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What Works Centre for Wellbeing

An independent 
collaborative organisation 
set up to bring together 
and share robust, 
accessible and useful
evidence about wellbeing



Our recent research covers…

• Activities: music & singing; sport & dance; 
visual arts for wellbeing

• Effects of community infrastructure on 
community wellbeing (places and spaces)

• What do we mean by loneliness, and what 
works to reduce loneliness?

• What drives wellbeing inequalities in a 
place?

• Cost effectiveness analysis and methods



1.

What is 

wellbeing?



What is wellbeing?

Wellbeing is ‘how we’re doing’

• how we feel in ourselves and how we 
experience life as a whole

• how external conditions affect our lives 
and how we function in our communities

• it’s different for different people



Personal and subjective

• it’s about feeling confident, satisfied, 
safe and supported

• whether our lives have meaning and 
purpose

We can’t always tell from the outside how 
someone is feeling about these things

So it should be measured using both
objective and subjective measures
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What matters for 

wellbeing?



including personality traits and other 
individual differences which are both 
hereditary and environmental 

Personal 
characteristics 

including emotional health, family 
conditions & schooling affect us 
throughout our lives

Childhood 
experiences



mental and physical health, disability 
and resilience to changes in health

Health
including how well we are managing 
with our money, as well as debt or 
uncertainty

Financial security



Local area deprivation, access to 
services, demographics, as well safety
and opportunities 

Where we live
employment (especially good work), how 
we use our leisure time - including 
volunteering

What we do



the ability to influence the things that 
matter to us

Autonomy, participation 
and control

how we feel about our neighbours and our 
place in our communities, and whether we 
feel that we fit in

Community and 
belonging



Pleasure and purpose

Pleasure
• good feelings
• positive experiences
• ‘savouring the moment’
• conscious awareness of 

experience

Purpose
• meaning
• contribution & role identity
• ‘the things I do are worthwhile’



• Having a partner is the third biggest predictor of wellbeing (it’s as 
good for you as being made unemployed is bad for you)

• Social support is a big factor in explaining the variation in 
wellbeing between countries

• Social relationships and networks protect communities from the 
effects of shocks. 

• Relationships are complex: people who feel less belonging to their 
neighbourhood are more likely to be lonely

Key ingredient: 
relationships



• Trust in the people around us affects how we feel about ourselves 
and our place in our community

• Trust in government and institutions explains variations in 
wellbeing between countries

• It affects how we behave and who we listen to

• Living in a high-trust environment makes people more resilient to 
adversity (including effects of discrimination, ill-health or 
unemployment 

• It helps those with low wellbeing most

Key ingredient: 
trust



Wellbeing changes over life

ONS data

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/articles/measuringnationalwellbeing/atwhatageispersonalwellbeingthehighest
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Note that this is not a meta-analysis, but rather a selection of independent variables from selected studies.
Greater +ve and -ve effect demonstrate where selected studies have shown a greater than +/- 5% link with overall wellbeing. 
Smaller +ve and -ve effect shows a 1-5% link with overall wellbeing
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What matters more?



Who has the lowest wellbeing?

People with the poorest personal wellbeing are most likely to 
have at least one of the following characteristics or 
circumstances:

• self-report very bad or bad health
• be economically inactive with long-term illness or disability
• be middle-aged
• be single, separated, widowed or divorced
• be renters
• have no or basic education

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/articles/understan
dingwellbeinginequalitieswhohasthepoorestpersonalwellbeing/2018-07-11

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/articles/understandingwellbeinginequalitieswhohasthepoorestpersonalwellbeing/2018-07-11


What matters in communities?



Two key elements



3.

Evidence:

Places, spaces and 

people





Improve social relations by:

• Creating good neighbourhood design and maintenance of 
physical spaces such as good meeting places, public parks and 
other spaces, public seating, and local amenities.

• Increasing the number of local events such as car boot sales, 
markets, and street parties.

• Creating ways for local people to share information such as 
notice boards or email groups.

• Providing greater opportunities for residents to influence 
decisions affecting their neighbourhoods and encouraging 
engagement.

But:

• It’s not easy to improve neighbourliness through large-scale 
policies. Better to encourage local understanding and action.

Gap: how does community infrastructure fit?

Key findings from 
scoping review of 
interventions 
that affect social 
relations (2017)

We sifted 

through 

11,257 

studies

and 34 

were 

included



Key findings from 
systematic review of 
community infrastructure 
interventions (2018)



Case study: Street Games and Doorstep Sports Clubs

• StreetGames is a charity making sport more widely available for 
disadvantaged young people

• Doorstep Sports Clubs are fun, accessible and affordable

• The programme is supported by Sport England and Communities 
First, and over 90,000 young people aged 14-25 have been involved

• Compared with national data for 16-19 year olds, participants 
scored significantly higher than average for life satisfaction, 
happiness, and feeling the things they do are worthwhile

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/case-study/case-study-streetgames-and-
doorstep-sports-clubs/

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/case-study/case-study-streetgames-and-doorstep-sports-clubs/


Teenagers are concerned for their wellbeing and 
aware of the value of activity to good health:

“You feel more energetic, ‘cos when you just sit you 
just become lazy”

“It makes you feel good after you’ve done it”

“Sports can make you a more confident person”

“It clears your mind, takes your mind off things”

https://network.streetgames.org/sites/default/files/DS
C-Lessons-A4-Full-Report-web-version_0.pdf

https://network.streetgames.org/sites/default/files/DSC-Lessons-A4-Full-Report-web-version_0.pdf


Case study: Access to green space

• Sheffield Environmental Movement works with people from 
Black, Asian, Minority Ethnic & Refugee communities to help 
them access the natural environment to promote their health 
and wellbeing

• SEM undertook baseline surveys with this group and found that 
99% had never been to the wider countryside; 88% did not 
know how to get to these spaces; and 90% of those in older age 
groups were fearful of venturing to unknown places

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/case-study/sheffield-environmental-movement-access-to-green-
space-inequality-and-measuring-wellbeing/

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/case-study/sheffield-environmental-movement-access-to-green-space-inequality-and-measuring-wellbeing/


“I took the 218 bus this 
morning that goes to 

Glossop. Lots of people were 
going for a walk in the 

country- you could tell by 
their dress- but there were 

no black people.” 

[SEM representative]



“Our members are interested in 
environmental issues of all 

kinds…activities will help our 
women to [not be in] distress when 
they go outdoors as many of them 

are carers and some too have 
language barriers.”

[ROSHNI – Asian Women’s 
Resource Centre]



4.

Measuring your impact 

on wellbeing



Online toolkit 
for wellbeing 
evaluation

whatworkswellbeing.org/measure



Who is it for?

• work for a small or medium-
sized charity / social enterprise

• want to understand if and how 
your activities affect wellbeing

• are responsible for reporting, 
evaluation or impact

• have not measured wellbeing 
very much or at all yet and need 
some guidance on how to get 
started.



ONS National Well-being Framework

41 indicators – 4 subjective measures
Quarterly reports of national wellbeing of adults 

Focus on those with low wellbeing



Subjective wellbeing questions
not at all completely

Q1 How satisfied are you with your life nowadays? 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Q2 How happy did you feel yesterday? 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Q3
To what extent do you feel the things you do in life are 
worthwhile?

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Q4 How anxious did you feel yesterday? 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Q1 - Measures overall evaluative perspective
Q2 - Measures positive feelings and experiences (affect)
Q3 - Measures purpose and functioning (eudemonia)
Q4 - Measures negative feelings and experiences 



Other useful measures

Can be benchmarked 

against national data using 

the Community Life Survey 

(DCMS)



How to measure loneliness

• Downloadable introductory guide on measuring 
loneliness

• Features the national loneliness measures developed 
by ONS and The Children’s Society

• Advice for charities and social enterprises on 
understanding, measuring and interpreting their 
impact on loneliness in adults and children

• Puts loneliness measures in context of wider 
wellbeing evaluation

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/loneliness/

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/loneliness/


Focus on: National Loneliness Measures



https://www.thrivingplacesindex.org/

https://www.thrivingplacesindex.org/


https://www.thrivingplacesindex.org/

https://www.thrivingplacesindex.org/


https://www.thrivingplacesindex.org/

https://www.thrivingplacesindex.org/




https://www.happinesspulse.org/

https://www.happinesspulse.org/


Questions?



Thank you
ingrid@whatworkswellbeing.org

joanne.smithson@whatworkswellbeing.org

whatworkswellbeing.org

@WhatWorksWB



• What data/evidence are we already collecting that 
could be used to understand wellbeing?

• Which social, economic or environmental areas 
could we act on together to improve wellbeing?

• How could we support/catalyse people and 
communities to create improved conditions for 
promoting wellbeing?



2020, 
legacy, 

and 
beyond



Thank you for joining 
us today

Please enjoy lunch!


