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PART 1:
What do we mean by well-being? 
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3Inspiration John O’Neill 2006, sunshine diagram from Lina Brand Correa

Well-being

Hedonic
Pleasure principle
Epicurus

Eudaimonic
Flourishing
Aristotle

Universal human needs

Maslow, Max-Neef, Doyal & Gough.

Culturally-specific satisfiers.

Capabilities
Human development
Amartya Sen, Martha Nussbaum
Opportunities and freedom.
Functioning within society.

Preference satisfaction

Bentham. Neoclassical economics.

Utility function maximising through 
consumption of goods & services.

Happiness 

Kahneman, Layard

Subjective psychological 
assessment.



Preference satisfaction:
Infinite wants & desires

• “Living standards” approach, ownership or 
access to goods and services.

• Measure good life by what one owns or consumes

• Individual preferences expressed through 
consumption choices in a market

• Higher income = higher satisfaction, more = better

• Origin in neoclassical economics, utility 
maximisation, justifies GDP per capita as 
measure of welfare.

• Objective: can measure consumption level 
and choices.
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Universal Human Needs
Max-Neef: satisfiers as intermediates between needs 
and material goods (=environmental impacts)

Wants
(also 

needs)

DIRECT RELATION

Material 
goods & 
services

Conventional economics:

Needs
(universal)

Material 
goods & 
services

SatisfiersSatisfiers
Satisfiers
being, doing, 

having, 
interacting

Human-Scale Development

Indirect relation: 
Enables  decoupling 5



Eudamonic social 
approach: 
Doyal & Gough

6Gough 2015



PART 2:
Analysing the resource requirements of 
human well-being
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Society

Economy
Community
Healthcare
Distribution
Education

Politics 

TechnologyImpacts

Demands Fulfil

Participate

Conceptual model



Change in key international variables 
during 50 year study period

Variable Units 1961 2011

Population billion 2.55 5.86

Life expectancy years 54.0 70.2

Carbon emissions t CO2/cap 1.89 4.02

Income MER $/cap 4,131 13,063 

Income PPP $/cap 3,792 12,938 

Food supply kCal/cap/day 2,301 2,870 
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Data sample with 96 countries, covering over 80% of population and 75% emissions



Functional Dynamic Decomposition
(Inspired from Preston 1974 )

Question: how much gain in well-being can be attributed to growth 
in resource use drivers? 
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Driver:
Resource useD driver

D 

D =  D driver  + other? 

Time 1

Time 2 Can be done if international 
trends are known: 

Driver Change
(no change in trend)

Functional Change
(no change in stuff)
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Towards a research agenda: 
resource use <-> human needs

1. Consider both technical and socio-economic aspects of supply 
chains or provisioning systems;

2. Focus on decoupling referring to system (semi) constants: 

a. Intermediate needs of Doyal & Gough for human needs;

b. Physical services provided, rather than Joules/tonnes.
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Schematic idea
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Adequate food 
and water

Appropriate 
health care

Non-hazardous 
environment

Basic education

Physical security

Economic 
security 

…

Intermediate 
Needs

Physical health

Autonomy

Basic human 
needs

Physical 
provisioning

Infrastructure

Energy services

Nutrition

…

Social 
provisioning

Distribution

Welfare systems

…

Steinberger, Lamb & Brand-Correa in preparation



PART 3:
Through the looking glass: 
the built environment from a 
human needs perspective
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Dual role of built environment in 
determining physical provision
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BUILT 
ENVIRON-

MENT

Impacts

Demands

Demand for 
goods & services

Influences
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Wiedenhofer et al 2015



Built-environment 
from well-being lens

 Could enable decoupling of well-being  from unsustainable 
resource use

 But often locks-in excessive consumption, makes environmental 

impact invisible (Marx, metabolic rift in industrial societies)

Should analyse built environment & infrastructure options: 

 What future levels (maintenance & use) of natural resources do they do 
they commit us to? 

 Do they enable people to function well without requiring huge amounts of 
unsustainable resource use? Example of efficient buildings, diverse, 
compact city neighbourhoods, good public transit options, “healthy” areas

 Or do they encourage or enforce high resource use for basic social 
functioning? Example of private transport, long distances in USA.
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Thank you for your attention!

Questions for discussion:

Do we need new scrutiny of built-environment decision-making 
from well-being perspective? Investment, political and financial 
actors, industries involved …

What kinds of planning processes exist that can be modified to 
integrate well-being priorities?

How do we challenge built environment types which demand or 
encourage excessive consumption? 

More than just a technological or design lens … political and 
economic implications are enormous (on both sides). 
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Extra slides … 
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Dynamics of decoupling

Change in relationship over time (Steinberger & Roberts 2010). 
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Energy or Carbon/cap 

International trend =/= deterministic development pathway.

Relation between well-being and energy/carbon itself changes.

Well-being, 
Life expectancy



Steinberger & Roberts 2010 (data update)

How much energy is required to live a long (enough) life?



Max-Neef human-scale development

Needs:

BEING

(personal or 

collective 

attributes)

HAVING 

(institutions, 

norms, tools)

DOING 

(personal or 

collective 

action)

INTERACTING

(spaces or 

atmospheres)

Subsistence

Protection

Affection

Understanding

Participation

Idleness

Creation

Identity

Freedom

Not the only type

of need satisfier!
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