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MERGE contribution to an Elements Paper for the Intergovernmental

Process on Beyond GDP

We stand at a potentially historic moment for the global Beyond GDP movement.
The UN High-Level Expert Group on Beyond GDP (HLEG) report, launched in May
2026, could become the most influential publication in the movement’s history. It has
the potential to serve as a rallying point that brings greater coherence and strategic
direction to the field, helping to align research and policy approaches worldwide.
Realising this potential, however, will depend on the ambition and effectiveness of
the intergovernmental process that follows.

MERGE, a consortium of leading institutions in the field, brings together the research of

four projects funded by Horizon Europe and European Research Council grants (SPES,

ToBe, WISE Horizons, and REAL) to advance convergence in the multitude of beyond

GDP indicators and policy frameworks. Drawing on our expertise in research and policy,
we offer the following contributions to an Elements Paper for the Intergovernmental
Process on Beyond GDP. It is our hope that these insights can support the next stages
of the negotiations, shedding light into technical innovations, opportunities for cross-
stakeholder collaboration, and pathways towards policy uptake that build on the HLEG

recommendations while helping to address some of the outstanding questions.

Submitted by Peter Benczur, Magali Brosio, Rachele Chevallier, Robert Constanza,
Joseph Eastoe, Tuuli Hirvilammi, Rutger Hoekstra, Ly Le, and Alisa Rannikko — on behalf
of the MERGE consortium.
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l. Political vision, strategic direction and normative anchor

2. How can a Beyond GDP framework better capture the multidimensional nature
of sustainable development and respond to today's interconnected global
challenges, including rising inequality, demographic change, environmental
degradation, technological transformation and increasing vulnerability? How can
it provide a coherent structure to conceptualize progress?

One significant strength of the HLEG report is that it builds upon the thematic
convergence previously identified by MERGE. As has been recently explored, a problem
faced by efforts to move beyond GDP is a lack of coherence between alternatives. In the
last 70 years, hundreds of alternatives to GDP have been suggested; this has had the
dual effect of both demonstrating an academic interest and enthusiasm in moving
beyond GDP, but also counterproductively harming the uptake of any alternative. With
so many options and no obvious candidate being ‘better’ than the others, policymakers
have tended to revert back to the indicator they are familiar with (GDP) rather than risk

an innovative but unproven alternative (Eastoe et al. 2026).

In MERGE, we demonstrated that major alternatives to GDP tend to share a common
thematic base. As shown in Table 1, despite variations in terminology, beyond GDP
metrics developed by the OECD, UN-ECE, UN, and WISE Horizons all contain the three
pillars of sustainability, inclusivity, and wellbeing (Rum et al. 2024). These conceptual
dimensions are also present in the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre
Sustainable and Inclusive Wellbeing framework (Benczur at al. 2024). Given the
challenge of unifying hundreds of alternatives, the shared conceptual foundation of

these three pillars offers a route to consolidation.
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Table 1: Convergence of Conceptual Dimensions across Frameworks

OECD UN-ECE UN System JRC SIWB WISE HLEG
Horizons
Level of | Human Wellbeing and | Wellbeing Wellbeing Current
current wellbeing agency today (wellbeing Wellbeing
wellbeing (here and now) today)
Inequalities in | Transboundary | Reduced Inclusiveness Inclusion Equality and
current impacts inequalities (inequalities (distribution of | Inclusion
wellbeing (elsewhere) and  greater | and wellbeing
solidarity international within
spillovers) countries)
Inclusion
(distribution of
wellbeing
between
countries)

Sustainability
and Resilience

Sustainability
(wellbeing for
the future)

Resources for
future
wellbeing

Capital (later) Respect  for
life and the

planet

Sustainability
(social and
economic
aspects of
sustainability;
nature and
planetary
boundaries)
Wellbeing
tomorrow
(model-based
projections)

In its report, the HLEG outlines four dimensions, the last three of which are current
wellbeing, equity and inclusion, and sustainability and resilience. These three
dimensions track identically to the three pillars identified in MERGE’s research. The
additional dimension is what the HLEG calls foundational principles, which include
peace, human rights, and respect for the planet. By having these three dimensions of
sustainability, wellbeing, and inclusivity overtly incorporated, the HLEG succeeds in
adopting the common foundation that any successful alternative to GDP should rally
around. It also correctly recognises respect for the planet and planetary boundaries as

foundation for human wellbeing.

Similarly, the domains that the HLEG has landed on share a close similarity to the
semantic convergence we have found across Beyond GDP alternatives. We conducted
a study of over 200 indicators and mapped the semantic similarity of their components
using S-BERT cluster analysis. Our results showed that there was a high level of
convergence across these hundreds of alternative indicators. We ran the cluster
analysis at 19 clusters, then gave those clusters titles to describe the components that

each cluster contained. One cluster was a catch-all cluster for which we could not find
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an appropriate description, and this cluster was dropped leaving 19 domains
(Kubiszewski et al. 2025).

The HLEG report has 22 domains, 3 of which are the foundational principles outlined
above. Putting these foundational principles aside, there are 19 domains spread across
wellbeing, sustainability, and inclusion, which share a close similarity to the 19 clusters
identified in Kubiszewski et al. (2025). The table below maps the HLEG domains to the
domains from the cluster analysis.

Table 2: Comparison of Domains from Kubiszewski et al. and the UN HLEG report

Kubiszewski et al HLEG
Wellbeing Life Satisfaction Subjective Wellbeing
Health Health
Life Expectancy
Education Education
Human Capital
Crime Security
Civic Engagement Social Cohesion
Governance Quality of Institutions
Institutional capital
Housing Produced capital
Infrastructure
Financial Security Poverty
Employment Social Capital
Per Capita GDP Material Conditions
Business Health
Inclusion Inequality Income Inequality
Wealth Inequality
Regional Inequality
Work Inclusion
Gender Inequality Overlapping Deprivations
Sustainability | Natural Capital Natural Capital
Water Quality Environmental Quality
Air Quality
Greenhouse Gas Emissions

5. What role should the United Nations, Member States, international organizations,
international financial institutions, national statistical systems and other relevant
stakeholders play in advancing this agenda while fully respecting national

ownership and differing national circumstances?

In 2025, as part of the MERGE project, we conducted a series of interviews with
technical staff from EU National Statistical Institutes (NSIs) with the goal of examining
how wellbeing metrics emerge, the barriers statistical systems face and how

international coordination could support progress (Abdallah et al. 2026). Some of the
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insights shared by these experts relate to the role of various types of stakeholders and
can shed light into how different actors can support a fertile ecosystem for a Beyond
GDP framework. Below we present some of these insights, together with our reflections
on how they can be best used to inform the Intergovernmental Process on Beyond GDP:

Role of the United Nations and other international organisations:

- Statistical institutions broadly support the standardisation of individual
indicators to ensure methodological credibility and cross-country comparability.
At the same time, they emphasise the importance of retaining freedom in how
those indicators are organised. As one interviewee described it, the goal should
be “to standardise the coats, not the coat rack.” In practice, this means
agreeing on common measurement methods while allowing countries to
structure their frameworks according to their own policy priorities and
institutional contexts. This flexibility also creates space for engaging citizens in
the development of these frameworks, helping ensure they resonate with public
concerns and strengthening both ownership and uptake. Hence, we see UN’s
main contribution as producing a common blueprint with shared statistical
guidelines. For this, it is important that it fosters cross-agency collaboration and
leverage input from technical bodies that have expertise in measuring
alternative indicators, such as the UN Expert Group on Well-being
Measurement.

- The UN also plays a central role in encouraging the regular monitoring of its
recommended framework of indicators and thus their integration into national
monitoring systems. In this scenario, a thorough evaluation of the Voluntary
National Reviews for the UN Agenda 2030 can provide relevant information on
what works and what can be further enhanced in the future to improve uptake,
transparency, and accountability.

- The OECD, which has already adopted a Beyond GDP framework, developed
guidelines (e.g. on measuring subjective well-being) and has set up working
parties can support data innovation and harmonisation across countries.
Likewise, as the OECD plays a central role in the Beyond GDP Global Alliance,
it can also support alignment across international frameworks in order to
support cross-fertilisation and avoid fragmentation.

- More generally, international organisations were seen as very important for
building and supporting momentum. However, it is important that this support

materialises in training, capacity building, and funding where needed.
The role of Eurostat in the European Union

- In the European Union, the role of Eurostat and the European Statistical System

was particularly highlighted —in relation to its ability to mandate and financially
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support data collection and harmonisation in EU Member States, and secure
agreement and commitment from Member States. Thus, collaboration between
the UN and the EU appears crucial for advancing the agenda in Europe.

The role of Member States

- National political commitment is extremely valuable, as it provides an official
mandate, which can help enhance direction, legitimacy and resources for
developing, maintaining and using national Beyond GDP frameworks. Member
States play a crucial role in i) adapting the framework to national contexts,
engaging with citizens to define priorities; ii) embedding these indicators into
policy, to ensure that they are effectively used for designing, implementing, and
evaluating policy; iii) directing sufficient resources to NSls to ensure that they
are capable to innovate and adapt.

The role of national statistical institutes

- The work of NSIs and their statisticians is key to operationalising the Beyond
GDP and wellbeing frameworks and for the success of this agenda at the
national level. As noted in a recent MERGE report, it is important that NSIs
remain ambitious, and that while pragmatic, a Beyond GDP approach calls for
creativity and innovation and an openness to experiment. In this sense, it
remains crucial that NSIs do not work in silos, and that they collaborate with
academics and other NSis, including through their involvement in expert groups,

task forces, and networks (Brosio et al., 2026).

Il. Conceptual Framework, Measurement and Governance

1. To what extent does the conceptual framework proposed by the High-Level
Expert Group provide an appropriate basis for future intergovernmental

discussions? Which elements warrant further consideration or refinement?

The HLEG Beyond GDP conceptual framework has potential to act as a catalyst for
further collaboration and coherence in efforts to make Sustainable and Inclusive
Wellbeing central to policy making and governance. The conceptual framework needs

to be further refined in the following ways:

Composite Indicators. We support the suggestions of the HLEG to further develop
composite indexes for wellbeing, inclusion and sustainability. However, aggregation
needs to be done carefully. A recent paper originated from MERGE (Vieira et al., 2026
[Preprint]) has identified important challenges and requirements. As the paper argues,
resorting to linear averages for composite indicators is rarely suitable when it comes to
sustainable and inclusive wellbeing, since linear averages tacitly justify substitutability

across components, fail to incorporate environmental ceilings, and fail to penalise
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imbalances across components. The paper identifies and discusses 13 different

methods of aggregation and concludes that future composite calculations of
sustainable and inclusive wellbeing would be best served by combining methods
across levels. Specifics to consider are non-compensatory aggregation, non-linear
normalisation, and measurement-Llevel choices to best account for spillovers. Moreover,
Jansen et al (2024) provides a good resource to see which schools of thought provide
aggregation methods. It will be very important to make sure that this process is
supported by an expert-group representing the various school of scientific thought to
make sure that the outcomes are interdisciplinary.

Link to accounting systems. The HLEG indicators should be connected to accounting
system as much as possible (just like GDP is connected to the System of National
Accounts, SNA). The economic HLEG indicators should be embedded in the SNA. The
environmental indicators should be embedded in the accounting system for natural

capital: the SEEA (System of Environmental and Economic Accounts).

The reason these accounting systems are useful is that it will enable policy makers to
look beyond the aggregate HLEG figures. For example, the SEEA reports the CO2
emissions per industry category, thereby providing actionable information that is
consistent to the total emissions. A second reason is that the relationship between the

economy and environment can be explored by linking data from the SNA and SEEA.

There is currently also a social accounting system being developed (the SPSS-System
of Population and Social Statistics). There are also accounting system focused on
inequalities such as Distributional National Accounts (DINA) which could be related to
the inclusion and equity indicators of the HLEG. Finally, there are some efforts to link
these accounting systems, such as the framework for inclusive and sustainable
wellbeing (FISW). For an overview of this field and potential way forward, see Hoekstra
et al (2026).

Planetary Boundaries. The SEEA is a good foundation for the environmental indicators,
but the conceptual link to planetary boundaries is weak. This link needs to be
established to make sure that the “foundational principle” of planetary health is
properly measured. Some NSIs (the Netherlands) and Hoekstra et al (2026) have
explored this topic.

Transboundary impacts. The HLEG recommendations on transboundary impacts
should be further clarified. This topic would benefit from the development of
Multiregional input-output tables by the European Commission (FIGARO), OECD (ICIO)
and IMF (MARIO) which can be used to look at the ecological and social spillover effects.

Link to policy models/processes. The HLEG indicators should also play a role in policy

processes like the IPCC and the IPBES. For example, it is important that the policy
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models of the IPCC, which currently only look at the economy and climate change also
start to add some of the HLEG indicator to broaden the analysis to wellbeing and

inclusion.

5. Is there a need for headline indicators and if so, what criteria should guide the
selection and development of headline indicators? How should emerging
dimensions and less established measures—such as subjective well-being, social
cohesion, cross-country spillovers, capital/wealth measures, planet boundaries—be
incorporated where appropriate?

We believe that there is a very strong case for selecting and developing headline
indicators. At the same time, there is no clear consensus on corresponding
methodologies, or the form such headline measures should take.

There are three main candidates for single headline measures, and there is a fourth,
which instead aims at agreeing on a handful (5-10) set of indicators instead. For this
latter, as no such small subset could be comprehensive from a conceptual or statistical
perspective, one may opt for a political and public selection process. Citizen
Assemblies (either at national level or global) could ensure that citizens are not just
consulted, but actually shape the process, increasing democratic legitimacy, political

relevance and public support.

For single headlines, it is important to stress that there is no need to settle on one
measure, there may be a suit of them, working together. For example, a recent JRC brief
(referenced later) used all three single headline approaches to compare the US and the

EU, and the three approaches reinforced each other well.

(1) Subjective wellbeing — regardless of many debated aspects (including whether this
reflects sustainability), this is undoubtedly a potential top-level wellbeing indicator.
One would need data also on its distribution (inequality). This would correspond mostly
to the wellbeing dimension of the HLEG framework, with its distributional measures

corresponding to inclusion and equity.

(2) A system of composite indices, summarising the HLEG dashboard. If needed, the
indices may build on a larger set of, so that they become more comprehensive but
without inflating the number of selected “main dashboard indicators” further. They
should correspond to the HLEG dashboard structure as much as possible, with sub-

indices representing the “four key elements”.

Though there are examples of such indices (see Benczur et al. 2025 and Benczur et al.
20206) itis not a straightforward exercise. A recent paper originated from MERGE (Vieira
et al., 2026 [Preprint]) surveyed the field and has identified important challenges and
requirements for such an index structure (especially for the sustainability aspects, one

needs to consider limited or complete non-substitutability and limiting factors).
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(3) Monetary, augmented-GDP type measures. The two examples in the HLEG report
are in this category, but we believe these need a lot more underlying conceptual work.
Let us start by offering some comments on the HLEG proposals, and then, using partly
those as starting points, highlight other directions and certain important pitfalls.

The notion of an inequality adjusted income (GDP) measure is consistent with the fact
that social welfare is a convex function of individual wellbeing and hence there is an
aggregate welfare loss from an unequal distribution. At the same time, one needs to
parametrise the inequality aversion of society, so it cannot be just a single Gini, but must
be a family of adjustment factors (like the Atkinson family, employed in I-HDI with a
parameter of one).

The general wellbeing adjusted GDP/income proposal is an important direction which
however needs additional clarifications and work. In the original form of Marc
Fleurbaey’s equivalent income, the adjustment should take place at the individual level
and then be aggregated (see Da Costa 2026). Consequently, its measurement should
ideally be based on individual and not country level regressions. A drawback is that the
list of feasibly included “wellbeing items” is rather limited, but one nevertheless has a
large sample and many degrees of freedom in the life satisfaction-income-wellbeing-
items type regressions. Running these at the country level seems easier and can include
more and broader wellbeing items, but has conceptual issues, and more importantly,
suffers from much smaller samples and lower degrees of freedom.

There are methods to bring in costs and benefits of (negative and positive)
externalities. A long-standing proposal is that of the Index of Sustainable Economic
Welfare (ISEW - see a recent full implementation of this approach in Soupart & Bleys
2024) and the Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI). These typically add additional positive
items to income (or GDP), and deduct certain non-wellbeing items and externality costs,
seeking to capture the “net utility” (cost-benefit balance) of economic activity.

There are examples of more recent approaches that implement such adjustments in
a fully coherent, even SNA consistent way. Developing the original idea of the social
cost of carbon and DICE models of Nordhaus (2019) in a new direction, the work of
INSEE traces the costs of GHG down the entire SNA (see Larrier & Roux 2024, which
spells out the methodology, including the critical ingredient of the shadow price of
carbon, for this see also Germain & Lellouch 2020).

There are three important challenges for such monetisation approaches that we
would like to flag. (1) As argued by the ONS in their GII/NIl framework, the market value
of real estate can already capture a major part of the “valuation of nature”, calling for a
careful approach to avoid double counting when valuing externalities. (2) Taking the
present discount value of environmental externalities (GHG in particular) can be useful

and sufficient for cost-benefit analysis but may not yield a consistent measure of
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progress over time (double counting over time). One would need to find the current
income/consumption equivalent of an extra unit of the externality, along the unchanged
future societal path (as explained in the already reference Nordhaus lecture). (3) While
the dropping of some non-wellbeing-enhancing consumption items is often proposed
(like in the GPI or the ISEW), an ideal implementation should do it in a way that the
triple national accounting identity remains valid. It may be thus better to identify their
(negative) wellbeing effects, trace that back via the production chain, and allocate
as unpaid production costs (similarly to the exercise of INSEE for GHG emissions).
These can be part of the exploration of a wellbeing-related SNA, as proposed by the
HLEG.

lll. National Implementation

1. How could Beyond GDP measures be integrated into national policy-making
processes, including planning, budgeting, monitoring and evaluation, while

remaining adaptable to national circumstances and priorities?

Integrating Beyond GDP measures to governance and policy-making processes is
crucial for ensuring their relevance and impact. Five interconnected levers can be used
to this end: Reporting and monitoring, policy evaluation, setting political targets,
budgetary allocation rules, and enforcement mechanisms (Kaufmann et al. 2023;
Hoekstra et al. 2024; Dethier & Roman 2024; Dethier & Roman 2026).

To support reporting and monitoring of Beyond GDP measures at the national level,
clear guidance on data collection and harmonisation should be provided by the UN,
coupled with incentives for their regular monitoring and this integration into national
monitoring systems. As noted above, a thorough evaluation of the VNRs for the UN
Agenda 2030 can provide relevant information on what can be further.

It is important to note that reporting and monitoring by itself, though important basis
for the use of measures, risk being only information exercises that remain separate from
decision-making and have limited impact. As such, it should be coupled with setting
wellbeing priorities and policy targets that are followed through with enforcement
mechanism, assessing impacts of policy choices in relation to these targets both ex-
ante and ex-post and allocating budgets so that the use of public funds supports
reaching the wellbeing targets. The UN can support national governments in taking-up
these levers through providing guidance and best practices, real-life examples and
fostering science-policy dialogue. Insights from a series of 11 workshops and science-
policy dialogues MERGE conducted with EU policymakers to identify pathways for
embedding Sustainable and Inclusive Wellbeing metrics to EU policies demonstrated
that policy uptake improves with concrete, real-life examples and that science-policy
dialogue supports bridge gaps between technical metrics and political priorities
(Danilaviciute et al. 2026).
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Research indicates that participatory processes that involve citizens and civil society in

setting and clarifying wellbeing priorities can support legitimacy, impact and endurance
of Beyond GDP measures through connecting them with context specific circumstances
at the national level (Abdallah et al. 2026; Dethier & Roman 2026). Broad-based
participation enables embedding Beyond GDP targets in cultural norms and values,
providing entries to their institutionalisation (Dethier & Roman 2026). Hence, national
participatory dialogues around Beyond GDP measures should be encouraged to ensure
that they are considered meaningful and support policy uptake. A prominent example
of such process is the public consultation process “The Wales We Want” that engaged
nearly 7000 people across Wales and formed the basis for the seven wellbeing
priorities of the Well-being of Future Generations Act. Indeed, the Act presents an
important real-life example of institutionalised use wellbeing objectives and aligned
Beyond GDP metrics in governance with transformative potential that has had concrete
policy impact and combines monitoring to targets and enforcement mechanism
(Delthier & Roman 2026).

In relation to budgetary allocation rules, best practice examples already exist on using
Beyond GDP measures. Indeed, wellbeing budgeting has been implemented in many
nations around the world, including Iceland, Canada, Ireland, Italy, Bhutan, and
Aotearoa New Zealand (Gaukroger 2025, Frieling & Gem 2026, MERGE consortium
2025). However, in a policy lab organised by MERGE with national and EU
policymakers, researchers and civil society focused on wellbeing budgeting in March
2026 found barriers to implementation, including fragmented departmental
responsibilities, the systematic undervaluation of prevention and early intervention,
rigid annual fiscal rules that ignore second-round effects, and limited administrative
capacity to use new tools effectively. To overcome these barriers, capacity building
within national governments, especially ministries of finances are needed. This entails
practical guidance, training, peer learning and communities of practice. Policy guidelines
under development in MERGE (forthcoming) recommend that a well-balanced set of
metrics including dimensions of sustainability, inclusion and wellbeing should be used
to inform budget decisions and policy impact analysis.

Developments in modelling should be supported to enable quality ex-ante policy
evaluation in relation to the Beyond GDP measures. Macroeconomic modelling tools
such as COMPASS (Vogel et al. 2025), Eurogreen (Universita di Pisa, n.d), and SEN-
HARP (SPES, n.d) enable assessing trade-offs and synergies that GDP-based analysis
can miss. The use of these tools and their further development should be supported to
advance embedding Beyond GDP measures to policy planning and evaluation.
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