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Introduction

• The concept of well-being has been described as:

• intangible

• multi-faceted

• difficult to define

• harder to measure

• well-being = objective and subjective indicators

• Subjective: an individual’s assessment of their life, 

not readily accessible, not objectively verifiable

• Objective: an individual’s verifiable            

circumstances in a given geographical unit

Social science that makes a difference



Perspectives on Well-being

• The field of psychology distinguishes between hedonic

and eudaimonic perspectives

Social science that makes a difference

HEDONIC

• Subjective 
experience of 
happiness

• Life satisfaction

EUDAIMONIC

• Psychological 
functioning

• Self-realization, 
meaning personal 
growth



Hedonia: Subjective Well-being

Social science that makes a difference

• emotional responses, which together with mood, is 

referred to as affect

• past and present life satisfaction and perspectives on 

the future

• Can also be conceptualized as positive emotions or 

feeling good and functioning well in life or positive 

functioning



Eudaimonia: Ryff’s Psychological Well-

being Scale

• I have confidence in my opinions, even if they are 
contrary to the general consensus

Autonomy

• In general, I feel I am in charge of the situation in 
which I live.

Environmental 
Mastery

• I think it is important to have new experiences that 
challenge how you think about yourself and the world.

Personal 
Growth

• People would describe me as a giving person, willing 
to share my time with others.

Positive Relations 
with Others

• Some people wander aimlessly through life, but I am 
not one of them.

Purpose in Life

• I like most aspects of my personality.Self-acceptance



Social science that makes a difference

These ideas are not new in themselves

MASLOW’S 

(1962) SELF-

ACTUALIZATION



Another dimension of psychological 

well-being

Social well-being explores the sense of connectedness 

between the individual and their social environment -

feeling connected, contributing to the community, 

comprehending your social space. 



• quantifiable indicators assessed on an individual and 

societal level

• income, literacy rates, gross domestic product rates and 

longevity

• Social indicators: individuals’ quality of life - infant 

mortality, clear air, crime, human rights, ecology, 

education, etc.

Objective Well-being

For example, a happiness index 

could collate life expectancy, 

subjective wellbeing, inequality and 

ecology



Integrative approaches: linking 

subjective and objective well-being

What is the link between objective and subjective well-being?

Can these dimensions be empirically and theoretically 

separated?

How is this distinction manifested in the measurement of well-

being for example the Personal Well-being Index

What does the terrain of policy and research look like? 

National Accounts of Well-being?

What does the linking of objective and subjective well-being 

mean for conceptualising well-being in the Global South?



Integrative approaches: linking 

subjective and objective well-being

• Subjective and objective well-being are linked 

• high levels of subjective well-being = better health 

and productivity;

• less inequality and better opportunities = life 

satisfaction and levels of happiness

• Notions of quality of life and multidisciplinary approaches 

to well-being



A contextual understanding 

of well-being in the             

Global South
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Why well-being in the Global South

• A well-being approach to development allows for an 

interdisciplinary focus, considering:

• psychology

• economics

• sociology

• political science

• cultural studies

• This person-centered approach puts individuals, in their 

relationships and surroundings, at the center

• And in the Global South, these relationships and surroundings tend 

to be more precarious

Holistic consideration of human functioning, capabilities and needs, 

livelihoods and resources



Why well-being in the Global South

Wellbeing in the Global South presents opportunities for 

investigating the prevalence of racialized and gendered 

distribution of resources and opportunities and how they 

impact an individual and community’s ability to be well.

More importantly, an investigation of wellbeing in the 

Global South rather than the ‘context of poverty’ provides 

a more credible and respectful representation of people’s 

lives, in their own terms, in ways that do not undermine 

their existing strategies (Camfield, 2006: 2). 



What, who are, where is the Global South

• The concept ‘Global South’ emerged during the era of mass 

decolonization in the 1950s, 1960s and 70s. 

• Nyerere (1990) defined the Global South as the poor 

nations of the world but recent developments mean that it 

would be naïve simply to equate the Global South with a 

lack of wealth. 

“While the North lives/acts, the South survives/reacts” 
Rosa, 2014:857 

Both Brazil and India were rated 
as being ‘top 10’ countries in 
terms of their GDPs, both are 

nations certainly considered to be 
a part of the Global South 

Cities like Cape Town and 
Mumbai, now contain geo-

scapes of concentrated 
wealth. 



Instead of being delineated by a physical location, 

the Global South represents a ‘polythetic’ category.

• One common feature of many of these countries is that 

they were once colonized. Could ‘postcolonial’ could be 

considered a rough synonym for Global South?

By Global South we mean parts of Africa, Latin America and developing 

countries in Asia, places that have large youthful populations, burgeoning 

informal economies, high levels of inequality and unemployment and 

worrying levels of violence (Swartz, Cooper, Ramphilile forthcoming)

For some the Global South 

has become synonymous 

with uncertain development, 

unorthodox economies, 

failed states, and nations 

fraught with corruption, 

poverty, and strife (Comaroff

& Comaroff, 2012.

For others, the 

South doesn’t 

denote a 

geographic unit 

but rather a 

specific 

epistemological 

form (Rosa, 2014).



Why wellbeing can reflect 

differently in the Global South

• While wellbeing is to some degree individually embedded, research 

does indicate that it is also framed by a well-functioning, orderly, and 

regulated society (Dolan and White 2007; Donovan and Halpern 2002) 

with strong social capital and broad participation – characteristics 

associated more with Northern nations . 

• We cannot forget that these southern societies have been profoundly 

shaped by their colonial, neo-colonial and postcolonial histories that 

contribute to gross inequality in the present.

• Inequality matters because it has 

adverse effects on the way 

people experience being                                                                                                 

well or unwell. 



IN SUMMARY

• That means it is essential to theorize wellbeing in 

ways:

• that resonate with universal challenges of natural 

resource threats,

• that recognize the uneven distribution of wealth 

and the attrition in quality of life,

• and consider context-specific challenges that take 

into account identities, the way histories continue 

to impact the present, gender issues and power 

dynamics 



Proposals for alternative 

conceptualisations

of well-being
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Universalising well-being?

• Normative assumptions embedded in ‘cross cultural’ research

• Depoliticised – not changing the world but the way you feel

about it

“We need more attention to concepts, not just techniques, and

more engagement with social and political perspectives"

(White, Gaines & Jha, 2012)

"Southern theory is not a fixed set of propositions but a

challenge to develop new knowledge projects and new ways of

learning with globally expanded resources”

(Connell, 2014)



Well-being and social justice

• Conceptual and methodological individualism 

• But how is poverty and inequality produced and reproduced?

• Theoretical tools that account for:

• Social structures, politics & power

• Responsibility of states

• Transformative social protection?

• Poverty alleviation = poverty reduction 

• Social justice as goal 



Well-being and collective solidarity

• “Well-being informed by material, subjective and relational 

domains” CMEPSP (2009) 

• Latin America, as a region, reports high levels of subjective well-

being and life satisfaction (Rojas, Garcia Vega, 2017)

• Close human ties, solidarity, centrality of family 

• Social justice advocacy in India (Chopra, 2014)

• “Co-constructing a social contract”

• Collective well-being?

• Belonging and connectedness

• Individual and collective agency



What does it mean to be well 

in the Global South?

• Individualism of mainstream well-being research

"Well-being happens in relationships: between the collective and the

individual; the local and the global; the people and the state”
(White, 2010)

• Technocratic policy focus on material deprivation

“The prevailing structure of social relations in unequal societies better

enables some to achieve social mobility, than it does others”
(Kabeer, 2014)

"What does a southern perspective ask us to do that we are not now 

doing, as knowledge workers?”

(Connell, 2014)




