A Demonstration Well-being Index for the City of Los Angeles
M O T I VAT I O N

METHODOLOGY

The goal of this project is to define well-being in a way
that is intuitive to users, identify a methodology of
measuring well-being that is consistent with the definition and construct a demonstration index.

Given the criteria, the Alkire-Foster Method (AFM) is
chosen to construct the index. The AFM takes a core
set of objective domains, accommodates the inclusion
of weights and thresholds and allows for incidence and
intensity-based analysis of the domains. The flexibility
of subjective mediation helps align the methodology
with the definition of well-being. Thus, if one domain
is considered to be more important than another, a
preference can be embedded by adjusting either the
weight or the relevant threshold.

Well-being is being increasingly cited as a key performance metric of interest to policy makers. The United
Nation recently published the World Happiness Report
2018 to index global happiness by nation-state. Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness Index is used to guide
their national polices. At the local level, the City of
Santa Monica published the Wellbeing Project in 2016
to “harness the power of data to provide a shared understanding of our community’s strengths and needs,
encouraging collaboration among city leaders, local
organizations, and residents to improve our collective
wellbeing.” In each case, differing definition and methodology undercut comparability and the ability to deploy the metric at a local level. Thus, it would be prudent to investigate place-specific well-being, its merits
and utility for policy making before it is deployed locally. This demonstration is part of an effort to test drive
well-being in the context of Los Angeles.

DEFINITION
A common definition of well-being is a state characterized by health, happiness, and prosperity. At the same
time, we intuitively understand well-being to be subjective. Different people derive satisfaction from different variables. Thus, an index for well-being must be

R E S U LT S
Low WB block groups perform especially poorly in environment and
productivity relative to their peers.

PRACTICE
Block groups at the extreme end of
low well-being perform poorly in every domain.

For our purpose, only an objective well-being index is
constructed here. There are no survey data of residents
of Los Angeles on their psychological well-being, domain-specific life satisfaction and overall happiness.
The unit of indexation is census block group. Twentytwo indicators are selected to inform seven domains
that construct the multidimensional score for wellbeing. Each block group is subject to indicatorspecific threshold tests and assigned [1, 0]. The indicators are aggregated into domain scores; the domains
are aggregated into a well-being score and index. The
graphic below illustrates the index construction pathway.

W E L L - B E I N G BY Z I P C O D E
The block groups were aggregated
up to the zip code level. Block
group well-being scores were
weighted by population to arrive at
an average well-being score for
each zip code.

multidimensional with many objective attributes but
flexible across the many ways that subjective differences in values play a role. The methodology must also reflects the complexity and flexibility of well-being
without making it difficult for users to understand.
The criteria above calls for a metric built on a core set
of objective domains that drive well-being. Second,
subjective weights that rank the correlation of each domain to well-being and fixed individual effects should
be included. Third, our objective reality is embedded
within our larger perception of psychological wellbeing, life satisfaction and happiness. The table below
demonstrate how such an idealized composition of
well-being might work. How these elements might ultimately interact in practice and for policy making is only evident upon constructing an index.

LESSONS

D ATA
LA.Data’s GeoHub Open Data Portal, 2016 American
Community Survey, US Census Tiger Admin Boundary,
California Environmental Screen 3.0, LA Metro and
LAPD Open Data Portals
Using NAD 1983 – 2011 State Plane California V FIPS
0405 Feet US for all map projections.
Dark hues indicate block groups with deficiency while
light hues reveal areas that have surpassed the threshold for well-being.

S PAT I A L Q U E S T I O N S

TECHNICAL

Sensitivity Analysis is precluded from the methodology. Indexation is a
purely summation exercise and falls short in teasing out feedback loops and
interaction effects.
Ground-Truthing in the pre-assessment or follow-up period greatly augment
the demonstration index. The index can highlight neighborhoods as a starting point of further investigation.
Citizens Engagement in all stages would enrich the demonstration index.
HUMAN Researchers can invite citizens to surface the domains, indicators and
thresholds to keep the index relevant to the users.
Simplicity is a virtue. A constitution of twenty-two indicators dilute the importance of each, leading one to question whether each domain is relevant
enough in the first place.

1. Which parts of Los Angeles suffer from low well-being?
2. Which indicators and domains are most prevalent among all city block groups?
3. Of the lowest scoring block groups, which domains are most lacking among the affected population?

Subjective Weights make for a more dynamic index. They can be included
at the summation level or in the thresholds. However, the inclusion of
weights should warrant a high level of transparency.
Fussy Threshold Selection has an outsize impact on domains at the margin.
Thresholds should be selected based on generally accepted criteria or consensus with an engaged population. In this way, both the loss of information as the data are transformed and research bias are minimized.

POLICY

Correlation versus Attribution distinction lurks in the similar distribution patterns across the maps. A summation index is not designed to surface main
drivers. If an indicator is found to be strongly correlated with well-being, no
research design exists to suggest that the relationship is causal.

A NEW APPROACH TO INTERVENTION
The well-being index surfaces
challenges usually driven by more
than one domain and cut across
department-specific coverage.
Thus, how should policy makers
respond? In adopting this metric,
there must be a process change
to the traditional program-todomain specific intervention.
Thus, a well-being index is an opportunity for agency to design
joint-programs across many subject matters. It can help
institutionalize the way government talks within its agencies and with citizens, making the overall
intervention more accountable and responsive. In other words, there must a network response.
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