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Gross domestic product (GDP) – based on the value of goods and services produced 
and consumed within national boundaries, savings and investments made within 
those same boundaries, government expenditure, tax revenues and net exports 
made over a period of time – has long been accepted as the global gauge for the 
economic and, increasingly, the social progress of a nation. While the word ‘progress’ 
is laden with meaning and has philosophically challenging connotations (Lange, 
2011), by ‘progress’, we refer to the pursuit of integrated economic, social and 
environmental betterment for people and the planet today and in the future. 
However, GDP has played a limited role in accounting for developments that have 
generated new economies and – as a gauge for progress – has not evolved in line with 
environmental imperatives, technological advances, or socially redefined forms of value 
such as well-being and inclusion. The world has evolved, and even if GDP is positively 
correlated with many aspects of societal progress and development, the way we 
measure progress will need to evolve.

In 2008, then French president Nicolas Sarkozy called leading economists to create 
a commission, later named the Commission on the Measurement of Economic 
Performance and Social Progress (CMEPSP), to study whether GDP was a reliable 
indicator of socio-economic progress (Stiglitz et al., 2009). The seminal Stiglitz–Sen–
Fitoussi report was published in 2009 as a result. This report was pivotal because it 
concluded that while ‘statistical indicators are important for designing and assessing 
policies aiming at advancing the progress of society … what we measure affects what 
we do; and if our measurements are flawed, decisions may be distorted. … It has long 
been clear that GDP is an inadequate metric to gauge well-being over time particularly 
in its economic, environmental, and social dimensions, some aspects of which are often 
referred to as sustainability’ (Stiglitz et al., 2009: 7–8).

Following the Stiglitz–Sen–Fitoussi report, in 2013 the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) set up the High-Level Expert Group (HLEG) 
on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress, co-chaired by 
Joseph E. Stiglitz, Jean-Paul Fitoussi and Martine Durand (Nobel laureates and leading 
economists on the topic of going beyond GDP). Then, in 2018, the HLEG published 
Beyond GDP: Measuring What Counts for Economic and Social Performance (OECD, 
2018a) and For Good Measure: Advancing Research on Well-Being Metrics Beyond 
GDP (OECD, 2018b), which stated that the 169 targets established and agreed as part 
of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were too many and recommended that 
countries should choose a set that aligned with their priorities (OECD, 2018b).  
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In 2021, the UN Secretary-General’s report Our Common Agenda made a call to 
reimagine measurements of progress and socio-economic performance, as GDP 
does not fully account for the human and environmental harm of some business 
activities. The report also argued that we should seek measures that matter to 
people and the planet and that complement GDP as part of a reimagined social 
contract (United Nations, 2021).

These efforts simultaneously continue to pave the way for and shape an ongoing 
intellectual debate and conversation calling for a collective effort to develop ideas 
around a new metric of national progress that would capture more dimensions than 
those encompassed by GDP. Some cities, US states, countries and regions have 
implemented or started to consider more inclusive measures of economic growth. 
For example, Australia (SGS Economics and Planning, n.d.), Bhutan (World Bank, 
2023a), institutions in the European Union (EU) (European Parliament, 2016), 
the Netherlands (Boelhouwer, 2023), the Canadian city of Vancouver (Vancouver 
Economic Commission, n.d.) and the US state of Vermont (Ceroni, 2014) have 
developed or adopted frameworks and indicators capturing elements such as 
anxiety levels, education, employment, health, life satisfaction, liveability, noise 
pollution, non-renewable energy resource depletion, poverty, research and 
innovation, safety, sustainability, volunteering and general well-being to gauge 
progress beyond GDP.

THE FUTURE OF PROGRESSINTRODUCTION
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In addition to regional, country and city-level efforts, there are several global indices 
that attempt to look at progress beyond just economic growth – i.e. beyond GDP. 
They include the World Bank’s Global Database of Shared Prosperity (World Bank, 
2023b) and the United Nations Environment Programme’s (UNEP) Inclusive Wealth 
Index (UNEP, 2018), which focus on inclusive wealth. Other examples include the United 
Nations’ SDG Tracker (Our World in Data, 2023) and SDG Index (Sachs et al., 2023b), 
which track countries’ progress towards the SDGs. Based on research frameworks, 
the Wellbeing Economy Alliance (https://weall.org), Earth4All (https://earth4all.life) 
and the Doughnut Economics Action Lab (https://doughnuteconomics.org) 
represent a more significant shift towards a transition to fully fledged well-being 
economies. The Wellbeing Economy Alliance is pursuing a shift towards an equitable 
future that considers poverty, empowerment, inequality, food and energy for 
well-being; by Earth4All acknowledges the planet’s finite resources; and doughnut 
economics concentrates on the boundaries around life’s basic needs and the planet’s 
ecological limits.

Despite these efforts, a multitude of approaches and methodologies, numerous 
calls for advancement, and more than a decade of serious consideration by the 
academic, government and civil society communities, GDP continues to be 
the reference for global and national socio-economic progress and a key part 
of the international finance and trade system. Additionally, efforts – with some 
exceptions – have thus far remained complementary to GDP and none have been 
scaled globally. Some experts believed that it is only a matter of time before any of the 
current indices or approaches is scaled globally as an alternative to GDP; however, 
this view was not unanimous. What we have identified is that while there are several 
challenges that act as barriers to the transition beyond GDP, the lack of scalability 
largely results from the difficulty of developing a suitable set of standard metrics or a 
single metric. These metrics or metric would integrate all relevant dimensions across 
contexts and remits; distinguish between nation, city, community, neighbourhood 
and individual levels; enable global comparability (OECD, 2018b); and remain relevant 
and adaptable to technological advances over time. Some have argued that the 
ongoing shift to increase reporting on environmental and social metrics – for example, 
through the introduction of environmental, social and governance (ESG) approaches 
– will advance the conversation; however, ESG has largely been driven by the capital 
markets, is not inclusive of all sectors and domains, and still requires more accurate 
and robust disclosure (Pérez et al., 2022).
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As the world evolves towards a future that is even more complex and varied (DFF, 
2022), a new or evolved measure (or measures) of progress is needed – one that 
provides a clear view of how economies are truly doing and that encompasses 
people and planet. Often referred to as going ‘beyond GDP’, this is not a trivial 
challenge, particularly when dealing with interdisciplinary domains, multiple 
philosophical perspectives, and interacting elements of people and planet, most 
importantly because it requires a transformative mindset shift from the approach that 
has been used for nearly eight decades, since the Bretton Woods Agreement in 1944 
(Allin et al., 2022).

Futures studies are designed to support decision-making in the face of uncertainty 
(Bibri, 2018). Backcasting is a form of foresight that is used when dealing with complex 
phenomena with inherent uncertainty and ambiguity – such as the transition beyond 
GDP – and that may require a shift from existing dominant narratives (Quist and Vergragt, 
2006) towards a preferred future (Hines et al., 2019). Backcasting is the opposite of 
forecasting and, together with the development of scenarios, provides ‘pathways 
for governments or enterprises in the early stage of their policy-making or strategic 
decision-making process’ (Kishita et al., 2023).

We define the global transition to ‘beyond GDP’ as the shift from GDP as the 
sole standard for determining national progress and development. This report 
is a summary of the research carried out, including a review of journal articles, 
organisational publications and thought pieces published since 2012; core articles 
central to understanding the history and emerging global narrative on moving beyond 
GDP; a global benchmarking exercise including various worldwide indices and 
approaches adopted by cities and countries; and discussions with 29 global experts. 
The goal was to answer three questions:

 – Why beyond GDP?

 – Where are we today on practically moving beyond GDP?

 – What are the barriers to scalability and how might we overcome them?

THE FUTURE OF PROGRESSINTRODUCTION
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GDP is considered one of the most significant innovations of the 20th century 
(Landefeld, 2012). It is a number that provides insight into the aggregate economy at the 
global and national levels (OECD, 2018a). Just a brief look at international media depicts 
that GDP is a matter of global attention and both people and governments use GDP 
as a measuring stick for the economy and the future. It regularly features in the media 
around the world in articles that provide forecasts about economic growth indicating, 
for example, that a given country’s GDP growth will accelerate, decelerate or stay at 
a certain level. It also features in news articles that report on the largest or smallest 
economies by GDP. Some press releases comment on how much a sector, activity, debt 
or stock market has contributed or will contribute to GDP. Some news stories announce 
new or reviewed credit ratings that are linked to GDP, and others, provide deep dives 
into the causes or impacts of GDP growth or contraction, including relating to inflation, 
currency shifts, consumer sentiment and spending, unemployment, trade, interest, 
commodity prices, government spending and much more.

A BRIEF 
SUMMARY 
OF GDP
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GDP uses the System of National Accounts (SNA) to calculate the total value1 of 
all finished goods and services produced within a nation’s borders during a specific 
period of time (Oulton, 2018). In the SNA, the total value is the gross value added to 
an economy by income and final expenditure including the production of goods and 
services, consumer and government spending, internal and foreign direct investments, 
net exports, and taxes (World Bank, 2008). As defined by the UN Statistics Division, 
the SNA is an internationally agreed set of standards, procedures, measures 
and accounting rules that statisticians, economists and financial analysts use to 
comprehensively measure economic activity in a given country (UNSD, n.d.-a). While 
the SNA includes the statistics needed for GDP, this is not the SNA’s only purpose 
(World Bank, 2008). When reported as gross national income, GDP includes overseas 
residents’ incomes and excludes non-residents’ domestic incomes (UNSD, n.d.-b). 
When converted into GDP per capita, GDP is meant to tell us whether an individual 
in a country is better or worse off in a specified period of time compared to another 
period of time (Callen, n.d.).

GDP is typically reported on quarterly and/or annually (World Bank, n.d.-b) even 
though the underlying metrics and indicators – if available – may be monitored and 
reported at different frequencies (Callen, n.d.). This is dependent on technological, 
logistical and resource capacities to monitor, capture and consolidate data (Callen, 
n.d.), as well as decisions – if data is available – made to overcome challenges related 
to valuation or pricing (Callen, n.d.). It is worth noting that the OECD and G20 countries 
have attempted weekly tracking of GDP in real time via Google Trends as a proxy 
(Woloszko, 2020); however, while these efforts continue, no new data has been 
published since April 2023 (OECD, n.d.-a).

1 The SNA provides three approaches: by production, by income and by expenditure.
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GDP was presented to the US Congress after the Great Depression (Dickinson, 2011) 
and adopted at the Bretton Woods Conference in 1944,2 near the end of the Second 
World War (Vanham, 2021). It took another nine years, until 1953 (UNSD, n.d.-c), for 
GDP to be operationalised through the SNA with guidance sufficient to enable national 
accounting and statistical organisations to understand and apply the guidelines in 
a comparable manner (Oulton, 2018). Since then, countries around the world have 
adopted the SNA and GDP to measure economic activity and participate in the global 
economic and financial system. The elements within the SNA are structured so that 
countries can skip them if they are not relevant, given countries’ varied levels of 
economic development (IMF, 2009).

The SNA, and by extension GDP, affects various aspects within the global and 
national economic and financial systems; its greatest impact is on decision-making 
(World Bank, 2008). Monetary, fiscal, trade, tax and regulatory policies are guided by 
GDP, and GDP is frequently used to allocate funds and make budgeting and business 
decisions (Stobierski, 2021). Considered an objective measure of the economy 
(Landefeld et al., 2020), decisions linked to GDP affect communities, businesses, 
charities and governments at the national, regional and global levels.

Based on neoclassical economics (Brand-Correa et al., 2022), central banks and 
governments track GDP to assess the status of their economies and make informed 
policy decisions to ensure that their economies continue to be healthy. If economic 
growth appears to be weaker than expected, central banks typically consider 
‘loosening’ monetary policy – for example, by lowering interest rates with the aim of 
stimulating economic growth and employment (Reserve Bank of Australia, n.d.). On 
the other hand, if economic growth appears to be stronger than expected, central 
banks consider ‘tightening’ monetary policy – for example, by raising interest rates 
in order to dampen economic activity and soften inflation (Reserve Bank of Australia, 
n.d.). In terms of fiscal policy, national governments may consider increasing spending 
or reducing taxes (Reserve Bank of Australia, n.d.). Should GDP growth seem to be 
weakening or strengthening more than expected, policy-makers will also look at the 
various components of GDP to identify why this may be (Claessens and Kose, n.d.).

2 It is worth noting that after the Bretton Woods Agreement there were the Jamaica Accords (1976), in which 
the par value or fixed exchange rate system ended. This followed the United States’ decision in 1971 to drop 
the convertibility of US dollars into gold; it took until 1976 for a new way forward to be agreed (de Vries, 1976; 
Halm, 1977).
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Neoclassical economics on the principle of continued economic growth where trade-
offs are inevitable (Brand-Correa et al., 2022). Nevertheless, GDP growth has been 
seen to positively impact societal quality of life and life expectancy (IMF, 2020), 
particularly in high-income countries (Brand-Correa et al., 2022). 

Figure 1

GDP, economic growth and indicators 
of monetary policy (simplified)

Source: Reserve Bank of Australia, n.d.
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Yet, governments also track other key indicators besides GDP before making key 
monetary and fiscal policy decisions. For example, the European System of Central 
Banks monitors a wider set of economic indicators including real GDP growth,3 wages, 
prices, balance of payments and currency exchange rates (European Central Bank, 
2004). Similarly, in the United States, the private, non-profit National Bureau of 
Economic Research monitors and reports on a comprehensive set of measures over and 
above GDP (www.nber.org) – including employment, income, sales and production – to 
analyse trends in national economic activity (White House, 2022a). These measures 
function as an extended set of ‘satellite accounts’ that are not reported or included in 
GDP updates but are looked at by policy-makers in the United States (BEA, n.d.).

Among others, both the World Bank (n.d.-b) and the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) (2022) notably monitor GDP to gauge global financial stability and 
volatility and to forecast the probability of future recessions through past trends in 
GDP. They also use GDP and related measures to aid decision-making on access to 
financing (Wolverson, 2013). In a similar manner, development banks provide financial 
aid to countries to promote economic growth, which often depends on the underlying 
quality of the country’s institutions, such as the rule of law and the existence of a good 
policy environment (Burnside and Dollar, 2004), although this relationship has been 
challenged in the past (Easterly et al., 2004).

When it comes to indices, when GDP is examined from a per capita perspective, in 
many (but not all) countries it positively correlates with non-economic global data, such 
as the United Nations’ Human Development Index (Islam, 1995), the World Happiness 
Ranking (WHR, 2022), measures of life satisfaction (Bertolucci, 2018) and measures 
of employment (International Labour Organization, n.d.). GDP is also included in both 
Goal 8 and Goal 12 of the SDGs (Alexander et al., 2018) and GDP per capita is positively 
correlated with SDG-related spending (Kharas and McArthur, 2019) and green growth 
(Tawiah et al., 2021).

3 Real GDP is GDP adjusted for inflation.
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Based on research conducted and discussions with global experts, GDP has 
served its purpose for decades. It is a universal and transparent measure of economic 
development based on a solid statistical system. It indicates the general health and 
size of an economy, provides a clear methodology, limits subjectivity, allows for cross-
country comparisons and (as mentioned above) has been seen to positively correlate 
with productivity, happiness and living standards.
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THE CHALLENGE  
WITH GDP

For many, there is no need to go beyond GDP: GDP is already very powerful as it 
is included in the indices we consider when designing policies and in itself informs 
national policies related to the economy, development, healthcare, spending and other 
important areas of global concern. Moreover, even if well-being were used to gauge the 
economy, GDP would still be important (Bannister and Mourmouras, 2018) as income, 
production and consumption – parts of GDP – positively contribute to welfare (IMF, 
2020). Measures of well-being would still need to include GDP in some way, taking into 
account factors such as the quality of the environment, levels of crime, the availability of 
essential social services (UNESCWA, n.d.) and the ability to access necessities such as 
food, housing, transportation and medicine (Hulten and Nakamura, 2022).

However, there are several aspects that make the case for moving beyond GDP 
universally relevant, irrespective of nations’ stages of economic development. As 
noted as early as 1977 (Department of Economic and Social Affairs Statistical Office, 
1977), GDP is based on a static and linear view of the world with an outdated baseline 
of analysis relating to some underlying measures captured within the SNA. GDP is 
also based on the past and is not inclusive of a nation’s future as seen through the 
availability (or stock) of human, social and natural capital resources, which may be 
consumed at rates beyond sustainable limits.

Notably, and even though it was not designed to do so, a key critique of GDP is that it 
does not capture social progress or human well-being (Kapoor and Debroy, 2019). 
GDP overlooks social costs, environmental effects and disparities in income (Costanza 
et al., 2014). GDP also does not fully capture the means for social progress (UNEP, 
2022). Yet, over time, GDP – especially when reported per capita – has come to be 
perceived as a measure of well-being, despite the fact that it is calculated as the mean 
of an aggregate and an underlying distribution that masks potential inequalities (Stiglitz 
et al., 2009). GDP highlights the economic dimension more than the individual well-
being or welfare dimension (Hulten and Nakamura, 2022).

Additionally, and contrary to what is often assumed, GDP’s comparative power 
across countries is limited, particularly at the sector and industry levels (Sen, Fitoussi 
and Stiglitz, 2009). It also varies with the reference years used (Silungwe, 2020) and 
is significantly impacted by rebasing (Bittencourt, 2021; Ohuocha, 2014). For example, 
while GDP was effective at demonstrating the tangible productivity of the 20th century, 
economies in the 21st century have become increasingly intangible, with growing digital 
components (Hulten and Nakamura, 2022).  

THE FUTURE OF PROGRESSThE CASE FOR ‘BEyOND GDP’
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Notions of investment returns and labour are changing (Hulten and Nakamura, 2022) 
– for example, productivity levels are now much more affected by skill level than by 
company size, but GDP uses the latter as it is part of the SNA (Stiglitz, 2011). GDP gives 
limited consideration to key inputs, such as higher education spending, investment in 
research and development (Landefeld et al., 2020) or sale of intermediate goods and 
used goods (Masterson, 2022).

From another perspective, GDP is non-exhaustive: it overlooks the full 
range of productive activities that have no monetary value, such as volunteer work 
and other activities that are not directly measurable or difficult to assign a monetary 
value (IMF, 2009). Neither does it consider all non-monetary externalities (unintended 
implications of activities), such as health consequences, traffic and social impacts 
more generally, or factors such as ecological stability and the sustainability of food 
systems (Wolverson, 2013). Similarly, GDP excludes sustainability related elements 
that do not have a market value such as natural capital and other secondary impacts 
(both positive and negative) such as avoided emissions of greenhouse gases, and air 
and water pollution (UNEP, 2022). Even when proxies are used, they are often outdated 
(Wealth Accounting and the Valuation of Ecosystem Services, 2012), as is the case with 
social capital (Osberg and Sharpe, 2001). For example, GDP has historically improved 
employment rates, incomes and productivity, and prevented or resolved many 
social conflicts (Landefeld et al., 2020); however, today GDP is exacerbating unequal 
distribution in some locations and, ironically, leading to another set of social problems 
including poor mental and physical health and drug abuse (Costanza et al., 2014).

GDP growth since the Second World War has brought higher standards of living 
in parallel to ushering in the golden age of capitalism (Smith et al., 2022), but, more 
broadly, while GDP tells us about economic flows and financial capital in a given 
country over a period of time, it does not fully convey information about the 
human and natural assets that bring about those flows or the impacts of those 
economic activities on the future of the assets (Smith et al., 2022). This is a 
concern given that those very assets are the key to future prosperity and sustainable 
development (World Bank, 2021). Increased output today may, for example, come at the 
cost of environmental damage tomorrow (Callen, n.d.), with limited consideration for the 
long-term effects and consequences of actions (World Bank, 2021).
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Excludes new value forms and economic streams, misses balance 
between aggregate and local economic drivers

GDP growth has not always led to greater prosperity, with much 
politics associated with it

Natural, human and capital assets (in some contexts) are degrading 
at rates not sustainable for the future

GDP ignores secondary impacts – both positive and negative – 
well-being and non-monetary contributions that may be critical 
to national growth

Gap between data collection, analysis and technological progress 
and capability 

Static and linear view of the world, excluding inequality and 
financial stability

The Problem with GDP and Drivers of ‘Beyond GDP’

•

•

•

•

•

•

There is a call to move beyond GDP (Think20, 2022a) with an approach that provides 
guidance on more sustainable policy decisions and ways of overcoming conceptual 
shortcomings or issues with weighting and aggregation. The calls are even louder 
after the onset of recent global crises such as the 2008 financial crisis, the COVID-19 
pandemic, the Ukraine–Russia war, and the energy (IEA, 2023) and food (World Bank, 
2023c) crises. Given the perception that such events are opportunities to build back 
better in a world seemingly in a state of permanent crisis (Zuleeg et al., 2021), there is 
often an expectation to make post-crisis improvements more permanent.

Rising healthcare costs, concerns about the impact of advancing technologies on 
economies, slow growth in middle-class incomes, rising inequality, the need for 
sustainable economic growth, the depletion of natural resources, trade deficits, 
and worries about the future of employment and income (Landefeld et al., 2020) 
all make the case for going beyond GDP even greater.
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There are several terms associated with the ‘beyond GDP’ discourse, including 
but not limited to ‘sustainable growth’, the ‘circular economy’, ‘inclusive growth’, 
‘sustainable prosperity’, ‘beyond national accounts’, ‘de-growth’, ‘ecological 
economics’, ‘well-being economics’, ‘beyond statistics’, ‘post-growth’ and ‘green 
growth’. There are also numerous global indices and frameworks that have been 
developed to gauge progress beyond economic growth at both national and city levels.

THE FUTURE OF PROGRESS
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GLOBAL INDICES

Several international indices and frameworks have been developed to capture progress 
beyond economic growth. We reviewed 12 widely recognised indices and frameworks, 
some of which directly or indirectly include GDP, such as the Human Development 
Index (HDI), the Global Competitiveness Index (GCI) and happiness rankings in the 
World Happiness Report (WHR, 2022). Some of the indices share several common 
dimensions, although some are more comprehensive than others; others have a narrow 
focus, or are not applicable or practical for all countries.

From an environmental or natural resource perspective, the most developed statistical 
standard that links environmental inputs and outputs to economic activity and that is 
aligned with the SNA is the System of Environmental Economic Accounting (SEEA). The 
SEEA was developed by the United Nations in partnership with the European Commission, 
the IMF and the OECD (https://seea.un.org). Building on this, the UNEP introduced the 
Inclusive Wealth Index (IWI), in which natural, human and produced capital are adjusted 
for carbon damage and financial gains from oil to assess economic sustainability and 
contribution to well-being (UNEP, 2022). Covering 140 countries and published every two 
years,4 the IWI accounts for natural capital assets through weighted price estimates of 
associated benefits and risks, referred to as shadow prices, to address challenges related 
to the absence of relevant market pricing (Yamaguchi and Managi, 2019).

Focusing on well-being rather than on the environment and developed by the 
United Nations, the HDI, which captures data from 191 countries, measures human 
development based on progress in three areas: health, education and standard of living 
(UNDP, n.d.). The OECD has a well-being framework (OECD, n.d.-b) that is designed to 
measure well-being and social progress by accounting for people’s and households’ 
living conditions. It also has a related index (the Better Life Index) that covers citizens’ 
well-being (www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org). With an online dashboard of the underlying 
data (OECD.Stat, 2023), this related framework and index chart whether life is getting 
better for people in 37 OECD and 4 partner countries through indicators covering 
11 topics relating to current well-being outcomes, inequality and resources likely to 
positively affect future well-being.

An annual measure capturing progress in 168 countries, the Social Progress Index 
(www.socialprogress.org) displays a country’s performance by integrating metrics 

4 Skipped in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
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relating to human needs, well-being and social opportunities, including social 
and environmental indicators. It aims to create a clear picture of what actual life 
outcomes are in various areas, from shelter and nutrition to rights and education. 
Also covering well-being, albeit subjectively, the WHR – based on data from the Gallup 
World Poll – ranks 146 countries based on respondents’ self-rating of life satisfaction 
(https://worldhappiness.report), according to the Cantril scale’s life-evaluation  
question (Gallup, n.d.).

Beyond natural capital and well-being, there are indices that capture other relevant 
elements beyond GDP. The Global Innovation Index, conducted annually by the World 
Intellectual Property Organization, ranks 132 countries based on their capacity for 
and success in innovation. It evaluates the rate of technological advancement and 
adoption, and the overall innovation ecosystem (www.globalinnovationindex.org).

The IMD World Digital Competitiveness ranking is conducted annually and assesses 
64 countries on their adoption of digital technologies. The ranking is focused on the 
transformation of government practices, business models and society (IMD, n.d.). 
The World Bank’s Human Capital Index visualises the capital losses of low health and 
education and their impact on the productivity of the next generation. It is updated 
annually for 157 countries (World Bank, 2019). Paused in 2020 and not released in either 
2021 or 2022, the GCI annually assesses the long-term prosperity of 141 countries. 
Through the evaluation of 12 pillars based on data from the World Economic Forum, a 
further index, the GCI aims to prompt policy-makers to look beyond short-term growth 
towards long-term prosperity (World Economic Forum, 2020). Lastly, the SDG Index, 
developed by the United Nations and the University of Cambridge, is reported annually. 
It covers 163 countries and assesses a country’s performance against the SDGs as a 
proxy for progress beyond GDP (Sachs et al., 2023a).

Through our research analysis and expert discussions, we identified data quality, 
weighting, methodology, transparency and coverage as gaps in some indices and 
rankings. In some cases, reports have not been published since 2020. The closest 
global alternatives to GDP are the HDI, IWI, and the WHR. However, as uncovered in 
our discussion with experts, the IWI is perceived as being complex and subjective, the 
HDI is sometimes criticised for not adequately capturing all inequalities and having 
inconsistent data frequency for key dimensions and the WHR aggregates happiness 
data, prioritising individual perspectives with an emphasis on the present.
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Some gaps in existing global indices

Incomprehensive

Some indices, frameworks or approaches do not 
consider factors such as inequality, poverty or 
gender disparities and do not cover dimensions 
such as the environment in a holistic way.

Ambiguity

In some cases, qualitative data are based 
on subjective views and unclear bases of 
measurement, particularly when it comes  
to social science phenomena (e.g. what counts  
as ‘decent’? How is poverty or inequality 
defined or measured?).

Equivalence

Some dimensions are treated equally with  
the same weights when they may not always  
be equally valuable.

Loss of detail

Results may remain unpublished or may be 
presented as rankings or aggregate values 
rather than specific scores.

Bias

In some cases, quantitative measures focus on 
factors and dimensions that are more common 
in developed economies and potentially not 
applicable to or challenging to capture in 
developing countries.

Inconsistency

Different methods of measurement may 
be used for the same indicators across 
datasets, geographies and (in some instances) 
time periods.

Reduction

The need to increase comparability across 
countries has led to the adoption of reductive 
indicators as proxies for some factors and 
dimensions or the aggregation of scores to 
attain a single number, diluting the depth 
of the analysis.

Subjectivity

The weights applied to some dimensions and 
elements might be influenced by the publisher 
of the index or ranking.

Rigidity

There may be a lack of adaptability and flexibility 
in the data proxies adopted, limiting the 
possibility of factoring in the local context.

Validity

Some survey-based indices use small – and 
not necessarily representative – samples of 
respondents, which challenges the statistical  
validity of the results.

Unavailability

Gaps in data availability have led to a reliance  
on extrapolated values.
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CITY-LEVEL INDICES

Although the primary focus of our research is GDP (a national metric) and going 
beyond GDP, it is valuable to explore city-level indices that also seek to capture 
progress beyond economic growth. We reviewed nine widely recognised indices 
and frameworks.5 More than three-quarters include indicators related to the natural 
environment and sustainability; more than half cover health, education and skills; 
and more than half also cover culture, entertainment and mobility. For example, 
UN Habitat’s Global Urban Competitiveness Report measures the economic and 
sustainable competitiveness of cities globally, looking at economic, environmental 
and cultural interactions; liveability; research and development; and accessibility 
(Pengfei et al., 2021).

Similarly, IMD’s Smart City Index assesses residents’ perceptions of cities’ abilities 
to apply technology to enhance the benefits and diminish the shortcomings of 
urbanisation (IMD, 2023). With an additional focus on the future, the Kearney Global 
Cities Index tracks how cities grow and plan for their future status as global hubs along 
five dimensions with different weights: business activity (30%), human capital (30%), 
information exchange (15%), cultural experience (15%) and political engagement (10%) 
(Kearney, 2022).

Likewise, the Arcadis Sustainable Cities Index assesses the degree to which a city 
is sustainable, including in the areas of education, tourism and ease of doing business 
(Arcadis, 2022). The Global Power City Index assesses and ranks the world’s leading 
cities according to their ability to attract people, capital and businesses (Mori 
Memorial Foundation, 2022). Focusing on quality of living, the Global Liveability 
Index evaluates which cities around the world offer the best and the worst living 
environments (EIU, 2023). While it is meant to inform multinational corporations on how 
to compensate expatriate employees, Mercer’s Quality of Living City Ranking evaluates 
living conditions based on various factors that affect quality of life (Mercer, 2019). 
The Numbeo Safety Index assesses cities’ level of perceived safety, gathering data 
through an online survey (Numbeo, 2023).

Exploring these indices provides insights into the diverse approaches that have 
been adopted to gauge progress beyond economic growth and warrant consideration 
in future discussions about moving beyond GDP.

5 The Arcadis Sustainable Cities Index, the EIU’s Global Liveability Index, the Global Power City Index, the Global 
Urban Competitiveness Report, the IESE Cities in Motion Index, the IMD Smart City Index, the Kearney Global 
Cities Index, the Mercer Quality of Living City Ranking and the Numbeo Safety Index by City.

THE FUTURE OF PROGRESS‘BEyOND GDP’ TODAy

25



26

RECENT AND  
UPCOMING DEVELOPMENTS

6 We reviewed Australia, Belgium, Bhutan, Canada, China, Ecuador, Finland, France, Germany, Iceland, Italy, 
the Netherlands, New Zealand, Scotland, Sweden, the United Arab Emirates and the United Kingdom.

Countries globally have been adopting measures complementary to GDP.6 
These approaches vary in terms of metrics, operationalisation, reporting and 
governance. Some countries – as in the case of the United States – have cities, counties 
or states that have adopted more than one approach. Across countries globally, 11 
key themes were identified, each with its distinct set of metrics: children and young 
people; environment and sustainability; culture, recreation and leisure; economic life 
and prosperity; education, knowledge and creativity; well-being and material welfare; 
health; work and leisure activities; fair work and business; international engagement 
and reputation; and poverty.

Approaches to measuring progress beyond GDP at the regional, country and city levels 
have been widely documented in regional and country websites and publications. 
Consequently, in this report, we focus on the more recent advancements since 2021. 
Broadly, however, country-level approaches are diverse and some are more expansive 
than others. Some cover a set of dimensions that include market and non-market 
components while some focus only on one of these components. Some countries 
include societal priorities and consider final outcomes rather than intermediary 
outputs as measures of progress and/or include subjective metrics to capture how 
people feel about their lives. Some countries use surveys and some use interviews or 
other secondary sources of data to measure and report on progress. Some report on 
outcomes at the individual, household and community levels, and some emphasise 
sustainability for future generations. Some have adopted existing global indices, and 
some have retained the independence of dimensions and kept them separated in 
a dashboard or combined some.

Countries have adopted varied strategies to embed the results of their respective 
country-level frameworks on progress into government decision-making. For example, 
Finland and New Zealand have appointed entities with executive powers (i.e. ministers) 
to enact initiatives and regulations with a well-being lens. Wales has appointed 
a consultative commissioner who has influenced policy development.  
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Australia and Iceland have used insights from their measurement to actively 
influence their policy development and budgeting decisions. Canada and Scotland 
have appointed bodies to strengthen the role of well-being in their respective policy 
development processes. The United Arab Emirates (UAE) has established the 
National Wellbeing Council (www.hw.gov.ae) along with a National Wellbeing Strategy 
(MOCDUAE, 2023) that aligns the efforts of different government entities.

Since 2021, several high-profile initiatives have also been announced or 
launched, particularly since the United Nations published the report Our Common 
Agenda, which calls for the international community to look at ‘activities and outcomes 
that a society truly values and then use the data to better inform … policy and financial 
decisions’ (United Nations, 2023a, 13).

To support the European Commission and EU member states in moving beyond GDP, 
the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) released a statement 
on a decision made in March 2021 proposing a concise dashboard that would 
supplement GDP along with improvements to indicators that track climate change 
(Dandea, 2021). The EESC proposed 14 indicators, based on doughnut economics 
(https://doughnuteconomics.org), to inform decisions and policies related to the 
circular economy, addressing environmental sustainability, well-being and resilience 
(Dandea, 2021).

The EESC recommended that without dropping important commitments – such as the 
8th Environment Action Programme monitoring framework, the Social Scoreboard, the 
SDGs or the European Green Deal dashboard (Eurostat, n.d.) – by 2030 the EU member 
states should each have developed a dashboard selecting relevant UN or OECD 
indicators per their needs (Dandea, 2021). In response, in November 2021 at an EESC 
hearing, the ZOE Institute for Future-Fit Economies proposed an EU-wide dashboard 
with 30 indicators (Barth, 2021) that would shift the focus from economic growth to 
sustainability, well-being and resilience (Barth et al., 2021). Furthermore, the European 
Parliament held a ‘Beyond Growth’ conference in May 2023 with 20 members of the 
European Parliament; supporting research was presented highlighting the complexity 
of the topic and the absence of a one-size-fits-all response in moving beyond GDP 
(Jensen, 2023).
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In the United Kingdom, the Measuring National Well-Being initiative was launched 
in 2010 (ONS, 2023). Then, in May 2022, the United Kingdom introduced two new 
approaches designed to be inclusive measures of progress: gross inclusive income 
(GII), which reports on other income streams not included in the national accounts, 
and net inclusive income (NII), which adjusts GII by accounting for the depreciation of 
natural assets. The first official annual reports including GII and NII (for 2021 and 2022) 
are planned to be released in the first quarter of 2025 due to issues with the availability 
of relevant data (ONS, 2022). In May 2023, the Office of National Statistics released 
an initial set of metrics looking beyond GDP, integrating well-being alongside GDP 
(Stickland, 2023).

In 2022, Australia introduced a new set of indicators to track progress on prosperity 
and well-being with an emphasis on health, education and the environment. Referred 
to as the Measuring what Matters framework, it is Australia’s first national well-
being framework (Australian Government, 2023). Australia plans to publish an online 
dashboard, which is intended to be updated annually with what matters to Australians, 
and has announced plans to embed the framework into policy-making and other 
government decisions (Australian Government, 2023, n.d.).

Prime Minister Mia Mottley of Barbados held a high-level gathering in Bridgetown, 
Barbados, which led to the Bridgetown Initiative (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Foreign 
Trade, Barbados, 2022). The initiative is a call to come up with a way of meeting the 
immediate financial needs of the Global South and vulnerable countries in the face of 
ongoing and future crises. It also argues for the transformation of the financial system and 
efforts to address the urgent requirements of countries facing debt issues and liquidity 
difficulties. It further argues that training is needed to help countries achieve the SDGs as 
the international financial system is no longer fit for purpose (Prime Minister of Barbados, 
2022). With the aim of making international financial institutions more representative, 
equitable and inclusive, the initiative calls for a new international trade system that 
supports green growth. This system would either decouple the international financial 
system from developing economies (which commonly have to borrow at rates of up to 
14% and pay more than 20% of their revenue to service their debt) or align the financial 
system to the world today (Prime Minister of Barbados, 2022).
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Since the launch of the Bridgetown Initiative, progress has been achieved in various areas, 
notably through an agreement to set up a loss and damage fund during the 27th UN 
Climate Change Conference (COP27), held in December 2022 in Egypt (UNFCCC, 2022). 
The Paris Summit, held in June 2023, aimed to put in place agreements and mechanisms 
to enable vulnerable countries facing climate-related risks to access finance (Focus2030, 
2023). It also set the foundations for reforming the international finance infrastructure 
to address climate change, biodiversity and development challenges, particularly in the 
Global South (Heine, 2023), and for rethinking policies in favour of climate and the planet, 
digital technologies and women’s empowerment (Focus2030, 2023).

At the 2022 annual Group of Twenty (G20)7 summit in Indonesia, the Think20 research 
engagement group put forward five research-based policy recommendations. One 
of these was ‘making the economy more inclusive and people-centred’ (Think20, 
2022a). A key element of this recommendation was to move beyond GDP through the 
measurement of inclusive wealth and well-being using both the stock of assets and the 
value produced and consumed through those assets (Think20, 2022b). Another of the 
five recommendations was to form a working group that would agree on a concise set 
of relevant indicators that would be monitored alongside GDP for the G20 countries 
(Think20, 2022b).

The United States has since released the National Strategy to Develop Statistics 
for Environmental–Economic Decisions for public comment (White House, 2022b). 
This strategy lays out the country’s plan to officially measure natural capital and include 
it in its own SNA, using the SEEA as a basis, starting with pilot accounts in 2023 and 
with the trials continuing until 2036 (American Economic Association, 2023).  
Finally, a significant milestone was reached during COP28, held in December 2023 in 
Dubai, UAE,  addressing the $6 trillion climate financing gap in developing countries 
by 2030 (UNFCCC, 2023) enabling the aforementioned commitments to the loss and 
damage fund announced at COP27. Shortly after, the World Economic Forum published 
the ‘Future of Growth report’ in 2024 (WEF, 2024) along with the launch of the ‘Future 
of Growth Initiative’—a two-year project aimed at enabling global action— to identify 
alternative approaches to economic growth (WEF, 2024).

7 Made up of 19 countries and the EU.
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Future

8 Set up by the United Nations Statistical Commission and composed of five members: the European Commission, 
the International Monetary Fund, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, the United 
Nations and the World Bank.

9 The members hold posts for at least three years and have supported the ISWGNA on the SNA updates 
since 2002.

The Intersecretariat Working Group on National Accounts (ISWGNA)8 – set up by 
the United Nations Statistical Commission and composed of five members – and 
the Advisory Expert Group on National Accounts (AEG) – composed of 16 members9 
(UNSD, n.d.-d) – have been working together on an update to the 2008 SNA that is 
forecast to be released in 2025 (UNSD, n.d.-e). While there have been several updates 
to the SNA since its launch (Zwijnenburg and Rompaey, 2021), the limited available 
information on the 2025 update suggests that it is intended to align the SNA with the 
economic developments and realities of the 21st century, such as new economies 
and value chains, and the impacts of digitalisation and evolved globalisation (UNSD, 
n.d.-f). Whereas it will retain aspects that it is sometimes criticised for, such as 
alignment with the SEEA (Harper, 2022), it will also update key elements related to 
well-being, sustainability, insurance and pensions, the informal economy, Islamic 
finance, and new and evolved financial instruments such as ESG investing and climate 
finance (UNSD, n.d.-e). Together with the anticipated United Nations’ Summit of the 
Future, which calls on members states to consider metrics beyond GDP for progress 
(United Nations, n.d.), the SNA update represents a significant change directly relevant 
to the ongoing debate on transitioning beyond GDP.

Today’s approaches in looking at progress beyond GDP differ in terms of their 
dimensions and valuation methodologies, they also vary in the extent to which 
they include or exclude GDP, how prescriptive they are, the degree to which they 
have been implemented, how people and planet are integrated into their approach, 
and how they are embedded within existing governance, decision-making and 
institutional structures – if at all.

Despite many reports, papers, points of view, public discourses, indices, approaches, 
events, and calls to define and measure progress in moving beyond GDP, global 
advances on this topic have stalled. To the outside observer, GDP is simple and 
transparent, and appears to provide a global comparable standard; this should not be 
underestimated as it is a key strength of GDP. Going beyond GDP will be far more 
complicated than simply monitoring production and economic flows, complex 
interdependencies between people and planet. Core topics up for discussion 
include data quality, weighting, methodology, transparency and coverage.

‘BEyOND GDP’ TODAy
R

ec
en

t a
n

d
 U

p
co

m
in

g
 D

ev
el

o
p

m
en

ts
THE FUTURE OF PROGRESS



→ Despite efforts, there are 
non-trivial challenges that 
have slowed the transition 
beyond GDP

BARRIERS 
TO MOVING 
BEYOND GDP
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One of the questions we sought to answer 
as part of our research and discussions with 
global experts was: when it comes to moving 
beyond GDP for progress measurement, 
what are the barriers to scalability and how 
might we overcome them? In other words, why 
has moving beyond GDP – for decades – been 
slow and fragmented, and yet remained at the 
centre of global discussion and ongoing debate?

While we identified four key barriers, two of them 
are especially significant and part of the critical 
path in the transition beyond GDP. The first 
is the lack of agreement around the concept 
of progress and theoretical underpinnings of 
economic growth.10 The second is whether it 
would be best for new measures to complement, 
replace or extend/improve GDP. Two additional 
barriers encompass practical aspects of how, 
what and when dimensions are incorporated 
(including trade-offs, weights and pricing – 
where applicable), and different levels of buy-in 
concerning moving beyond GDP.

Besides Bhutan (www.gnhcentrebhutan.org), the 
global position has been that it is predominantly 
economic growth that leads to greater well-
being at a societal level. However, this has 
been brought into question with persistent 
inequalities, inconsistent climate action, and the 
financial and health crises of the 21st century 
(Jensen, 2023).

In parallel, other perspectives have emerged. 

10 Also referred to as the growth debate.
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BARRIER 1:  
THE ‘ONTOLOGY’ OF 
ECONOMIC GROWTH

For over 50 years, US economist Herman Daly championed the idea of the steady-state 
economy, arguing that a constant focus on economic growth is a losing battle within 
the confines of ecological boundaries (Marchese, 2022). Along similar lines, research 
by Earth4All indicates that after a certain point, GDP growth does not result in greater 
well-being and may continue to mask inequalities and hide critical environmental 
degradation (Dixson-Declève and McLead, 2023). Some advanced economies, 
particularly in the EU, have also been rethinking the definition of socio-economic 
progress means post-growth (Widuto et al., 2023): shifting focus from development 
and lifting individuals out of poverty in the post-Second World War era to a focus on 
well-being, equity, better government services, greater welfare and self-realisation 
(Hulten and Nakamura, 2022).

However, this debate is not occurring everywhere, particularly not in countries that 
have only just started capturing measures and proxies for GDP. Indeed, GDP remains 
a critical gateway to global economic participation and access to international growth 
finance leading to improved living standards, decreased poverty and increased tax 
revenues (Widuto et al., 2023). 

With countries at various levels of economic development, financial need and maturity, 
agreeing on one concept of growth is not a trivial matter (Jensen, 2023). If the answer 
is decided upon too hastily, there may be significant impacts and without agreement 
on this point, efforts to move beyond GDP will remain fragmented.
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BARRIER 2:  
THE ROLE OF GDP IN 
THE FUTURE BEYOND GDP

In looking at approaches from around the world that aim to measure progress beyond 
GDP, there are noticeable disparities on whether or not GDP should be part of that 
equation. The lack of global consensus on approaches may be due to the legacy of GDP 
as historically, advanced economies have viewed economic growth as essential for 
driving human and social development.

For example, the SNA has evolved to increasingly incorporate indicators linked 
to welfare, covering topics such as disposable household income and consumption 
per capita, and including balance sheets to assess wealth while maintaining GDP 
as a core aspect of the SNA; the 2025 update to the SNA will similarly be a crucial 
update in this respect (UNSD, n.d.-e). Looking to the future, the UN’s Our Common 
Agenda proposes the use of complementary measures to GDP (UN, 2021). However, 
if efforts to move beyond GDP are restricted to options that simply augment an existing 
system, many of the challenges posed by GDP, particularly on monetisation, would 
still be present.

THE FUTURE OF PROGRESSBARRIERS TO MOvING BEyOND GDP

34



35

Looking at other potential alternatives to GDP mentioned in the literature, global 
benchmarking, and expert discussions, the extent to which GDP is included in each is 
subject to both the research team and their underlying stance on economic growth. 
Posed alternatives can be grouped into four categories:

 – Index: An index is a number calculated 
from a weighted total or other 
combinations of underlying elements 
and factors deemed important to 
progress and may or may not include 
GDP. With comparability as a key 
objective, indicators and relative 
weighting criteria remain the same 
over time. Examples include the 
Better Life Index and the HDI.

 – Systems of money-denominated 
accounts: Another alternative 
consists of converting a set of well-
being components into a single 
(monetary) unit of measure. The 
Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI) is 
the closest to being an example of this 
alternative, although it is not devoid of 
GDP as it accounts for what benefits 
or harms well-being through personal 
consumption data while taking into 
account income distributions. The 
GPI is designed to evaluate the degree 
to which economic well-being is 
sustainable, rather than economic 
activity alone (Goossens et al., 2007).

 – Framework: An example of 
a framework for moving beyond GDP 
is found in New Zealand, where what 
is measured or tracked is embedded 
in government decision-making and 
used to reframe economic policies and 
budgetary priorities. Such an approach 
may or may not include GDP. 
 

 – Dashboard: In the context of 
moving beyond GDP, a dashboard is 
a disaggregated collection of indicators 
analysed in conjunction in order to 
extract a clearer picture of a country’s 
quality of life and socio-economic 
performance. The use of a dashboard is 
based on the idea that social progress 
and welfare are multidimensional and 
cannot be adequately represented 
by a single measure. The EU’s 
social indicators are an example 
(European Commission, n.d.)

It is important to acknowledge, however, that part of the desire to retain GDP comes 
from the necessity of maintaining a historical record of progress. This may only be 
achieved by incorporating GDP, in some way, in the future beyond GDP. 
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BARRIER 3:  
CONCEPTUALLY VARIED 
STANCES ON WELL-BEING

GDP is a good indicator for economic health but not for individual well-being (Hulten 
and Nakamura, 2022). One of the several arguments for going beyond GDP is that 
there is a need to include well-being in how we gauge progress (Stiglitz et al., 2009). 
However, as a social science phenomenon, well-being – including its measurement – 
is complex (Arcagni et al., 2021). Any attempts to modify GDP may still be short term in 
focus as well-being will always fall outside the scope of GDP (Nature, 2023) particularly 
where monetisation is concerned.

Today’s approaches to well-being when moving away from GDP as a sole measure 
of socio-economic progress are underlined by theoretically varied conceptual models 
(Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2019). As a result, there is a lack of comparability 
across contexts, with diverse answers to the question of ‘what is well-being?’. 
As a result, it will not be easy – if it is possible at all – to determine a one-size-fits-all 
approach on well-being, nevertheless, well-being is only one aspect of moving beyond 
GDP for progress measurement (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2019).
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BARRIER 4:  
HOLDING ON TO GDP

While many papers and thought pieces cover past and existing frameworks and 
models for an alternative to GDP, efforts in actually moving away from GDP have 
stalled, i.e. we are stuck on the narrative of GDP. It may be that the world is protecting 
the current system instead of engaging in out-of-the-box thinking and applying the 
necessary creativity, innovation and imagination to finally move beyond GDP. Among 
the research articles and publications reviewed for this report, half called for or 
covered an alternative to GDP most of which called for an approach that had been tried 
and tested and used either in research or in policy-making somewhere in the world. 
Fewer than one-tenth of the covered articles and publications covered or called for 
an enhanced or extended form of GDP. Remaining articles covered conceptual models 
and approaches that were untested or that departed from proven, well-researched 
concepts. Yet, we still have not gone beyond GDP.

Support for a new approach to measuring and reporting on progress beyond GDP – 
along with global (media) narratives – also varies worldwide, with particularly low levels 
of support found in countries that have only recently made significant strides towards 
capturing GDP and related proxy measures. Searches on Google Trends11 to compare 
the term ‘GDP growth’ to the terms ‘beyond GDP’, ‘well-being’ and ‘natural capital’ 
globally from 2008 to the present (under all categories) show that ‘GDP growth’ is – 
on average – mentioned 32 times more often than any of the other three terms.12 

11 Google Trends can be used for nowcasting and to find links between keywords and other phenomena under study 
(Woloszko, 2020). While not perfect, Google Trends can provide general indications about topics of interest.

12 Based on a Google Trends search conducted on 11 July 2023.

THE FUTURE OF PROGRESS

37

BARRIERS TO MOvING BEyOND GDP



THE FUTURE OF PROGRESS

→ As the world changes rapidly, 
foresight can better guide 
policy decisions related 
to moving beyond GDP
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Around the world, and increasingly over the next 50 years, we are likely to see rapid, 
sudden and radical changes occur, with countries and communities experiencing 
extremely different parallel realities and significant socio-economic and environmental 
differences (DFF, 2023b). In such a world, foresight is paramount and relevant scenarios 
can help us explore plausible futures, identify and anticipate enablers and barriers 
to success, and develop relevant policies that guide action. Scenarios can help us 
to imagine what could happen in an unpredictable future.

In what appears to be a substantial transformation, moving beyond GDP will 
require a shift from existing narratives and the adoption of an interdisciplinary 
approach to conceptualise and implement more inclusive means of global 
progress measurement and reporting. As a result, we pursued an aim to chart 
a global roadmap for the transition beyond GDP as a foundation for a global action 
agenda on the topic. In doing so, we selected a backcasting approach that involves 
envisioning a preferable future and then looks back to the present, complemented by 
the development of scenarios that help us imagine how the global transition beyond 
GDP may unfold.
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Backcasting is an approach to foresight that was originally used in devising policy 
recommendations on desirable energy futures (Robinson, 1982). Besides energy 
(Hines et al., 2019), backcasting has been more recently used for sustainability futures 
(Quist et al., 2011; Svenfelt et al., 2019). Backcasting is used when dealing with complex 
phenomena with inherent uncertainty and ambiguity (Quist and Vergragt, 2006) – such 
as moving beyond GDP. Backcasting is based on a preferable future or future vision, and 
is not prescriptive as a method; instead, it is an approach that is about ‘looking back 
at how a desirable future can be achieved’ (Quist and Vergragt, 2006: 1028) and not 
a detailed strategic plan. Backcasting may uncover various policy options or decisions 
and even undesirable futures that may require a shift from existing dominant narratives 
(Quist and Vergragt, 2006).

The global transition beyond GDP is inevitable. Over the next 10 to 20 years, an 
alternative measure of progress – more reflective and inclusive of new and future 
economies, environmental imperatives, and societal developments – will be required 
as the world works together on common goals such as the SDGs, climate commitments 
and other action; the rising emphasis on sustainable development, social inclusivity 
in financial instruments (such as debt swaps and green bonds), and the introduction 
of new channels for financial aid for climate and development. Given the ongoing calls 
to move beyond GDP and debates about what this would entail, we were interested in 
exploring how the global transition beyond GDP may evolve. 

Recall that we define the global transition to ‘beyond GDP’ as the shift from GDP as the 
sole standard for determining national progress and development. The backcasting 
approach used consisted of four main stages:

By defining a preferable future and exploring a roadmap and plausible transition 
scenarios, we hope to add our voice to the many significant efforts and 
considerable global advances that have been achieved on moving beyond GDP   
so far.

UNDERSTANDING 
THE PROBLEM 

AND THE 
PREFERABLE 

FUTURE

EXPERT 
ENGAGEMENT  
AND ANALYSIS

RESEARCH 
TRIANGULATION, 

ROADMAP, 
AND SCENARIO 
DEVELOPMENT

GLOBAL  
RECOMMEND- 

ATIONS

APPROACH  
TO FORESIGHT
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The drivers of the transition beyond GDP were mentioned in the section 
‘The Case for “Beyond GDP” ’. In summary, there are six key concerns:

 – Outdatedness: GDP is an outdated 
baseline of analysis as it excludes new 
value forms and economic streams 
(Economist, 2016). 

 – Resource depletion: Growth is 
occurring at the expense of natural 
assets and/or environmental quality, 
with degradation occurring at a rate 
not – in some countries – sustainable 
for future generations (Brand-Correa 
et al., 2022). 
 

 – Disparity between GDP and 
prosperity: GDP growth has not 
always led to greater prosperity 
(Prasad and Castro, 2018).

 – Need for a shift that is also 
people-centric: There is a need 
to make the gauge of progress more 
inclusive and people-centric than 
what it is today (Think20, 2022c).

 – Increasing disconnection 
between GDP and reality: There 
is a disconnection between GDP 
as a measure of progress and the 
realities of the world today – including 
global challenges such as income 
inequality and financial stability – 
and, likely even more so, the world 
of tomorrow (Vanham, 2021).

 – Growing gap between measurement 
practice and technological progress: 
Along with the challenges associated 
with technological advances – 
including the Internet of Things (IoT), 
artificial intelligence and automation 
– technology has and will continue 
to have an impact on the economy 
(Chui et al., 2023; Cummings et al., 
2018; Meltzer, 2018; Szczepański, 
2019). This will reshape the fields of 
knowledge and practice in economics, 
behavioural economics and finance 
(OECD, 2021; Kalamara et al., 2020).

PREFERABLE FUTURE

THE FUTURE OF PROGRESSThE GLOBAL TRANSITION BEyOND GDP

41



42

The question is, what might a preferable future look like?

Even among those who believe that a measure of output in an economy is 
a sufficient indicator of both economic performance and welfare, there is 
increasing consensus around the idea that GDP is an inherently limited 
accounting measure as it does not include non-monetary or informal activities. 
Even when non-monetary activities are included, there are challenges in pricing, 
weighting and aggregating non-monetary activities. In turn, even when GDP per capita 
is used, it still masks inequalities. This led economists at the Paris School of Economics 
to develop a framework to analyse wealth and income distribution, forming the basis of 
the World Inequality Database (https://wid.world), which provides an annual snapshot 
of inequality based on changes in wealth and income. This is achieved by integrating 
countries’ traditional national accounts with distributional national accounts produced 
from national survey data (where available) on income, expenditure and wealth with 
tax data (World Inequality Lab, 2021).
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Emanating from our expert discussions was a wish list for what the future of measuring 
progress beyond GDP may encompass:

 – a balance between the need for 
a comprehensive dashboard 
with a local perspective and 
the need for an aggregate to 
enable global comparison;

 – a global consensus on the dimensions 
that should be included;

 – an approach that considers 
foresight and can adapt to future 
technological and societal advances;

 – a system that would take account 
of a country’s financial, human 
and environmental assets and not 
just movements – such goods 
and services produced and 
consumed – affecting them;

 – an approach that is concerned with 
the future – assessing the capacity 
of the economy to generate well-being 
and progress in the future; 

 – a collective view on pricing, 
value and trade-offs;

 – a method of country comparison 
that would not disadvantage 
some countries over others;

 – a system that would avoid a large set 
of unsynchronised indicators; and

 – a compelling narrative that would 
set a positive and attractive 
direction for the future.

In summary, the preferable future is one where progress beyond GDP is measured 
and reported on in a manner that is practical and feasible for all countries 
to implement; is adaptable to technological and societal shifts; resonates with 
and is relatable to the global community; and encompasses the future through 
reporting on financial, human and natural assets and not just goods and services 
produced and consumed. What resonated among the experts was that while we might 
not end up with a perfect alternative, the aim is to have one that is better than GDP as 
some aspects of the wish list will take more time – and technological advances – to 
materialise.
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Our aim was to present a roadmap16 that can guide an action agenda for a global 
transition beyond GDP. We chose 2044 as a vantage point for the complete realisation 
of the preferable future for two reasons:

 – The period from now to 2044 matches the length of time it took to go from 
the introduction of GDP after the Great Depression to its operationalisation 
in 1953 (UNSD, n.d.-c). It is possible to argue that with today’s advances 
in technology along with social media, multilateral organisations 
and governance structures, the process of achieving consensus and 
implementation should be shorter, but this is not certain to be the case.

 – The year 2044 will be the 100th anniversary of the Bretton Woods 
Conference, which is both symbolic and an opportune time for the 
world to have adopted a new way of reporting on progress.

16 This represents one of several potential roadmaps that a foresight professional might define based on a set 
of strategic options.

A ROADMAP FOR THE GLOBAL 
TRANSITION BEYOND GDP
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Preferable future (2044) 
National progress is measured and reported on in a manner that is practical and 
feasible for all countries to implement; is adaptable to technological and societal 
shifts; resonates with and is relevant to the global community; and encompasses 
the future through reporting on financial, human and natural assets and not just 
goods and services produced and consumed.

There is a clear and effective system of reporting – enabled by technological 
advances – that makes reporting efficient for all nations.

International governmental and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) – both those 
key to the global economic and financial system and those that have traditionally relied 
on GDP for decision-making on the global scale – embed and implement progress-
centric criteria into their conditions, agreements, and requirements for economic 
and financial participation.

The framework is used to define critical measures of progress, including both 
stock and value produced and consumed using capital, human and natural assets, 
and interlinkages and spillovers between dimensions, if any. It is ensured that the 
framework is adaptable, given the changing global economy and society. Each of 
the dimensions and underlying measures is tested to ensure that they align with the 
preferable future. During this phase, measures are to be established and aided by 
artificial intelligence (AI), informed by a clear understanding of assumed technological 
advances and related  social science concepts, to anticipate potential developments 
and their implications for the framework in the distant future.

The global working group builds a framework with relevant dimensions either 
based on a new framework or one that is fully or a composite of existing international 
indices and country- or city-level approaches. It may also include or exclude GDP. 
The acceptance criteria include alignment with the preferable future and are unbiased 
to any one approach. This means that additional research may be necessary – for 
example, to accurately identify ways to capture what is unaccounted for in GDP 
or in the 2025 SNA update.

A global working group made up of policymakers, interdisciplinary 
researchers, economists and statisticians unpack the known challenges to 
GDP – including challenges related to trade-offs, weights, monetary and non-monetary 
indicators, and inclusions – and agrees on an assessment methodology that will 
ensure objectivity, transparency and comparability while also embedding levels of 
economic development.

A global network of policymakers, interdisciplinary researchers, 
economists and statisticians come to an agreement on what global progress 
means. This network agrees on a set of shared principles and a compelling narrative 
on moving beyond GDP, establishing a foundation for global dialogue and the 
transition beyond GDP.

PHASES
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As depicted in the section “‘Beyond GDP’ today”, and despite a multitude of different 
approaches and methodologies, calls for advancement, and more than a decade 
of serious consideration by the academic, government and civil society communities, 
GDP continues to be the primary reference for global and national socio-economic 
progress. Additionally, while there have been efforts around the world to move beyond 
GDP, these have thus far remained complementary to GDP and none have been scaled 
globally; the situation therefore remains stagnant.

Based on the preceding roadmap for the transition beyond GDP, the transition begins 
with a unified, compelling global narrative based on a globally shared understanding 
of what constitutes progress. This narrative can be disseminated through the media 
and other forms of communication, initiating a process of education that seeks to 
propagate this new definition of progress and align the foundational knowledge 
of economics and finance with it. However, what makes this different from the 
past efforts?

Scenarios help us to imagine possible futures in an uncertain world, uncovering related 
opportunities and challenges to guide our action. Based on the insights captured 
through our research – including both publication reviews and expert discussions – 
outlined in the next section, we extracted relevant uncertainties and assumptions 
and explored scenarios to understand how the world may transition beyond GDP.

SCENARIOS FOR THE 
GLOBAL TRANSITION 
BEYOND GDP
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UNDERLYING ASSUMPTIONS

Through our research, we have identified five assumptions related to 
the future process of moving beyond GDP. These pertain to approach, scope, 
level of jurisdiction, applicability and technology. While there may be others, 
we believe these are central to the global transition beyond GDP.

When it comes to approach, we assume that the inclusion – or not – of GDP itself 
in moving beyond GDP will not be predetermined. Whether or not GDP is a part 
of the preferable future, either as a complement or in an improved form, it will remain 
on the roadmap to the transition beyond GDP. Making a decision to remove GDP too 
early on would diminish the transformational value of the vision of the preferable future 
and we would find it difficult to extract ourselves from the current debates on moving 
beyond GDP. The focus instead is on progress.

The second assumption is scope. Several cities – such as Amsterdam (Maldini, 2021), 
Melbourne (Regen Melbourne, 2021), Vancouver (Vancouver Economic Commission, 
2022) and (previously) Santa Monica (Wellbeing Economy Alliance, n.d.) – are 
innovatively responding to urban challenges and looking beyond GDP in their policy-
making (Crisp et al., 2023). Cities play a significant role in national progress, generating 
more than 80% of global GDP (World Bank, 2023d). As cities are expected to continue 
to play a central role in national progress (Goldin, 2023), they will also play a growing 
role in moving beyond GDP. Nevertheless, on the basis that globalisation will continue 
to advance, the assumption for the global transition beyond GDP is that irrespective 
of what cities around the globe do when it comes to moving beyond GDP, 
progress measurement and reporting will continue to be a national priority.

The third assumption is that efforts to move beyond GDP will have at least two 
tiers: global and national. While we recognise the impact of the regional bloc tier, it 
will be more significant in regions where there exist organisations that are capable of 
playing a supportive and coordination role and helping to integrate ‘beyond GDP’ into 
the policies and initiatives of member countries (Aiyar et al., 2023). All three tiers might 
overlap, essentially being identical, or remain distinct while sharing common elements. 
As a result, the recommendations do not include detailed guidance on how countries 
should approach the transition beyond GDP.
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The fourth assumption is that global values on well-being, the environment and 
other non-monetary dimensions will evolve over time and across different contexts, 
influenced by evolving understandings in the social sciences. As such, concepts related 
to moving beyond GDP will apply differently across time and geography.

The fifth assumption is that while there will always be challenges associated with 
advances in behavioural science and technology (including artificial intelligence 
and automation), technology will enable, and not hinder, the transition beyond 
GDP. We also acknowledge the possibility that artificial intelligence – namely, deep 
learning – may one day take over measurement, analysis and reporting on progress 
entirely (Zheng et al., 2023).

S
ce

n
ar

io
s 

fo
r 

th
e 

G
lo

b
al

 T
ra

n
si

ti
o

n
 B

ey
o

n
d

 G
D

P
THE FUTURE OF PROGRESSThE GLOBAL TRANSITION BEyOND GDP

S
ce

n
ar

io
s 

fo
r 

th
e 

G
lo

b
al

 T
ra

n
si

ti
o

n
 B

ey
o

n
d

 G
D

P



4949

UNDERLYING UNCERTAINTIES

In previous research, the Dubai Future Foundation (DFF) identified five uncertainties 
that may impact growth, prosperity and well-being in the future: collaboration, values, 
technology, nature and systems (DFF, 2023b). While these address growth, prosperity and 
well-being more broadly, through our research, we have identified nine main uncertainties 
and essential questions about the future that may influence the how the transition beyond 
GDP will unfold. Our research suggests that two of these – cooperation and the 
system of global economic participation and access to international finance – will 
have the greatest impacts on the global transition beyond GDP.

 – Cooperation: Will nations around 
the world organise around shared 
goals, definitions, and monitoring and 
reporting structures for moving beyond 
GDP – including on well-being, welfare, 
growth and progress – or will they 
organise around poles that represent 
regional or other shared values?

 – Reporting: Will reporting on moving 
beyond GDP be broad and subjective or 
narrow and specific? 

 – Methodology: Will a new framework 
for moving beyond GDP be developed 
or will one be adopted from an existing 
international index or a country-level 
approach or city-level approach?

 – Characteristics: Will the global 
community be able to design a 
framework for moving beyond 
GDP that is comparable, feasible, 
adaptable and practical?

 – System of global economic 
participation and access to 
international finance: Will the 
conditions and requirements for 
global economic participation and 
access to international finance 
(including aid, development funding 
and debt) increasingly shift to 
become more progress-oriented, 
as opposed to GDP-oriented?

 – Challenges: Will we be able to globally 
unpack and agree known challenges 
to GDP and to moving beyond GDP 
– including those relating to trade-
offs, weights, monetary and non-
monetary indicators, and inclusions 
– while also embedding various 
levels of economic development?

 – Definitions: Will countries agree 
on what progress means? Will they 
agree on common definitions of 
well-being, welfare, growth, etc.?

 – Global narrative: Will key influencers 
and media organisations focus on 
non-economic dimensions of progress 
and leave GDP behind in the narrative? 

 – SNA update: Will the revised SNA 
(due in 2025) be accepted as a long-
term solution for moving beyond GDP? 

THE FUTURE OF PROGRESSThE GLOBAL TRANSITION BEyOND GDP
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TWO CRITICAL UNCERTAINTIES

On cooperation, at one extreme, nations agree to cooperate on moving beyond 
GDP. They recognise that it is an inevitable future and one that is important for global 
progress in balancing the economy, environment and society. They have a common 
narrative on moving beyond GDP and understand that they are responsible for 
agreeing an assessment methodology and a framework for progress that aligns with 
the preferable future defined here. They share resources and coordinate their efforts 
in terms of design, implementation and ongoing reporting. They are all committed to 
progressing beyond GDP while recognising that this will require a large transformation. 
At the other extreme, no two nations officially agree on a new approach to progress 
measurement and reporting. Somewhere in between, two or more nations agree 
to cooperate on going beyond GDP, irrespective of other nations. This may involve 
regional blocs, in line with how cooperation often takes place today.

On the system of global economic participation and access to international 
finance, at one extreme, instead of relying solely on GDP, criteria and international 
agreements concerning trade and financial aid focus on alternative measures for 
progress. This is evident in the transformation of rules and agreements such as the 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (under the World Trade Organization) and 
the OECD’s classification of official development assistance that reflect this shift. 
Rules employed by the IMF, the World Bank and possibly even regional development 
banks, along with other new international agreements and funds set up for climate or 
societal transformation, also evolve. Trade and foreign direct investment policies are 
reviewed to ensure they reflect new measures for progress beyond GDP. International 
agreements that focus on sustainable development, the environment and society also 
align with new definition of progress. At the other extreme, most of the international 
economic and financial policies are unchanged with a focus on GDP as the standard 
metric for progress. New funds aimed at fostering international sustainable 
development, social development, and environmental action, are either temporary or 
eventually discontinued. 

Figure 2. Critical uncertainties

GDP-CENTRIC 

GLOBAL

PROGRESS-CENTRIC 

FRAGMENTED

Cooperation on beyond GDP

Criteria for global economic participation  
and access to international finance
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POSSIBLE SCENARIOS

Based on the above, we have identified four possible scenarios for the global transition 
beyond GDP. Representing guideposts for how GDP may evolve in the future, these 
exploratory scenarios can help organisations, cities, regions and countries to make 
decisions that will enable them to benefit from associated opportunities and can guide 
policy-makers to manage associated challenges. These scenarios, while extreme and 
an oversimplifications of the complex reality of how the future may unfold, can be used 
to guide our actions.

In each of the scenarios, we outline the primary drivers and describe what the 
transition beyond GDP might look like. We also highlight associated benefits and risks. 
While our overviews are comprehensive, they are not exhaustive. For those interested 
in understanding the impact of each scenario more deeply, further analysis will 
be necessary.

Figure 3. Scenarios
GLOBAL
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GDP-CENTRIC PROGRESS-CENTRIC 
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The transition beyond GDP is unified – after extensive consultations, 
nations agree, through one or more multilateral agreements, on the need 
to move beyond GDP. Because the requirements for global economic 
participation and international finance have evolved to be progress-
centric, the changes to the way the world measures and reports on 
progress are globally aligned and reflective of the environmental, 
societal and technological realities on the ground.

UNIFIED 
TRANSITION

Guided by several multilateral agreements focused on sustainable and social 
development, the nations prioritise human well-being, environmental sustainability 
and social equity over solely economic growth. The nations agree that moving beyond 
GDP is important. While moving away from a system that has been beneficial for many 
years presents a significant transformational challenge, the essential foundations for 
the shift are in place. The shift is catalysed by the emergence and operationalisation 
of one or more multilateral resolutions and agreements. The shift is also supported by 
international financial and non-financial (intergovernmental and non-governmental) 
organisations that increasingly emphasise non-economic dimensions of progress 
over GDP. The nations acknowledge that the SNA update in 2025 was a step in the 
right direction but agree that it is insufficient to address the long-term challenges 
associated with relying on GDP.
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Global Benefits

 – As criteria for aid and lending become more progress-centric, there is likely to 
be improved distribution of resources, decreased income inequality, and greater 
consideration of environmental and social factors in economic policies and actions.

 – Some countries that were historically perceived as lagging in terms of ‘growth’ 
may emerge as global leaders, particularly if they have industries or sectors 
that contribute positively to societal well-being and sustainability.

 – The world shares a unified understanding of what constitutes success and 
progress – one that both allows comparison and is adaptable for the future.

 – Innovations benefiting both people and planet are more evident and may 
gain greater incentives – both economic and non-economic – making 
it easier to secure access to certain benefits than before.

 – Economics and business education evolves to incorporate elements of progress 
and related dimensions and measures, rather than only economic growth. 
Approaches to monetary and fiscal policy also undergo transformation.

 – New or revamped financial instruments, models and markets may emerge 
beyond green bonds, social impact bonds and ESG marketplaces. 

 – As the non-economic value of natural resources, ecosystems and 
related services becomes better understood, their economic value 
may rise, influencing nations’ global rankings and success.

Global Risks

 – Nations that have only recently adopted GDP may face challenges in 
rapidly shifting their approaches to data collection and measurement. 
They may lack the necessary technological or resource capacities 
to report on their progress, thereby getting left behind.

 – Countries that historically outperformed others in terms 
of ‘growth’ may find themselves ranking lower.
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The transition beyond GDP is evolving – nations are united on moving 
beyond GDP, either through a single multilateral agreement or through 
a growing series of multilateral agreements. However, because the 
requirements for global economic participation and access to international 
finance continue to be dependent on GDP, changing the way the world 
measures and reports on progress is challenging and there is a risk of 
stagnation. Many recognise that the 2025 SNA update was a positive step 
in the right direction, but it is generally considered to be temporary, with 
changes needed to the requirements for global economic participation 
and access to international finance.

EVOLVING 
TRANSITION

In this scenario, global progress on moving beyond GDP is inconsistent. 
Despite broad global agreement on the need to move beyond GDP and establish 
associated multilateral resolutions or agreements, tangible change is slow. 
The requirements for global economic participation and access to international 
finance continue to be predominantly GDP-centric, and the international bodies 
responsible for agreements and rules related to trade, development and aid financing 
are slow to reassess their guidelines. While nations agree that moving beyond GDP 
is important, they also recognise the challenges of transitioning from a historically 
beneficial system. Most view the 2025 SNA update as a short-term solution, inadequate 
for addressing the challenges of GDP in the long term. As a result, discussions and 
debates continue, and various global working groups are established to advance 
the agenda on moving beyond GDP.
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Global Benefits

 – The established global economic and financial system remains 
unchanged and progress is measured and reported on through GDP 
– a familiar approach that has been used for many decades.

 – The efforts of nations – particularly low-income nations – that have only recently 
adopted GDP remain valuable and significant in those nations’ development.

 – In parallel to nations’ commitment to multilateral resolutions or 
agreements on the shift beyond GDP, researchers and institutions 
continue to explore alternative methodologies. These efforts 
extend the path towards the preferable future beyond GDP.

 – Some nations, even those least expected to move beyond GDP, may 
increasingly report on both GDP and ‘beyond GDP’ metrics.

 – The world has a unified understanding of what constitutes success and 
progress – one that both allows comparison and is adaptable for the future.

Global Risks

 – Even though some nations may increase their spending on well-being and 
environmental sustainability, many may also continue to allocate resources 
towards areas that increase GDP. As a result, global inequality may persist 
and progress towards a global sustainable and equitable future may stagnate.

 – Ongoing debates that hinder the transition beyond GDP complicate 
international partnerships and collaborations, especially 
if some nations prioritise GDP over other metrics.

 – There is a disconnection between the ‘beyond GDP’ narrative and 
incentives that remain GDP-centric.

 – The world arrives at a situation that mirrors the current progress on the SDGs, 
which has best been summarised by António Guterres, Secretary-General 
of the United Nations: ‘Unless we act now, the 2030 Agenda will become 
an epitaph for a world that might have been’ (United Nations, 2023b: 2).

 – All the challenges associated with GDP persist (see ‘The Challenge with GDP’).
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In this scenario, global progress on moving beyond GDP remains stagnant. 
The requirements for global economic participation and access to international 
finance are GDP-centric. This means that growth is prioritised over other societal 
and environmental goals. There may be isolated agreements and efforts on moving 
beyond GDP between some nations, but the overarching global economic framework 
continues to prioritise economic growth. While not all nations agree, the 2025 
SNA update is recognised by many as a significant achievement addressing many 
challenges associated with GDP. Improvements to the SNA give stakeholders the 
comfort of a more inclusive, yet comparable, measure within an existing system 
that will continue to evolve until it aligns with the preferable future.

The transition beyond GDP stagnates – the shift is very slow as 
nations do not agree on the need to move beyond GDP. The prevailing 
GDP-centric requirements for global economic participation and 
access to international finance continue to dominate. This scenario 
most closely resembles where the world is today, with the exception 
of a few alliances and regional blocs that have reached a consensus 
on moving beyond GDP. We consider this to be the baseline.

STAGNANT 
TRANSITION 
(TODAY)
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Global Benefits

 – There is little or no change in the existing global economic 
and financial system and progress continues to be measured 
and reported using GDP.

– The efforts of nations – particularly low-income nations 
– that have only recently adopted GDP remain valuable 
and significant in those nations’ development.

 – Some countries that choose to move beyond GDP may 
form tight(er) economic alliances and explore alternative 
methodologies and frameworks for progressing towards the 
preferable future. Whether alone or within regional blocs, these 
countries may lead the global transition beyond GDP.

 – Nations that focus on measures beyond GDP will see 
improvements in terms of quality of life, life satisfaction, 
and environmental and ecosystem sustainability, along 
with a more equitable economic growth trajectory.

Global Risks

 – Global challenges, especially those related to inequality, persist. 
Progress towards a global sustainable and equitable future stalls, 
particularly as nations that prioritise growth beyond GDP face economic 
disadvantages in trade and finance given the global emphasis on GDP.

 – Continuous debate keeps the transition beyond GDP at a standstill. 
Nations that prioritise dimensions beyond GDP need to maintain 
measurement and reporting on progress on both fronts.

 – Economic trade barriers may emerge as countries adopt differing 
economic and financial standards and trade requirements.

 – All the challenges associated with GDP persist 
(see ‘The Challenge with GDP’).
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In this scenario, global progress on moving beyond GDP is fragmented. 
The requirements for global economic participation and access to international 
finance are overshadowed by various agreements focused on sustainability, social 
concerns and environmental strategies. These agreements may have been endorsed 
by some countries but not all. The traditional global economic and financial system 
undergoes significant change. Countries, particularly those that have just started 
collecting the data needed to report on GDP or that have outpaced others in GDP, 
will feel pressure to re-evaluate their own definitions of progress as they start to find 
themselves at a disadvantage. This scenario is similar to a top-down approach to policy 
change (Cerna, 2013). Such a transition may lead to the emergence of new economic 
barriers, either regional or national. The 2025 SNA update is seen as a significant 
achievement but not enough to dissuade influential economies from advocating for a 
move beyond GDP. Disagreements continue between countries that are committed to 
a GDP-centric model of success and countries that advocate for a broader, progress-
centric model.

The transition beyond GDP is polarised – nations do not agree on a global 
framework for the transition beyond GDP. The requirements for global 
economic participation and access to international finance increasingly 
shift through sustainability, social and environmental commitments that 
end up superseding GDP-centric requirements. This transition is laden 
with disagreement and challenges as agreements on sustainable and 
social development, along with environment considerations, become 
prerequisites for international trade, aid and finance irrespective of 
nations’ stances on moving beyond GDP.

POLARISED 
TRANSITION
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Global Benefits

 – Countries that have already implemented alternative 
methodologies and frameworks relating to progress continue to 
innovate and benefit from the associated advantages.

 – Nations that have formed alliances focused on moving beyond GDP 
have significant influence in shaping the global economic system and 
may be able to position themselves as leaders on progress.

 – A focus on progress enables the allocation of funds to innovative solutions 
that enhance well-being, sustainability and areas that matter.

Global Risks

 – The global narrative on what constitutes success and progress 
is fragmented, leading to confusion and a lack of cohesion.

 – Countries and regions that continue to prioritise GDP may experience 
internal and diplomatic tensions, as well as trade barriers and 
disputes, that negatively impact their economies.

 – All the challenges associated with GDP persist (see ‘The Challenge with GDP’).
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POTENTIAL PATHWAYS

As the scenarios are exploratory, so are the potential pathways. Overall, there are 
certain signals to look for that may indicate we are moving beyond the current baseline 
(stagnant transition). These include global agreements on moving beyond GDP and 
changing policies and requirements for global economic participation and access 
to global aid, debt and financing.

More specifically, one pathway starts from today and moves into an Evolving 
Transition. The sign to look for in this case is the emergence of multilateral resolutions 
or agreements on moving beyond GDP, with shared goals and clear definitions of what 
it means to move beyond GDP. The world would eventually move into Unified Transition. 

Another pathway starts from today and moves into a Polarised Transition. In this case, 
the sign to look for is a series of fragmented agreements and alliances. Both nations and 
the international organisations that oversee global financial stability and support global 
economies – such as the IMF, the World Bank and the United Nations – would move 
towards reducing their reliance on GDP for access to global lending, financial aid and 
trade agreements. The world would eventually transition into Unified Transition. 

Both of the above pathways are only possibilities, and each has its own benefits 
and challenges. Nevertheless, the world may follow an alternative pathway that does 
not end up in a Unified Transition, even though a Unified Transition aligns with the 
preferable future.

Figure 4. Potential pathways
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There are various approaches, frameworks, indices and ongoing discussions 
that will influence the transition beyond GDP. However, we are at a junction where 
we need a foundation that is both meaningful and comparable across geographies 
and level or stage of economic development. This foundation would serve to align 
aims, interpretations and strategies for the transition beyond GDP.
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The following recommendations are intended to foster the establishment of such a foundation and 
thus contribute to the realisation of the more favourable scenario, a Unified Transition.

17 Examples include the International Association for Research in Income and Wealth, the International Input-Output Association, 
the Society for Economic Measurement, the Wellbeing Economy Alliance and the What Works Centre for Wellbeing.

1
A Global Definition for Progress

Convene a diverse group consisting of 
representatives from academia, international 
financial institutions, governments, and 
development-focused organisations from 
various geographies and at different levels 
of economic development to settle on a global 
definition of progress that encompasses the 
economy, people and the planet irrespective  
of positions on the future of economic growth,  
or the growth debate. 
 
 
 

2
Common Principles for Global Progress

Expanding on the group above, establish and 
agree principles of progress based on the 
definition of progress it has settled upon. These 
principles would serve as a foundation for the 
global community and would be validated 
through a process of public consultation with 
global societies.

3
A Global Working Group for Progress

Establish a global working group to co-design 
a preliminary framework for a new measure, 
or dashboard of measures, for monitoring 
and reporting. Also diverse, this working 
group would include researchers from diverse 
disciplines and geographical locations and, more 
importantly, existing associations and alliances172 
that have been discussing and working towards 
a new measurement of progress. The working 
group would determine an appropriate set 
of dimensions to be measured based on the 
common definition and principles for global 
progress preceded by agreement on how 
to approach existing challenges with GDP. 

4
Global Pilot Locations

Select one or more pilot sites around the 
world to test, assess and refine each dimension 
with the aim of co-creating a robust framework 
for progress based on the common principles 
of progress and framework for progress. 
This process would be overseen by the global 
working group and would ensure that the 
approach is practical, adaptable and relevant.
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For almost 80 years, stakeholders and the public have looked to GDP to decide 
whether a country is growing or not. While the United Nations and other non- and 
intergovernmental institutions have been increasingly clear in their calls to move 
beyond GDP, as it is countries who will lead the way in creating a new narrative 
(Think20, 2022b).

There has been a growing imperative globally to rethink the standard measure 
of national growth and prosperity – in other words, to move beyond GDP. As a 
solid statistical system that has been in place for decades, GDP – used alongside the 
internationally agreed SNA to measure economic activity and progress and enable 
reporting – has served its purpose as a universal and transparent measure of economic 
development since the Second World War. However, the world has changed, as seen in 
swift advances in technology and the emergence of global imperatives that highlight 
emerging limitations in GDP, both today and for the future.

Despite many global efforts, books and reports, there is still no internationally 
agreed standard for moving beyond GDP. Cities and countries have undertaken 
highly localised approaches, with different decisions on which metrics are deemed to 
be relevant, and there has been limited international consensus or comparability.

Based on DFF’s research, it is clear that the global transition beyond GDP will 
reshape the fields of economics and finance. Over the next 10 to 20 years, we 
anticipate the emergence of an alternative measure of progress – one that is more 
reflective and inclusive of new and future economies, environmental imperatives and 
societal developments – as the world works together on common initiatives such as the 
SDGs and climate commitments. Whether or not the transition will leave GDP behind 
is unknown; this will depend on the degree of global cooperation and the emerging 
requirements for global economic participation and access to international finance.

In 2022, the DFF shared an opportunity in The Global 50 report (DFF, 2022) posing 
a question for the future: What if we could measure the true value of our economies? 
We subsequently asked in 2023 (DFF, 2023a): What if future potential was reported 
alongside GDP? Through our ‘Future of GDP’ initiative, along with the insights 
and scenarios included in this foresight report, we aim to provide some answers 
to these questions.

Over the next 50 years, people will see their needs evolve and will seek greater 
prosperity and well-being (DFF, 2023b). People will face very different futures 
depending on where they live and the challenges facing their countries and 
communities. Some countries and societies will excel at managing uncertainties and 
challenges, whereas some will not. What we know is that economic growth – while 
critical – will not be enough.

CONCLUDING REMARKS
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Although GDP is a national measure, it is also an important measure for cities as they 
play a significant role in national progress, generating more than 80% of global GDP 
(World Bank, 2023c). As cities are expected to continue to play a central role in national 
progress (Goldin, 2023), DFF has carried out qualitative research – both primary and 
secondary – over the past year to understand how the concept of ‘beyond GDP’ may 
evolve over the next decade or so. The focus on transition beyond GDP – as opposed 
to specific frameworks or methodologies – is intended to create a basis for continuing 
global dialogue on the topic given the diverse range of priorities and philosophical 
perspectives worldwide along with significant efforts and considerable global 
advances on the topic.

Using backcasting to inform decision-making relating to a preferable future, the 
research started out with the following questions:

 – Why beyond GDP?

 – Where are we practically today on moving beyond GDP?

 – What are the barriers to scalability and how might we overcome them?

1. Understanding the Problem and the Preferable Future
The DFF carried out a literature review on GDP and frameworks looking beyond 
GDP covering 82 articles, thought pieces, and conceptual models and papers. 
All had been published since 2012, with the exception of six key reports 
published prior to that year. Sources included reputable and influential peer-reviewed 
international journals, institutional magazines, and publications in the economics, 
sustainable development, and progress-monitoring and assessment spaces.

We ensured that there was global coverage of regions, countries, and international 
governmental and NGOs, and we covered major keywords including ‘beyond GDP’, 
‘economic growth’, ‘GDP’ and ‘indicators’. We also delved into specific perspectives, 
leveraging additional keywords such as ‘alternative measures of GDP’, ‘climate change’, 
‘environmental progress’, ‘ESG’, ‘green GDP’, ‘happiness’, ‘human development’, 
‘index’, ‘life satisfaction’, ‘new economies’, ‘policy’, ‘quality of life’, ‘social progress’, 
‘sustainable development’, ‘sustainability’, ‘technological progress’, ‘wealth of nations’ 
and ‘well-being’.

OUR APPROACH 
TO RESEARCH
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Figure 5. Publications review

Approximately 45% of the publications reviewed for this report were academic 
journal articles, 25% were published by governments, 20% were published by NGOs, 
and 10% were based on collaborative efforts either between governments and academia 
or between NGOs and academia. Of the 76 articles and reports published since 2012, 
nearly half were published between 2020 and 2022, which reflects increasing interest 
and/or support in approaches looking beyond GDP. Approximately 34% were country 
focused; 30% were globally focused; 20% were based on multiple countries or regions 
covering the EU, the OECD, or the G7, the G20 or other countries; and the remainder 
(16%) were review or opinion articles and reports.

The DFF also commissioned a benchmarking review to cover key country-level 
(18 countries)1 approaches to moving beyond GDP and global indices (21 indices)2 
looking at progress beyond the economy.

1 Australia, Belgium, Bhutan, Canada, China, Ecuador, Finland, France, Germany, Iceland, Italy, the Netherlands, 
New Zealand, Scotland, Sweden, the United Arab Emirates, the United Kingdom and the United States.

2 The Arcadis Sustainable Cities Index, the EIU Global Liveability Index, the Global Innovation Index, the Global 
Power City Index, the Global Urban Competitiveness Report, the Human Capital Index, the Human Development 
Index, the IESE Cities in Motion Index, the IMD Smart City Index, the IMD World Digital Competitiveness ranking, 
the Inclusive Wealth Index, the Kearney Global Cities Index, the Mercer Quality of Living City Ranking, the 
Numbeo Safety Index, the OECD Better Life Index, the OECD Wellbeing Framework, the Social Progress Index, 
the Sustainable Development Index, the UN SEEA framework, the World Competitiveness Index and the World 
Happiness Report and Ranking.
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2. Expert Engagement and Analysis
To explore in depth the future of GDP and the concept ‘beyond GDP’, the DFF 
hosted a symposium titled ‘The Future of GDP’ on 10 October 2022 in Dubai, 
UAE. The symposium had three aims: first, to initiate a global conversation on the topic 
in Dubai; second, to understand global pathways taken to report on progress beyond 
GDP; and third, to explore – together with experts in the field – ways that GDP and/
or ‘beyond GDP’ could realistically evolve to become more reflective and inclusive 
of new economies, environmental imperatives and societal developments.

Through a combination of panel discussions and open breakout sessions, the 
day explored questions such as how GDP impacts us today and what could happen 
if it remained unchanged into the future. The day also explored how GDP is used 
and some of the main approaches to moving beyond GDP. It furthermore examined 
the key challenges of developing a metric or range of metrics that could help us to 
measure what matters from the perspectives of well-being, social equity, resilience, 
technology and sustainability while also enabling cross-country comparisons.

The symposium followed the Chatham House Rule.

3. Research Triangulation, Roadmap, and Scenario Development
To triangulate findings and further explore the future of GDP and moving beyond 
GDP, the DFF convened a virtual roundtable and a series of meetings with a focus 
on sharing analysis and considering questions about the future when it comes to 
the global transition beyond GDP in the next decade or so. Questions posed included 
the extent to which the experts agreed with the findings, with the aim being to validate 
assumptions and uncertainties related to the future global transition beyond GDP.

Like the symposium, the meetings followed the Chatham House Rule.

Following these expert meetings, the team used critical uncertainties to build 
a roadmap and exploratory scenarios together with global opportunities 
and implications for attaining the preferable future and a global transition 
beyond GDP.
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CMEPSP Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress

COP  UN Climate Change Conference

DFF  Dubai Future Foundation

EESC  European Economic and Social Committee

EIU  Economist Intelligence Unit

ESG  environmental, social and governance

EU  European Union

G20  Group of Twenty

GCI  Global Competitiveness Index

GDP  gross domestic product

GII  gross inclusive income

GPI  Genuine Progress Indicator

HDI  Human Development Index

HLEG  High-Level Expert Group

IMF  International Monetary Fund

ISWGNA Intersecretariat Working Group on National Accounts

IWI  Inclusive Wealth Index

NGO  non-governmental organisation

NII  net inclusive income

OECD  Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

ONS  Office for National Statistics (UK)

SDGs  Sustainable Development Goals

SEEA  System of Environmental Economic Accounting

SNA  System of National Accounts

UAE  United Arab Emirates

UNEP  United Nations Environment Programme

UNESCWA United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia 

UNFCCC United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change

UNSD  United Nations Statistics Division

WHR  World Happiness Report
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