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Foreword
How’s Life? is part of the OECD Better Life Initiative, which aims to promote “Better Policies for Better Lives”, in line with the OECD’s overarching mission. It is a statistical report released every two years that documents a wide range of well-being outcomes, and how they vary over time, between population groups, and across countries. This assessment is based on a multi-dimensional framework covering 11 dimensions of current well-being, and four different types of resources that help to support well-being over time. Each issue also includes special chapters that provide an in‐depth look at specific aspects of well-being. The 2017 edition features a focus on inequalities in well-being, migrants’ experiences of well-being, and the role of governance in well-being.
The report was prepared by the Household Statistics and Progress Measurement Division of the OECD Statistics Directorate, with contributions from the Reform of the Public Sector Division in the Public Governance Directorate (Chapter 4).Lead authors for each of the chapters were: Carrie Exton (Chapter 1); Carlotta Balestra (Chapter 2); Kate Scrivens and David Marguerit (Chapter 3); Santiago Gonzalez (Chapter 4); and Joshua Monje-Jelfs and Elena Tosetto (Chapter 5). Elena Tosetto was also the lead author for both online annexes. Carrie Exton led the project, which was supervised by Romina Boarini, Marco Mira d’Ercole, and Martine Durand. Lara Fleischer and Giampaolo Bonomi are gratefully acknowledged for their contributions to the analyses that appear in the report and in the media notes. Martine Zaïda is the communications coordinator for How’s Life?, and has provided essential support throughout.
We are grateful to many colleagues around the OECD for their help, comments and insights, either on draft text, or on specific queries. The list includes, but is not limited to: Rolf Alter, Anil Alpman, Yves Breem, Francesca Borgonovi, Marie-Clémence Canaud, Orsetta Causa, Jean-Christophe Dumont, Michael Förster and the Income Distribution team, Mikkel Hermansen, Chris James, Gaetan Lafortune, Zsuzsanna Lonti, Edwin Lau, Luiz de Mello, Fabrice Murtin, Matthew de Queljoe, Jennifer Ribarsky, Nicolas Ruiz, SoniaPrimot, Miguel Cardenas Rodriguez, Sarah Sentier, Markus Schwabe, CécileThoreau, Bettina Wistrom, and Isabelle Ynesta. The in-house publications and production team consisted of Cicely Dupont-Nivore, Vincent Finat-Duclos, Audrey Garrigoux, Kate Lancaster, Julia Stockdale-Otarola, while Patrick Hamm provided editorial advice and guidance. Virginie Elgrably assisted in formatting the text. All are very gratefully acknowledged for their work and support.
Finally, the report has benefited from helpful comments on early drafts provided by national delegates to the OECD Committee on Statistics and Statistical Policy, and the OECD Public Governance Committee (Chapter 4). Chapter 3 was also presented to the OECD Working Party on Migration. Their contributions and advice are also kindly acknowledged.

Editorial: Achieving Well-Being for All
Well-being cannot prosper in divided societies. Nearly ten years since the start of the global financial crisis, the world economy is regaining momentum. Yet the crisis has left behind scars of uncertainty about the future, and after a period of widening income inequalities, there is a sense of deepening divisions in several OECD countries. In particular, there is concern that the economic shifts in the last 30-40 years have left too many people behind. With the crisis as its backdrop, the “beyond GDP” movement has drawn attention to the limits of macroeconomic statistics in describing what matters most to the quality of people’s lives. This has encouraged us to ask both who and what aspects of life are missing from the traditional indicators that policy-makers most often use to guide their decisions. The OECD well-being framework and the statistics we have been compiling since 2011 offer a unique way to approach these issues directly, injecting some hard-won evidence into the heated debate on inclusiveness.
As economies gain strength, well-being needs reinforcement
After a turbulent decade in many OECD countries, is life today any better than it was in 2005, well before the crisis began? The picture is not all doom-and-gloom. Most OECD countries now have higher average household incomes, higher annual earnings, and a longer life expectancy than in 2005. In around half of all OECD countries, the employment rate has risen since 2005; the incidence of long working hours has fallen; more people say they feel safe when walking alone at night; and there are fewer homicides. Yet in some of these outcomes, progress has often been slow, unsteady or unevenly distributed. In addition, several other elements of people’s well-being have been left behind: voter turnout, long-term unemployment and housing affordability have each worsened in around half of all OECD countries since 2005, while labour-market insecurity is higher in four-fifths. Feelings of life satisfaction and social support have also fallen in at least one-quarter of OECD countries. So as economies begin to regain their momentum after the crisis, there are many people who are not yet feeling the benefits, in several aspects of their lives.
We need to look at inequalities beyond income
The OECD average is often a poor guide to understanding the well-being of individual people and that of their families and communities – particularly when gains and losses in well-being are unequally shared, both within and across countries. The special focus on inequalities in this edition sheds light on who is getting left behind. While much of the recent debate on inequality has centred on income, Chapter 2 reveals a large number of dividing lines across many aspects of people’s well-being, and among many groups of people – including between men and women, young and old, and people with different levels of education. Countries with comparatively small gaps between people by some measures (such as the gap between men and women, or the size of income inequalities) can have much larger inequalities in other respects (such as the gap between young and old, or the size of health disparities). This emphasises the need to consider inequalities from more than one angle, and in more than one outcome. Chapter 3 expands the analysis of inequalities further, by exploring the well-being experiences of migrants in OECD countries. When compared to the native-born, they face a number of disadvantages, ranging from lower quality jobs, to greater exposure to air and noise pollution where they live. Migration also takes a toll on emotional well-being: in over two-thirds of European OECD countries, migrants report lower life satisfaction than natives, and are more likely to feel downhearted or depressed.
Barriers to social mobility today may widen well-being gaps tomorrow
Inequalities in outcomes are of greatest concern when they reflect and translate into inequalities of opportunity. Several forces are putting the brakes on social mobility in OECD countries. They start early, with children from income-poor families being much more likely to fall into poverty later in life. They are then compounded by patterns of family formation, since – while opposites attract – like still marries like: more than one-third of wage earners live with partners in the same earnings quintile. In addition, patterns of inheritance reinforce existing divides: while around 10% of households in the lower wealth quintile receive inheritances or gifts, more than half of those in the upper quintile do. Meanwhile, not everyone has an equal chance to make the most of their skills in today’s labour markets. For example, migrants with a higher education are more likely to be overqualified for their jobs, when compared to the native-born. And despite being more educated than the generations that preceded them, younger adults face particularly large gaps on jobs outcomes, relative to older adults.
Putting the “public” back into public institutions
Divided societies create problems for democracy and social trust. Many people living in OECD countries feel distant from the public institutions that serve them. On average, only 33% of people feel that they have a say in what the government does, and in more than half of OECD countries people’s trust in government has fallen since 2005. Although survey respondents in European countries say they are generally happy about the fairness of elections, they are much less satisfied with policy actions to reduce inequalities. Data on the occupational background of parliamentarians in 11 countries also suggests they are not “representative” of the people they serve – instead they are much more likely to have had a professional or senior management career. At the same time, citizens are less civically engaged: voter turnout is falling, and some of the groups least well-represented in public life (the young, people with lower income, and those with less education) are both among the least likely to vote, and the least likely to feel they have a say in policy decisions. This implies that governments increasingly risk “ruling in the void”. We need to find new ways to engage citizens, particularly those most on the margins, in order to restore trust and prevent these divides from widening further.
Bridging the gap between better data and better lives
In focusing on who and what has been left behind, it is important not to lose sight of what lies ahead. Six years since the OECD launched the Better Life Initiative, good progress has been made in expanding the well-being evidence base, giving us a better handle on what is needed to make lives better. At the same time, there is much unfinished business. There are large gaps in our knowledge of change over time, and in particular of whether well-being divisions in society are growing wider. So well-being statistics need continuous investment. But beyond this, there is an urgent need to bridge the gap between better data and better lives. This means greater commitment from decision-makers to use the data that we already have. This is not simply a question of statistics: it means linking numbers to real-world impact and experience, and developing policies that can bridge well-being divides. Indeed, the question now is not just: how big are the gaps? – but rather, how can we design policies that will close the gaps that matter most, and deliver well-being for all.
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Executive summary
How’s life in 2017?
What makes for a good life? While the richness of human experience cannot be captured in numbers alone, it is important that the statistics shaping public policy reflect both people’s material living conditions, and the quality of their lives. This includes how life is changing over time, how lives differ across different population groups, and whether today’s well-being is achieved at the cost of depleting resources for the future. This fourth edition of How’s Life? aims to meet this need, providing a picture of people’s well-being in OECD and partner countries.
 Life is better for some, but several aspects of well-being are lagging behind
The financial crisis had a deep and long-lasting impact on people’s lives, and particularly their jobs. Looking at change in well-being since 2005, Chapter 1 shows that people are better off in some ways, but progress since the crisis has been slow, and several aspects of well-being have fallen behind. Household income and average annual earnings have increased cumulatively by 8% and 7%, respectively since 2005 – yet this is roughly half the growth rate recorded between 1995 and 2005. The share of people living without access to basic sanitation (already low in most OECD countries) has fallen by just over one-third, and more people say they feel safe when walking alone at night. And, although it stalled in 2015, OECD average life expectancy has gone up by nearly two years overall.
Despite these gains, other aspects of well-being have failed to keep pace. In around half of all OECD countries, long-term unemployment remains higher than in 2005, and labour market insecurity is around one-third higher than when first measured, in 2007. Compared to the pre-crisis years, voter turnout has fallen, the OECD average life satisfaction has decreased slightly, and the share of people who feel supported by friends and family has fallen by 3 percentage points. The picture remains mixed for the resources that sustain well-being over time. Here again, progress in some indicators (e.g. falling per capita greenhouse gas emissions, a reduction in smoking, greater investment in R&D, and higher produced economic assets) is offset by worsening conditions in others (e.g. rising household debt in a majority of countries, falling financial net worth of government, increasing obesity, and falling trust in government). 
The many faces of inequality
Inequalities can touch every aspect of people’s lives. Chapter 2 considers inequalities in well-being through several different lenses: from gaps between the top and bottom of the distribution, through to differences in well-being according to gender, age, and education. It shows that while some societies are more equal than others, there are pockets of both high and low inequality in all OECD countries. Inequalities also interact, compounding disadvantage. For example, people in the top 20% income bracket are twice as likely as those in the bottom 20% to report high life satisfaction. And people with high life satisfaction are four times more likely to report being in good health when compared to those with low life satisfaction. Many people in OECD countries lack the wealth buffer they need to protect themselves from income shocks. If they had to forgo three months’ of their income, more than one-third of people would fall into poverty, based on evidence from 25 OECD countries. 
Migrants face multiple challenges to their well-being
On average, 13% of the population in OECD countries were born abroad. Migrants are a diverse group, both across and within OECD countries: from highly skilled professionals seeking new opportunities, to people escaping war and destitution. Chapter 3 shows that life in their new homes can raise many challenges for migrants’ well-being. The median income of migrants is 25% lower than that of the native-born, and median net wealth is 50% lower. Although migrants’ chances of having a job are similar to those of the native-born, they are more likely to work antisocial hours, to be employed in low-paid jobs, and to be exposed to risky or harmful working conditions. In several cases, migrants are also unable to make the most of the skills that they bring with them: almost 30% of migrants with a tertiary degree are overqualified for their jobs, compared to 20% of the native-born. In addition to poorer working conditions, migrants also face poorer living conditions: 1 in 4 migrants report being exposed to air and noise pollution in the area where they live, compared to 1 in 5 of their native-born peers; and 41% of migrants live in sub-standard or overcrowded housing, compared to 27% of the native-born. Migrants also report worse health, lower social support, and lower subjective well-being than the native-born in most OECD countries assessed. However, there is much progress to be made on the measurement of migrants’ well-being, particularly since household surveys often struggle to reach the most vulnerable groups. 
A gap between public institutions and the people they serve
The steady decline in voter turnout among OECD countries has been a concern for many years. Chapter 4 shows other ways in which people feel distant from the public institutions that serve them. More than half of OECD residents consider corruption to be widespread in their government. Trust in public institutions has fallen since 2005, and only 33% of people feel they have a say in what the government does. The distance grows larger for those who are most under-represented in public life: people without an upper secondary education are less likely to feel that they have a say in policy decisions, compared to those with a tertiary education. Self-reported voter turnout is 13 percentage points lower for people in the bottom 20% income bracket, compared to those in the top 20% bracket. Europeans are generally satisfied with how elections are run, but much less so with policy actions to reduce inequalities. Satisfaction with public education and health services varies widely across countries, but tends to be higher among people who have used these services recently. This suggests that experience matters when it comes to shaping people’s perceptions.



Chapter 1. How’s Life in 2017?1


A key reason for measuring well-being is to understand whether, where and how life is getting better for people. This chapter provides an overview of OECD countries’ achievements across 11 dimensions of current well-being and four different “capital stocks” that help to sustain well-being over time. It features a diverse set of statistics, ranging from household wealth to time spent on leisure, and from air pollution to how safe people feel walking alone at night. Since the last 10 years have been a turbulent time in most OECD economies, the chapter has a particular focus on changes in people’s well-being. It seeks to address the simple question: is life today better or worse than it was in 2005, before the financial crisis took hold? The overview provided here is complemented by Chapter 2, which examines inequalities in current well-being outcomes, and Chapter 5, which provides profiles of each OECD country and 6 OECD partner countries.


Introduction: The OECD approach to measuring well-being

Many governments, charities and businesses make it their mission to improve people’s lives. But how can they know whether they are succeeding? The purpose of measuring well-being is to help understand whether life is getting better for people – so that, ultimately, we might better identify what drives positive and negative changes in people’s lives. Well-being is a concept that has gained increasing traction in the last 10 years, yet we still often hear that “well-being means different things to different people” – thus making it a very challenging target to assess. To have a meaningful impact, whether in public policy, business or the third sector, the concept of well-being must be made concrete and measurable. While there is now fairly widespread agreement that “better lives” means more than just higher Gross Domestic Product (GDP), how much more has remained a topic of fierce debate. How well-being outcomes are distributed in society is also a critical issue – since we need to know not just whether life is getting better on average, but also for whom.



Figure 1.1. The OECD well-being framework

[image: graphic]Source: OECD (2015), How’s Life? Measuring Well-Being, OECD Publishing, Paris, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/how_life-2015-en.



The OECD framework for measuring well-being (Figure 1.1) encompasses a range of different individual, household and societal-level outcomes, as well as the stocks of resources that are important for sustaining those outcomes over time. This framework was first presented in 2011, and has provided the backbone for all past editions of How’s Life? The framework does not specify the combination of outcomes necessary for achieving a “good life”, but instead focuses on some of the key ingredients that all people should have access to. It builds on a body of literature and a wide range of international examples, which together suggest an emerging consensus on several of the outcomes that contribute towards people’s well-being (Box 1.1). These include income, jobs, housing, health status, skills, the environment, governance and personal safety. The importance of more experiential elements of life, such as social connections, work-life balance and subjective well-being, is also increasingly recognised across these approaches.



Box 1.1. The OECD approach to measuring well-being

The OECD framework for measuring well-being was introduced in How’s Life? 2011. It builds on a variety of national and international initiatives for measuring the progress of societies, as well as on the recommendations of the Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi Report (2009) and the input provided by the National Statistical Offices (NSOs) represented in the OECD Committee on Statistics and Statistical Policy. Conceptually, the framework reflects elements of the capabilities approach (Sen, 1985; Alkire and Sarwar, 2009; Anand, Durand and Heckman, 2011), with many dimensions addressing the factors that can expand people’s choices and opportunities to live the lives that they value – including health, education and income (see OECD, 2013a).

This approach to measuring current well-being has several important features: 


	It puts people (individuals and households) at the centre of the assessment, focusing on their life circumstances and their experiences of well-being.


	It focuses on well-being outcomes – aspects of life that are directly and intrinsically important to people – rather than the inputs and outputs that might be used to deliver those outcomes. For example, in the education dimension, measures focus on the skills and competencies achieved, rather than on the money spent on schools or the number of teachers trained.


	It includes outcomes that are both objective (i.e. observable by a third party) and intrinsically subjective (i.e. those where only the person concerned can report on their inner feelings and states), recognising that objective evidence about people’s life circumstances can be usefully complemented by information about how people experience their lives.


	It considers the distribution of well-being outcomes across the population as an important feature shaping the well-being of societies, including disparities associated with age, gender, education and income. This is because national averages disguise a great deal of variation in people’s experiences within countries – and it is important to understand whether life is getting better, not just on average, but across all groups in society.




The OECD approach to assessing the resources for future well-being focuses on the broader natural, economic, human and social systems that embed and sustain individual well-being over time. These systems are underpinned by stocks of “capital” or resources. While the term “capital” is used to denote a store of future value, this value is not necessarily measured in monetary terms: in the majority of cases it is the physical stocks, rather than any monetary value attached to them, that are assessed in the illustrative indicator set shown in this report. Taking these stocks as the primary measurement focus is in line with the recommendations of the Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi Report (2009) as well as several other recent measurement initiatives, including the UNECE-Eurostat-OECD Task Force on Measuring Sustainable Development (United Nations, 2009), the UNU-IDHP and UNEP’s Inclusive Wealth Report (2012), the Conference of European Statisticians’ Recommendations on Measuring Sustainable Development (UNECE, 2014) and several country initiatives (e.g. FSO, 2015; Statistics New Zealand, 2011). A key feature in several of these frameworks is the distinction made between well-being “here and now” and the stocks of resources that can affect the well-being of future generations “later”. Several of these approaches go beyond simply measuring levels of stocks to consider how these are managed, maintained or threatened (see also Box 1.2).

Source: OECD (2015), How’s Life? Measuring Well-Being, OECD Publishing, Paris, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/how_life-2015-en.



Advances in measuring well-being have been closely intertwined with concepts of sustainable development. This was particularly the case in the focus of the “Rio+20” Conference on Sustainable Development on The Future We Want (UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2012). Flowing from Rio+20, in 2015 all UN member states adopted a set of universal Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). These goals put the concepts of well-being and sustainable development into practice through a series of internationally-agreed policy commitments. They set an ambitious agenda of 17 goals to be reached by the year 2030, backed by 169 targets and 232 indicators proposed by an Inter-Agency and Expert Group (UN Statistics Division, 2017). As described in the new OECD study, Measuring Distance to the SDG Targets (OECD, 2017a), there is a strong overlap between the SDGs and the OECD’s well-being framework. There are, however, also some differences in terms of both the intent and the measurement approach adopted (Box 1.2).

The data presented in How’s Life? 2017 offer an international perspective on well-being. As well as describing international trends and common experiences, they provide OECD and partner countries with insights about areas of comparative strength and weakness, relative to their peers. The requirement for internationally comparable data necessarily limits the indicators that can be used, and despite recent progress, important measurement gaps remain. However, the OECD’s work in this area seeks to complement both the more detailed information that countries collect on well-being at the national and subnational levels and the richer and more qualitative evidence available at a more grass-roots and community level.

This chapter of How’s Life? provides an overview of well-being in OECD countries, including what we know about whether life has been getting better since 2005. It summarises the latest data for current well-being, resources for future well-being, and changes over time in both. This is followed by a brief account of the statistical agenda ahead. The current chapter’s focus on average levels of well-being achieved across OECD countries is complemented by Chapter 2, which investigates well-being inequalities – i.e. the distribution of outcomes within OECD countries. Chapter 3 then explores the experiences of one important minority group in many OECD countries, by describing well-being outcomes for migrants. Chapter 4 examines issues of governance and well-being, focusing in particular on people’s experiences of and interactions with public institutions. The fifth and final chapter presents a series of well-being profiles for each OECD country, as well as three countries on the accession track to join the OECD (Colombia, Costa Rica and Lithuania) and three partner countries featured in the OECD’s Better Life Index (Brazil, the Russian Federation and South Africa).2 Focusing on average levels of achievement for each country, the profiles summarise comparative strengths and weaknesses in current well-being and resources for future well-being, as well as how these have changed since 2005.



Box 1.2. The OECD well-being framework and the UN Sustainable Development Goals

The OECD well-being framework is an analytic and diagnostic tool to assess the conditions of people and communities, whereas the 2030 Agenda is a list of policy commitments agreed by world leaders. Nonetheless, the 2030 Agenda touches on practically all the dimensions considered in the OECD well-being framework. As shown by Figure 1.2 below:


	Eight of the 17 SDGs map onto 9 of the 11 dimensions of the OECD framework for current well-being. In most cases, the mapping is one-to-one – e.g. SDG 3 on health maps to the OECD dimensions of “health status”. Sometimes, however, more than one SDG is relevant for a single OECD well-being dimension – e.g. various aspects of SDGs 1 and 2, on poverty and food respectively, map to the OECD dimension of “income and wealth”. In other cases, a single SDG maps to several OECD dimensions – e.g. the decent work aspects of SDG 8 map to two OECD dimensions, “jobs and earnings” and “work-life balance”.


	Three of the 17 SDGs relate strongly to the cross-cutting “inequality” aspect of the OECD well-being framework. The relation is direct in the case of SDG 10 on reducing inequalities. But SDG 1 on poverty also addresses inequality, especially through its target to raise the income of the bottom 40%, while SDG 5 on gender equality concerns the inequalities experienced by a specific population group. More generally, the SDGs’ emphasis on “leaving no one behind” underscores the importance of looking at outcomes across a range of population characteristics such as age, gender, disability and socio-economic status.


	The four types of “capital stocks” that provide resources for future well-being in the OECD framework are clearly reflected in 11 of the 17 SDGs. Natural capital features in SDGs 12 on sustainable production, 13 on climate, 14 on oceans and 15 on biodiversity. Economic capital is recognised in SDGs 7 on energy, 8 on decent work and the economy and 9 on infrastructure. Human capital is the focus of SDGs 3 on health and 4 on education, while social capital is addressed by SDG 16 on institutions. In some cases, the same SDG may be relevant for both current well-being and sustainability: for example, SDG 3 on health aims at lowering mortality and morbidity now, while supporting vaccine development for the future.




Only two dimensions of the OECD’s current well-being framework are not featured in the SDGs: “social connections” and “subjective well-being” (although “promoting well-being for all” is part of SDG 3 on health). Conversely, two aspects of the 2030 Agenda do not feature in the OECD well-being framework. The first is SDG 17 (means of implementation); this reflects the choice in How’s Life? to focus on universally-valued outcomes, rather than on the country-specific policies needed to attain them. The second is the 2030 Agenda’s focus on the “shared responsibility” of all countries in delivering global public goods and avoiding negative global impacts. Conceptually, this is a key element of resources for future well-being (OECD, 2015a; OECD, 2013a) yet the focus of How’s Life? to date has been on the conditions prevailing in each OECD country, rather than on the interrelationships among countries and their well-being achievements. The renewed attention given to global public goods in the 2030 Agenda, and on domestic policies and consumption patterns that can affect them, is a welcome feature, giving expression to the “elsewhere” dimension stressed in the recommendations by the Conference of European Statisticians’ Recommendations on Measuring Sustainable Development (UNECE, 2014).



Figure 1.2. Comparison of the OECD well-being framework and the 2030 Agenda

[image: graphic]Source: OECD (2017a), Measuring Distance to the SDG Targets: An Assessment of Where OECD Countries Stand, OECD Publishing, Paris, www.oecd.org/std/measuring-distance-to-the-sdgs-targets.htm.





Current well-being: How’s Life in 2017?

According to the latest available data, the average OECD resident3 has a net adjusted disposable income of just under 31 000 USD, lives in a household with an average net wealth of just over 330 000 USD, and (if aged between 15 and 64) has a 67% chance of having a job. Those who are employed collect, on average, gross annual earnings of around 44 000 USD. Over one-third of OECD workers experience “job strain” – where work demands (e.g. physical demands, work intensity, inflexibility of working hours) exceed the job resources available to them (e.g. task discretion and autonomy, training and learning opportunities, and opportunities for career advancement). In 2016, 2% of the OECD labour force had been unemployed for a year or more. The average OECD home has 1.8 rooms per person, but 2.1% of people live in dwellings that lack basic sanitary facilities (access to an indoor flushing toilet for the sole use of their household). On average, OECD households spend 19% of their disposable income on housing rent and maintenance, excluding the interest and principal repayment on their mortgages.

One in every 8 employees in the OECD regularly works 50 hours or more per week, and the average time devoted to leisure and personal care (including sleep) for full-time employees is just under 15 hours per day. In terms of health status, the average new-born in OECD countries can now expect to live until they are just over 80 years old, but only 69% of people report feeling in good health. Nearly three-quarters of people have attained at least an upper secondary education. When it comes to social support, almost 89% of people report having a friend or relative whom they can count on for help in case of need. While two-thirds of registered voters cast a ballot in their most recent national elections, only one-third of OECD residents feel that they have a say in what the government does in their country. People living in OECD countries are, on average, exposed to outdoor air pollution by fine particulate matter (PM2.5) at a level that is around 40% higher than the WHO recommended threshold of 10 micrograms per cubic metre. Around 80% of OECD residents are satisfied with the quality of their local water supply. The homicide rate is currently 3.6 per 100 000 people in the OECD on average, and just over two-thirds of people report that they feel safe when walking alone at night in the area where they live. Finally, when asked to rate their satisfaction with life on a 0 to 10 scale, the average OECD resident gives a response of 7.3.

Yet, as this volume shows, there are wide variations in people’s experiences of well-being, both within OECD countries (Chapter 2) and between them (Chapter 5). For ease of presentation in the analysis that follows, the headline indicator set for current well-being is divided into the “material conditions” and “quality-of-life” domains shown in Figure 1.1. Tables 1.1and 1.2 summarise countries’ comparative strengths and weaknesses, based on a simple ranking of whether the country falls within the top (1), middle (2) or bottom (3) third of the OECD.4 For partner countries (shown in Tables 1.4and 1.5), the “OECD-equivalent” rank is shown – i.e. their level of achievement is benchmarked against the top, middle and bottom third of OECD countries. Thus, a (1) indicates that the partner country has a level of achievement that is on a par with the top third of all OECD countries, a (2) indicates achievement on a par with the middle third of all OECD countries, and a (3) indicates achievement on a par with the bottom third of all OECD countries.

When it comes to current levels of material conditions (Table 1.1), some OECD countries do better than others, but few countries perform universally well (or badly) across all 10 indicators. Canada, Norway and the United States have comparative strengths in at least four-fifths of the indicators covering income and wealth, jobs and earnings, and housing. In addition, while they do have some areas of mid-ranging...
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