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Executive
summary
Economic indicators are powerful tools that shape decision-making, 
public debate and socio-political attitudes - determining, in part, the very 
trajectories of democracies and their institutions and processes, as well 
as outcomes such as (in)equality. They shape the narratives a country 
forms about how it is faring, and their quality, timeliness and 
representativeness carry serious consequences for policymaking and 
its effectiveness. Yet measures such as gross domestic product, wage 
growth and consumer spending do not always adequately address the 
experience of households and individuals at the margin. 

This event – held on 24 June 2026 – brought together four researchers 
working at the frontier of economic measurement, each examining 
whether the headline figures on which policy relies genuinely capture 
what matters, and each proposing a way to address what conventional 
measures tend to miss - across wellbeing, the cost of living, 
labour-market inequality, and local living standards. The evening was 
chaired by Olly Bartrum, a King's alumnus now leading industrial policy 
analysis in the UK Government’s Department for Business and Trade.
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Views from
the panel

Professor Lord Richard Layard (London School of Economics) 
Wellbeing as the Goal of Policy

Richard Layard built a case for subjective wellbeing, measured as life 
satisfaction, to be a central yardstick against which government 
appraises how it spends public money. Happiness as a policy goal not 
only has intrinsic worth; it is also a strong predictor of both how long 
people live and how they vote, outperforming standard economic 
variables in explaining electoral outcomes. Life satisfaction, captured by 
a single survey question on a zero-to-ten scale, can be aggregated over 
time to take the shape of a "wellbeing year". This framework allows 
policies to be ranked by the wellbeing they generate for each pound of 
net cost. The ranking identifies several policies that would deliver 
wellbeing gains at little or no net cost—in areas such as mental health 
treatment and apprenticeships—yet remain unimplemented. 
Importantly, the framework also incorporates the distribution of 
wellbeing: survey evidence on how the public weighs improvements for 
the worst off against those for the better off implies a social welfare 
function that gives systematically greater weight to those with the lowest 
wellbeing. The principal drivers of low wellbeing—especially mental and 
physical health—indicate where such gains are most readily found.
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Professor Martin Weale (King's College London) 
Democratic Real Income Growth

Conventional measures of prices and real income weight the price 
changes faced by different households according to how much they 
spend—effectively placing greater weight on richer households, 
emphasising their experience while muting that of poorer ones. Martin 
Weale therefore proposed a "democratic" alternative that weights every 
household's experience equally, regardless of how much it spends, and 
that can be applied both to prices and to incomes to produce a measure 
of real income growth. This inequality-adjusted measure helps 
contextualise the cost-of-living crisis and the discontent surrounding it: 
the democratic price index rose faster than the conventional one in 
2022–23, because the essential items that weigh most heavily on poorer 
households were precisely those whose prices rose fastest. Measured 
democratically, real incomes fell by around half a per cent a year from 
2017 to 2023–24, against the  conventional estimate that was close to flat
—a divergence the headline numbers largely obscured. The democratic 
measure also has the advantage of being easy to explain, and is more 
likely to resonate with the public: skipping over technical jargon, people 
only need to be told that it gives equal importance to every household's 
experience. 

Please follow this link to read more about the research. 

https://kclpure.kcl.ac.uk/portal/en/publications/a-democratic-measure-of-household-income-growth-theory-and-applic/
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Dr Maria Cotofan (King's College London) 
Measuring Labour Market Inequality Beyond Wages

Labour-market inequality is conventionally measured through wages 
alone, yet a job consists of more than just pay: non-monetary 
characteristics—autonomy, security, flexibility, workplace relationships 
and a sense of meaning—are also highly valued by workers. Maria 
Cotofan showed that once these non-pecuniary attributes are factored 
in, labour-market inequality is in fact a third larger than inequality in 
wages alone. The method compares how life satisfaction varies across 
occupations once pay is held constant, calculating, for each occupation, 
a money value for its non-monetary aspects, which is then added to 
wages to form a measure of "full earnings". Wages and conditions are 
found to move together: better-paid jobs also tend to offer better 
conditions. The pattern is consistent across occupations—customer 
service, administrative, sales and elementary roles combine low pay 
with poor conditions, while management, health and education-related 
professions combine high pay with better ones. Gender and 
ethnic-minority gaps are also wider than previously thought, in both the 
UK and US labour markets; indeed, the gender gap is roughly a third 
larger once conditions are taken into account. This measure also reveals 
that the returns to education are understated by earnings alone, even 
though better conditions are more unequally shared among graduates.

Please follow this link to read more about the research

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/ecca.12516
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Dr Peter Levell (Institute for Fiscal Studies)
Small Area Consumption Estimates Combining Survey and Financial 
Footprints Data

Peter Levell showed that measures of income and consumption tell 
materially different stories, and that the familiar assumption of a 
uniformly prosperous London set against "left-behind" regions does not 
survive empirical analysis: disadvantage is frequently very local. 
Consumption is treated as a better gauge of wellbeing than income, 
since it reflects the longer-run resources a household can draw on; yet 
the surveys that measure consumption do not provide reliable figures at 
the local-level. Peter’s work addresses that gap by combining a 
household budget survey with a much larger labour-market survey and 
an area-level measure of "financial footprints"—bank-account outflows 
and domestic energy use. Because consumption can be defined in more 
than one way, three measures are produced—excluding housing, 
including housing, and including housing but adjusted for local housing 
costs—each reflecting different assumptions about local 
(dis)advantages. The resulting picture reorders the map of prosperity: 
on the housing-adjusted measure, London falls slightly below the national 
average despite standing some forty per cent above it on income.

Please follow this link to read more about the research. 

https://ifs.org.uk/sites/default/files/2026-06/WP202625-Small-area-comsumption-estimates-combining-survey-and-financial-footprints-data.pdf
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Implications 
for policy
In discussion with the audience, the panel suggested that policymakers 
must invest in and improve data on wellbeing, which remains far less 
developed and less emphasised than conventional economic statistics. 
Such measures must be adjusted for inequality and carefully articulated 
to allow for easy interpretation by the wider public. Policy should be 
grounded in evidence on what actually affects wellbeing, rather than in 
what people assume to be the most important issues, and this evidence 
should be paired with cost-benefit analysis so that resources flow to 
where they do the most good. Data on wellbeing has the power to 
challenge convenient narratives, since broad generalisations based on 
conventional metrics can mask real hardship within apparently 
prosperous areas.

The panel also addressed the proposition that emphasising present 
wellbeing might weaken the case for investment and the deferral of 
gratification on which a productive economy depends. Their response 
was that a wellbeing framework accounts for the entire future stream of 
wellbeing rather than the present alone, and so inherently values 
investment in health, education and human capital—the very investment 
that conventional appraisal arguably undervalues. The researchers 
cautioned against relying on large dashboards of indicators, which invite 
selective use and provide no coherent means of aggregation. In doing 
so, they underlined an important question for future work: designing a 
coherent way of aggregating wellbeing measures into a common 
standard, without which the trade-offs that government must make 
become impossible to weigh.
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Further
information
The Centre for British Democracy at King’s College London focuses on 
democracy in the United Kingdom its broadest sense, examining its 
drivers, complexities, and far-reaching implications. Our mission is 
two-fold. First, to deepen our understanding of democratic change in the 
UK and beyond. Second, to bridge the gap between academic research 
and real-world policy.

The centre’s policy briefs and event reports translate academic 
research into policy insights and recommendations aimed to inform 
policy making and public discourse

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/research/centre-for-british-democracy
https://www.linkedin.com/company/king-s-centre-for-british-democracy
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