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Since ancient Greece, there has been a longstanding debate about what constitutes wellbeing,
and how it should be measured. While the hedonic Epicurean position was that wellbeing
represents a life full of happiness, Aristotle proposed a definition of eudemonia, or of a life full of
purpose, meaning, and value (Rabbas 2015). Even though human wellbeing has been more and
more acknowledged as having intrinsic value, we still attempt to measure it through its outcomes
and assess it through its component parts. Easterlin’s paradox and the diminishing marginal utility
of income taught us the importance of detaching income from wellbeing and taking on a broader
view of the matter that goes beyond GDP indicators to include happiness, health, life satisfaction
and the environment (Clark, 2018; Dasgupta 2001). The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development has listed human wellbeing and capabilities as part of the key transformative power
of sustainable development (Global Sustainable Development Report 2019) and comprehensive
measures of wellbeing have been proposed as more appropriate to grasp human progress (World
Happiness Report 2021). More data, surveys and alternative measures have been presented and
yet we still struggle to appropriately define and measure wellbeing, with ongoing debacles on
whether the focus should be on objective or subjective definitions, and about whether one should
adopt an individual or an aggregate perspective (Dodge et al., 2012). An unsurmountable
advancement on the topic has been taken place in the last decade and comprehensive
approaches that seek to consider total wellbeing in assessing human progress, like the Wellbeing-
Adjusted Life-Years (or WELLBYS) are helpful as they steer away from the typical economist
concept of Quality-Adjusted Life Years (QUALYS) that only counts for a patient’s health-related
quality of life (World Happiness Report 2021, Chapter 8). Indicators like the most recent
demographic approach of years of good life (YoGL) are extremely valuable in that they directly
provide numerical values of human wellbeing and focus on its constituents and change over time,

which allows for comparisons across different populations (Lutz et al., 2021).

Nonetheless, the very view of wellbeing is still very contentious and fragmented across

economists, sociologists, demographers and psychologists. As much as we have advanced and
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put efforts in understanding and measuring wellbeing, it often seems to slip through our fingers
like sand or only allow us to have a very specific vantage point. Perhaps what we still have failed
to recognize is that wellbeing is more than the sum of its parts and that is why we need an urgent
change in perspective. | would like to call for the need to join ongoing efforts on a more synergic
approach towards wellbeing, where the very concept is both embedded in, an outcome of and a
key driver for development. This demands a shift in perspective from the notion of what is a good
and meaningful life and what makes societies and individuals thrive and flourish. A normative
perspective to Sen’s (2004b) capabilities approach through issues raised by Nussbaum (2011),
like senses, imagination, thought and emotions may be a fruitful avenue, as it has been shown
that these features support human association leading to compassion and resilience, which are
key for development (Nussbaum 2001). This demands a deeply transdisciplinary approach on
which instead of splitting it into a problem of objective versus subjective measures and the need
to take a “view from nowhere” (Nagel, 1986) — an epistemological point of view we have inherited
by our Greek philosophical upbringing — we take a stance of an “epistemic disconcertment”
(Verran, 2013), and propose ways to recognize and explicitty manage the positions by different
disciplines “as if people mattered” (Schumacher 2011), in order to achieve a view of wellbeing

from “everywhere”.

Aspects like emotions and feelings should be considered crucial for understanding wellbeing.
Indeed, as the 2021 World Happiness Report surprisingly showed, even during fragile times like
the COVID-19 pandemic countries like Finland were unaffected in their ranking as the happiest
country in the world (World Happiness Report 2021). This is intimately connected to aspects
associated to underlying feelings of mutual trust, evidencing how fundamental a role this has as a
part of people’'s resilience and ability to cope in difficult times. Just as Desmond (2016)
exhaustingly shows, at the same time that housing is deeply implicated in the creation of poverty
in the case of the U.S, it is also the mistrust in institutions, the feeling of unsafety among neighbors,
the fear of eviction and solitude that pave the way towards the vicious cycle of poverty, which in
turn increase the likelihood of suicide, unhealthy behavior and drug abuse. Solving for material
conditions may not necessarily improve people’s lives if they still feel unsafe, unappreciated and

unloved. The inverse is also true.

Despite having more data, we still struggle with understanding the determinants of wellbeing.
Despite having more wealth, we have deeply increased income inequality and levels of
unhappiness. Despite having more indicators of wellbeing, we still have not reached consensus
on which are the proper guidelines to follow to create and maintain resilient societies. This requires
a deeper understanding of not only the determinants and consequences of wellbeing, but the
fertile soil that gives rise to its ideal conditions of growth and maintenance. A paradigm shift is

needed to acknowledge that wellbeing is not only attainable after a set of material and structural
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conditions have been met, but that it is in itself an integral component of development and that

we need to go beyond the sum of its parts.
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