present also information on the distribution itself, in addition to median or mean values (like the S80/S20 income quintile share ratio). For some indicators another approach was implemented: presenting shares of the population in the “low, medium and high” categories. It is the case for instance for the level of education attained (low: primary education only, medium: maximum secondary education, high: tertiary education) or the number of rooms in the dwelling in relation to the household size and composition (low: overcrowded, medium size, high: under occupied). In these two examples, the policy objective is probably clear: reduce the share of the population in the low category. However, if the interest is to the increase the number of people in the high or in the medium category is not necessarily easy to delimitate. The choice of the threshold is also a delicate debate, especially concerning the one between the categories medium and high.
· Reducing the complexity by building synthetic indicators. The sponsorship recommended the construction of synthetic indicators so as to capture the essential of a dimension by assembling in some way the information contained in elementary variables with the aim of diminishing the number of indicators. In the development of the work of the expert group, this recommendation was one of the uneasy tasks, as it implies methodological rigor, but also unavoidably choices. Finally, two different approaches were used: a formative
 approach that assembles usually in a boolean way some variables describing situations that are valued bad or good (like for instance to work during unsocial hours: during evenings OR on Saturday OR on Sunday). The second approach is a reflective one: a latent variable is assumed theoretically and tested through appropriate statistical analysis, and in case it is identified it is constructed. An example in this case is frequency of social contacts, counting together face-to-face and other types of interaction, and those with friends and with family. The aggregation is always done at the individual level, within the microdata source.  Finding a meaningful and easily communicable way to aggregate the primary variables into a synthetic one involves quite some methodological work that Eurostat is undertaking together with the Expert Group members.
· The overall consistency of the indicators as they all form a set, is being taken into account as well, by analysing correlations between indicators and their relationship with subjective well-being.
1.3 Current situation

The Expert Group met so far five times. A final, comprehensive framework alongside a first set of non-controversial Quality of Life indicators has been developed structured and disseminated in a form of Dedicated Section on Eurostat webpage. 
The indicators are grouped in the following domains:
· Material living conditions 

· Productive or main activity 

· Health 

· Education 

· Leisure and social interactions 

· Economic and physical safety 

· Governance and basic rights 

· Natural and living environment 

· Overall experience of life
Each domain contains a number of topics and subtopics, for which one or more indicators have been identified. However not all the data is yet available to complete the set. Moreover, for each domain/topic a headline indicator (and in some specific cases 2) will be selected. More details on this sub-process, which is very relevant from a quality perspective, are given in the next section of this paper.
The EU-SILC 2013 Ad-hoc module on subjective wellbeing is currently being processed, and will provide many indicators to be used within the framework, especially when it comes to the subjective appreciation of different aspects. 
1.4 Future work
The work on the topic will continue in the next years. The Expert Group will over the year 2014 finalize the list of indicators that can be calculated at the moment and define the headline indicators for the nine domains. It will also advise during the work of elaborating and analysing the ad-hoc module results. Following the mandate it received, it will issue the final report with the outcomes of the work done so far and recommendation for future developments in the areas where gaps have been identified and potential means for their data collection. 
The year 2015 is going to be the “central” year for the publication of the first Quality of Life information covering fully all the domains. The results of 2013 ahm module will be published that year in the form of a Eurostat flagship publication. 

Additionally to this and based on the results of work still to be conducted the following longer term task plan to be completed:
· Formulation of question on subjective wellbeing that will be proposed for inclusion into the core (yearly) EU-SILC, 

· Design of ad-hoc module on wellbeing to be repeated with a defined frequency (potentially every 6 years),

· Recommendation on inclusion of missing variables related to the quality of life or adjustment of other aspects of survey specification to existing surveys best suited (e.g. LFS, TUS, EHIS),
· Definition of information gaps which can be filled by the mean of new survey or data collection 
2. Steps and principles for the selection of headline indicators
2.1 Current situation

At the moment, the Quality of life indicators framework includes a number of 70 indicators (out of which 13 will be coming from the 2013 Ad-hoc module on Subjective well-being) and around 20 topics which bear the label “to be developed”. These represent quite heterogeneous situations, and a new system of labelling is being developed:

· indicator(s) has been already selected and agreed upon, they are based on already existing microdata, and they are at the stage of being implemented in production by the respective data team   (eg: over qualification)
· indicator(s) have been selected and agreed upon, but there is no clear time frame for their inclusion in official statistical surveys at EU level (eg: variables related to quality of work)
· on-going work on choosing the best indicator for a whole area 
· the whole topic needs  to be developed (eg: other main activity; quality of leisure; experienced discrimination)
Given this assessment, it is not clear how many more indicators will result from these topics to be developed, but we can safely assume they should be more than 20. Therefore, the total could raise to 90. There is clearly a need of selecting headline indicators (at least one per dimension) so that getting a quick overview of the framework can be made easier.
Ideally, the number of headline indicators should be as limited as possible, perhaps between 5 and 7. Given that the framework has 9 equally important dimensions, and for many of them it is necessary to select two main indicators due to the very different character of the subtopics, a more likely targeted final number is maximum 15. This should not prevent us to concentrate on fewer indicators in the analysis and the communication efforts (that could cover for example material well-being, social interactions, societal aspects, environment and life satisfaction).
The following are is a list of general and specific criteria for selecting headline indicators for the Quality of life framework, as agreed by the Expert Group in the last meeting. A preliminary proposal of headline indicators has also been discussed, for some of the dimensions. Agreement has been usually reached, when not on the indicators per se, on the general principles (eg: for Material living conditions two will be selected, one referring to a central tendency measure and one to the distribution). Eurostat will further investigate the indicators according to the newly agreed set of criteria and will also study the correlation of proposed headlines with other indicators covering the same dimension, and across dimensions. A more comprehensive proposal will be prepared for the next Expert Group meeting.
2.2 Criteria

2.2.1 General criteria

In order to assess the quality of an indicator, several general (that can be applied in any context) criteria are to be taken into account, as the European Statistics Code of Practice underlines: 

· relevance (for the topic and from a policy point of view). Under this topic, two particular characteristics have been emphasised:
· attractiveness (capacity to tell narratives)

· responsiveness (amendable to policies and to changes in the society) 
· accuracy and reliability

· timeliness& continuity (if the indicator will continue to be collected in the future)
· comparability (level of harmonization between Member States) 

· clarity (easiness in understanding, communicability)
2.2.2 Specific criteria

Furthermore, a few criteria can be added as specific to the Quality of life indicators framework, in line with the recommendations of the Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi report and of the Sponsorship Group: 

· both subjective and objective indicators should be included amongst the headlines
· association with well-being (if it is a strong predictor or not);
· breakdowns according to specific (and possibly harmonized) subpopulations should be available, in order to be have information about distributions
· coverage (if an indicator can show information about more than one dimension)
·  the possibility for the grouping of values into the categories high, medium and low is desirable, as it would allow a synthetic overview of the whole population, without a focus on the deprivation (misery) side

· “aggregability”: in order to potentially proceed at a later stage with the construction of an aggregated indicator(s), the headlines should be chosen also as coming from the same dataset (or the kind of information they provide is relatively easy to derive from information coming from that specific micro dataset).

3. Conclusion
Eurostat together with the Expert Group on Quality of life indicators has progressed towards implementing the recommendations of the Sponsorship Group, guided by a set of principles enshrined in its final report. After finalizing this work a report will be drafted. This will include methodological recommendations that can contribute to improving the quality of ESS social indicators. In particular, the work done on synthetic indicators construction and headline indicators selection can inform other similar processes.
�   More information on synthetic and other type of indicators can be found in Eurostat’s Working Paper on Indicator typologies and terminologies which is part of a series on Towards a Harmonised Practice in Using Statistical indicators
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