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Abstract 
The aim of the article is to present indicators of the social pillar of sustainable development used in databases that 

come from large nationwide social science surveys conducted consistently over decades. For this purpose, the 

following research projects were selected: the American General Social Survey (GSS), the British Social Attitudes 

(BSA), the German General Social Survey (ALLBUS), and the Polish General Social Survey (PGSS). A Human 

Wellbeing Index (HWI) developed by the World Conservation Union (IUCN) was adopted as a conceptual basis, 

in its version put forward by Robert Prescott-Allen. The article includes a compilation of indicators which describe 

selected aspects of the social pillar of sustainable development and which are used in all of the research projects 

mentioned. 
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Streszczenie 
Celem artykułu jest ukazanie wskaźników społecznego filaru zrównoważonego rozwoju, które stosowane są w 

bazach danych będących efektem prowadzenia dużych, ogólnokrajowych sondaży społecznych, realizowanych od 

dziesięcioleci. Dla ilustracji wybrano następujące projekty badawcze: amerykański General Social Survey (GSS), 

brytyjski British Social Attitudes (BSA), niemiecki German General Social Survey (ALLBUS) i polski Polish 

General Social Survey (PGSS), Za podstawę koncepcyjną przyjęto Human Wellbeing Index (HWI) wypracowany 

przez The World Conservation Union (IUCN), w wersji zaproponowanej przez Roberta Prescott-Allena. Artykuł 

zawiera zestawienie wskaźników niektórych aspektów społecznego filaru zrównoważonego rozwoju dostępnych 

w każdym z wymienionych projektów badawczych. 

 

Słowa kluczowe: rozwój zrównoważony, wskaźniki, Human Wellbeing Index, GSS, BSA, ALLBUS, PGSS

 

Introduction 
 

Three pillars of sustainable development are com-

monly distinguished: environmental, economic, and 

social (Pawłowski, 2008). An extensive body of the-

oretical, methodological and research literature ex-

ists on the first two pillars, while the social dimen-

sion has been neglected in all these aspects. 

Methodological aspects that come into play when at-

tempting to measure sustainability indicators by 

means of empirical studies are specific to each of the  

 

three pillars, although some common points can be 

identified (e.g. the indicators of attitudes towards the 

natural environment, which combine the issues of 

environment protection and sociology). 

The purpose of this article is to identify indicators of 

the social pillar of sustainable development that are 

used in large nationwide social science surveys de-

signed for long-term continuous observation of the 

most important trends in demography, economy and 

sociology. This is done on the basis of the following 

research projects (the year in brackets refers to the 
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year when the collection of data was started): the 

GSS (1972), the ALLBUS (1980), the BSA (1983), 

and the PGSS (1992). The projects of this kind ena-

ble frequent and regular monitoring of key indicators 

connected with the social pillar of sustainable devel-

opment. Obviously, it is not possible to have a large 

set of such indicators in cross-sectional social sci-

ence surveys, which have their distinct goals. How-

ever, researchers of sustainable development can use 

them along with those of other disciplines, trying to 

find what can be learned from a wide variety of var-

iables. 

 

Dimensions and elements of the social aspect of 

sustainable development 
 

Indicators of the social pillar of sustainable develop-

ment may theoretically constitute diverse and quite 

capacious sets. Hence, some way of ordering this po-

tential diversity is necessary. To do so, it is crucial 

to conceptualise, and subsequently operationalise 

the concept of social pillar of sustainable develop-

ment. At this point the conceptualization of the con-

cept will be discussed, while the operationalisation 

will be dealt with in the section concerning indica-

tors. 

Theorists and practitioners of sustainable develop-

ment now agree that it is necessary to develop syn-

thetic measures that could be applied practically. 

One-number indicators should provide clear and ac-

cessible information on the progress made in imple-

menting the policy of sustainable development, and 

serve as a source of information for continuous so-

cial control (Stanny, Czarnecki, 2011). Different at-

tempts to describe and measure sustainable develop-

ment have been made, one of them being the Com-

mon European Indicators of Sustainable Develop-

ment, which were developed under the aegis of the 

European Commission, the European Environment 

Agency and the Expert Group and were empirically 

tested in 2001-2003. Worthy of mention is also the 

work of the United Nations Commission on Sustain-

able Development (CSD), which involved selecting 

and testing of 58 indicators, including the ones that 

describe the social dimension of sustainable devel-

opment. The World Economic Forum put forward 

the Environmental Sustainability Index (ESI), which 

is a compilation of 68 indicators for 148 countries. 

Partial indicators were grouped into 5 components 

and 20 key indicators, including the social ones. A 

still different proposal is the Human Wellbeing In-

dex (HWI). It was developed by the World Conser-

vation Union (IUCN) and consists of 88 indicators 

for 180 countries. They are aggregated there into two 

sub-indexes – human wellbeing and ecosystem well-

being. The first one is a collection of indicators re-

lated to population, health, wealth, knowledge, cul-

ture and justice, while the latter includes indicators 

concerning land, water, air, biodiversity, and re-

source use (Stanny, Czarnecki, 2011).  

The HWI is a realistic measure of socio-economic 

conditions and covers many aspects of human well-

being. It incorporates five dimensions (health and 

population, wealth, knowledge and culture, commu-

nity, and equity), which can be further split into the 

following 10 elements (Prescott -Allen, 2001), pre-

sented in table 1. 

 
Table 1. Dimensions and elements of the Human Wellbe-

ing Index (Prescott-Allen, 2001) 

Health  People enjoy long lives in good health  
Population  while keeping their numbers within the 

bounds of human and natural resources.  
Household 

wealth  
Individuals and households have the ma-

terial goods and income to secure basic 

needs and decent livelihoods, 
National 

wealth  
and the community has the resources to 

support enterprise and maintain prosper-

ity.  
Knowledge People have the knowledge to innovate 

and cope with change, live well and sus-

tainably, and fulfill their potential,  
Culture with avenues for spiritual growth, crea-

tivity; and self-expression.  
Freedom 

and 

governance  

Human rights are fully respected, and in-

dividuals are free to choose how deci-

sions are made and who should make 

them. Decision-making bodies are open, 

clean, and effective 
Peace and 

order  
Communities coexist peacefully and 

protect their members from crime and 

violence.  
Household 

equity 
Benefits and burdens are shared fairly 

among  households and groups  
Gender 

equity 

and between males and females.  

 
Databases 
 

The GSS (General Social Survey) gathers data on 

contemporary American society in order to monitor 

and explain trends in attitudes, behaviours and attrib-

utes. It has been conducted since 1972. The GSS 

contains a standard core of demographic and behav-

ioural questions, as well as topics of special im-

portance for the functioning of modern society. 

Among the topics covered are: civil liberties, crime 

and violence, tolerance, morality, national spending 

priorities, social mobility, and many others. The GSS 

is one of the best sources of data on the attitudes and 

trends in the United States. It allows researchers to 

examine the structure and functioning of society as a 

whole, as well as the role played by subgroups, and 

to compare the United States with other nations. Its 

aim is to provide easy access to high quality data that 

can be used by researchers, students, policy makers, 

and others. The experience of the GSS serves other 

large research studies; for example, the ALLBUS 

(Die Allgemeine Bevölkerungsumfrage der Sozi-

alwissenschaften), which has been conducted since 

1980 to examine trends and consequences of social 

changes in Germany, or the PGSS (Polish General 
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Social Survey) conducted since 1992. Both the ALL-

BUS and PGSS are based on the GSS. The British 

Social Attitudes (BSA) survey began in 1983, and 

has been conducted every year since then, with the 

exception of the years 1988 and 19921. 

Research samples in these studies are highly repre-

sentative for national populations, randomly se-

lected, and consist usually of 1500-2500 respondents 

each year2. 

 

Indicators 
 

The research projects mentioned above share many 

common features, also in regard to indicators of the 

social aspect of sustainable development. All of 

them include indicators of such elements as: health, 

household wealth, and knowledge. Some contain 

also indicators of peace and order, as well as those 

of gender equity. On the other hand, indicators of the 

following elements are not included: population and 

national wealth (these are available from official sta-

tistics), culture, freedom and governance, as well as 

household equity. So it is possible to obtain infor-

mation on 3 to 6 elements from databases alone, or 

on 8 to 10 indicators from official statistics.  
Each of the listed elements of the social aspect of 

sustainable development is represented in the 

databases by some indicators. The biggest number of 

indicators are available for household wealth and 

health (from 3 to 8). There are slightly fewer 

indicators for knowledge (from 3 to 5), and much 

fewer for peace and order, household equity, and 

gender equity (1-2). 
 
Table 2. Number of indicators in a given research project 
Measured 

element 
Project (database) 

GSS  ALLBUS BSA  PGSS  
 

Health 

 

3 
 

8 
 

3 
 

3 
Household 

wealth 
 

5 
 

8 
 

3 
 

7 
Knowledge 

 
 

4 
 

3 
 

2 
 

5 

Peace and 

order 
 

1 
 

- 
 

- 
 

- 
Household 

equity 
 

2 
 

- 
 

- 
 

- 
Gender  

equity 

 

1 
 

- 
 

- 
 

1 

Total 16 19 8 16 

 
It should be emphasized that the indicators’ scopes 

combined do not cover in full the scope of any 

element, even in the case of household wealth and 

                                                           
1 The most up-to-date measuring tools that are available 

were used: the 2016 GSS, the 2015 BSA, the 2014 ALL-

BUS (a newer version is available in German, but the Eng-

lish translation comes from 2014), and the 2010 PGSS 

(there is no more recent version). The list of indicators was 

reconstructed on the basis of the tools mentioned above. 

This is important as the content of the databases changes 

health, not to mention the remaining ones – in 

particular peace and order, household equity and 

gender equity. Hence, the choice of indicators is 

necessarily arbitrary. This is a drawback of using 

secondary rather than primary data. On the other 

hand, the information obtained in this way comes 

from nationwide surveys and covers a considerable 

period of time. 

Below a list of indicators grouped by elements and 

databases is presented. Rather than referring to vari-

able names or codes, relevant questions from ques-

tionnaires are given (some of them are slightly mod-

ified due to their original broader context). 

 

Health: 

 

GSS 

 Would you say your health in general is ex-

cellent, good, fair, or poor? 

 Taken all together, how would you say 

things are these days – would you say that 

you are very happy, pretty happy, or not too 

happy?  

 Now thinking about your mental health, 

which includes stress, depression, and prob-

lems with emotions, for how many days 

during the past 30 days was your mental 

health not good?  

 

ALLBUS 

 How often did it occur during the past four 

weeks that, due to physical health prob-

lems, you accomplished less than you 

wanted to at work or in everyday tasks?  

 How often did it occur during the past four 

weeks that, due to mental health or emo-

tional problems, you accomplished less 

than you wanted to at work or in everyday 

tasks?  

 Here we have a list of common illnesses. 
Please tell me which of these illnesses or 

health problems you have been suffering 

from for at least 12 months or which ones 

you suffer from chronically? 

 If you think back on the past three months: 

for what reason or reasons have you seen a 

doctor in the past three months?   

 In total, how often have you seen a doctor 

in the past three months?  

 What about receiving in-patient treatment 

in hospital in the past twelve months? Have 

you been admitted to hospital for any over- 

(slight as these changes are). For example, the 1992-1998 

PGSS included an indicator for the peace and order ele-

ment, which was the same as the one used in the GSS, but 

in the surveys from 2010, this indicator was no longer 

used. 
2 Only the basic information is provided here. More details 

on these projects are available on their websites. 
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night treatment once or several times in the 

past twelve months (excluding admission 

for reasons of childbirth)?  

 In total, how many nights did you spend in 

hospital in the past twelve months?  

 Do you smoke? If yes how many cigarettes 

or other tobacco products do you smoke per 

day?  

 

BSA 

 Do you have a long-standing physical or 

mental health condition or disability? By 

long-standing, I mean anything that has 

lasted at least 12 months or that is likely to 

last at least 12 months?  

 Does this condition or disability have a sub-

stantial adverse effect on your ability to 

carry out normal day-to-day activities?  

 Have you ever been told by a doctor or 

other health professional, that you person-

ally have had one or other of the specific 

mental health problems? 

 

PGSS 

 Would you say your health in general is ex-

cellent, good, fair, or poor? 

 Have you received in-patient treatment in 

hospital in the past twelve years ?  

 Have you been incapable of carrying out 

your job or everyday tasks due to illness or 

injury in the past twelve months?  

 

Household wealth: 

 

GSS 

 Compared with American families in gen-

eral, would you say your family income is: 

far below average, below average, average, 

above average, or far above average?  

 During the last few years, has your financial 

situation been getting better, getting worse, 

or has it stayed the same?  

 In which of these income groups did your 

total family income, from all sources, fall 

last year before taxes? 

 In which of income groups did your earn-

ings all sources for 2015 fall? That is, be-

fore taxes or other deductions? 

 We are interested in how people are getting 

along financially these days. So far as you 

and your family are concerned, would you 

say that you are pretty well satisfied with 

your present financial situation, more or 

less satisfied, or not satisfied at all?  

 

ALLBUS 

 How high is your own net monthly income? 

 By this I mean the amount remaining after 

deductions for tax and social security con-

tributions.  

 How high is the total net monthly income 

of your household?  By this I mean the 

amount remaining after deductions for tax 

and social security contributions.  

 Would you say that your household’s cur-

rent total income is: very much lower than 

what you need, somewhat lower than what 

you need, roughly what you need, some-

what more than what you need, very much 

more than what you need? 

 This is a list of sources of income a house-

hold may receive. Please specify all the 

sources of income that apply to your house-

hold.  

 And which of these sources of income is the 

main source of income in your household?  

 Just assuming you wanted to sell this prop-

erty: How much money would you have left 

over roughly after paying off any debts you 

might have on your property. Please esti-

mate as exactly as possible  

 The next question deals with the accommo-

dation you/your family live in. Which of the 

categories on the card applies to you/your 

family? 

 How large is your flat/house approxi-

mately?  

 

BSA 

 Which is the main source of income for you 

(and your spouse / partner) at present?  

 Which of the letters on this card represents 

the total income of your household from all 

sources before tax?  

 Which of the letters on this card represents 

your own gross or total earnings, before de-

duction of income tax and national insur-

ance?  

 

PGSS 

 Taking into account the last 12 months, 

what was your average monthly net income 

(earnings) from your current job? 

 Compared with Polish families in general, 

would you say that your family’s income is: 

far below average, slightly below average, 

average, slightly above average, or far 

above average?  

 Taking into account the last 12 months, 

what was your household's monthly income 

from all sources? Please give the average 

monthly income after taxes. 

 Do you think that the total income of your 

household compared to your needs is: very 

much lower than what you need, slightly 

lower than what you need, roughly what 
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you need, somewhat more than what you 

need, or well above than what you need? 

 Please give some information about your 

housing. Under what terms are you living in 

your present flat/house? 

 How big is your flat/house (in square me-

ters)? 

 How much money would you roughly have 

left after selling your flat/house and paying 

off any debts you might have on your prop-

erty e.g. mortgage, loan? 

 

Knowledge: 

 

GSS 

 Do you have any college degrees?  

 What degree or degrees do you have? 

 What is the highest degree you have 

earned?  

 In what field was that degree?  

 

ALLBUS 

 What general school leaving certificate do 

you have?  

 What vocational or professional training do 

you have?  

 What type of university of applied sciences 

degree do you have? Please only tell me the 

highest qualification you have obtained.  

 

BSA 

 How old were you when you completed 

your continuous full-time education?  

 Have you passed any of the examinations 

shown on this card?  

 

PGSS 

 What level of education have you com-

pleted until now? 

 In what area (field, profession) did you get 

your education (at school/university)? 

 Was it (or is it ) a state, community, or pri-

vate school/university? 

 How many years in total did you spend at 

school (including university)? Please do not 

count years of study that you repeated, gap 

years and other breaks in your education, 

and skills improvement courses. 

 What type of certificate, diploma, voca-

tional or academic title did you receive at 

the end of your education? 

 

Peace and order: 

 

GSS 

 Is there any area right around here – that is, 

within a mile – where you would be afraid 

to walk alone at night?  

 

Household equity: 

 

GSS 

 Over the past five years, have you been dis-

criminated against with regard to work, for 

instance when applying for a job, or when 

being considered for a pay increase or pro-

motion?  

 In your opinion, what was the main reason 

for the discrimination?  

  

Gender equity: 

 

GSS 

 Is it much better for everyone involved if 

the man is the achiever outside the home 

and the woman takes care of the home and 

family?  

 

PGSS 

 Should it be more important for a wife to 

provide such conditions that would facili-

tate developing successful professional ca-

reer by her husband, or to develop her own 

professional career? 

 

Concluding remarks 

 

In conclusion, let me present a few remarks of a more 

general nature. The first one concerns indicators. In-

dicators are very often, if not usually, selected on an 

arbitrary basis. This is also the case here. However, 

as Stefan Nowak writes, from a range of indicators, 

we can often choose the one that suits us best to max-

imise a particular type of indicator. When using 

ready databases, the choice of indicators is further 

limited to the variables that are available in a given 

survey. Therefore, the indicators selected are often 

narrower than their theoretical counterparts. How-

ever, indicators and their indicata are seldom equiv-

alent in empirical studies, and it is often the case that 

some phenomenon is treated as an indicator of a set 

of phenomena, of some syndrome understood in such 

a way that an indicator constitutes one of its ele-

ments (Nowak, 2017). Hence, there is no choice but 

to accept this arbitrariness – at least in the secondary 

data.  

Another issue concerns the sources of information. 

In the last years, there has been a growing tendency 

to use secondary research; analyses based on the data 

that come from large, nationwide surveys are becom-

ing more popular, replacing primary research de-

signed from the scratch. This approach seems to be 

a positive trend: although it involves sacrificing your 

own research ideas, it has considerable advantages: 

analyses are conducted on large random representa-

tive samples and advanced data analysis methods are 

employed. Moreover, large research projects are of-

ten carried out over many years, or even decades, 
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which enables to track trends over time. The disad-

vantage of this type of research is that it is (in many 

cases) limited to a few variables, those that are im-

portant for researchers in general and cross-sectional 

surveys. 

Finally, the data for the environmental and economic 

pillars of sustainable development come mostly from 

official statistics or other desk research analyses. On 

the other hand, information for the social aspect must 

be obtained from empirical studies, with secondary 

data serving as a supplement (though often, quite a 

significant one). It is impossible to imagine the 

measurement of indicators of the social pillar with-

out empirical social research, especially since da-

tasets – unlike official statistics – are potentially dy-

namic. For example, apart from the information on 

household incomes that is obtained from them (this 

can be also obtained from reliable statistical docu-

ments), it is also possible to examine the factors in-

fluencing household income and how this affects 

other elements of the pillar. It is possible to develop 

multivariate models of dependency between varia-

bles, which no document can provide. 

The following main conclusion can be formulated: if 

it is possible to collect a large amount of relatively 

reliable information (that also takes into account the 

dynamics of changes) on the environmental and eco-

nomic pillars, then the social pillar requires infor-

mation of the same type, i.e. reliable (derived from 

large samples of high representativeness) and pre-

sented over a period of time. Despite their obvious 

shortcomings connected with the incompleteness of 

the indicators we are interested in3, the importance 

of nationwide social science surveys carried out for 

decades, cannot be overestimated. However, what is 

necessary is the cooperation between sustainable de-

velopment researchers, sociologists, demographers 

and economists responsible for the final set of varia- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3 Unfortunately, the ISSP Environment datasets which are 

of great value, are collected not frequently enough – only 

every 10 years. They contain much interesting data mainly 

bles. This cooperation could in time lead to increas-

ing the number of indicators that are of interest to us.  
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on social attitudes towards environmental protection and 

to a lesser degree, on the social pillar itself. 


