MULTIDIMENSIONAL WELLBEING:

WHAT IT IS, AND HOW IT RELATES TO REDUCING POVERTY

AND INEQUALITY

The Wellbeing Research Group at the HSRC, comprising a team
of 8 junior and 11 senior scholars spent six months reviewing how
wellbeing is spoken about and measured. They looked at which policies
and interventions have aimed to improve people's lives - especially
in contexts of poverty and inequality, and what might be missing.
Profs Sharlene Swartz and Heidi van Rooyen report.

Poverty and inequality have long
been recognised as comprising
multiple dimensions. With regards to
poverty, a multidimensional approach
recognises the importance of
education, health, living environment
and economic opportunities amongst
other aspects.

Likewise, the World Social Science
Report offers an analysis of seven
dimensions of inequality that
include social, cultural, political and
knowledge-based dimensions of
inequality alongside those shared
with poverty (economic, spatial and
environmental).

These multiple dimensions of

poverty and equality have farreaching
consequences for the notion of
wellbeing. However, it is widely
known that material and economic
approaches (“what resources people
have"”) have long dominated the ways
in which we have conceptualised and
measured both poverty and inequality,
as well as wellbeing.

In the past decades, the notion of
subjective wellbeing (“how people
feel about what they have”) has
received much attention.

What seems to be missing is the
notion of collective, relational or social
wellbeing — “how people engage
with each other, and the structures

in which they find themselves” —in
order to enhance their wellbeing.

After reviewing each of these three
aspects of wellbeing, the HSRC's
Wellbeing Research Group produced
a number of reports and proposed a
research programme.

OBJECTIVE, MATERIAL & ECONOMIC
WELLBEING
What you have

SUBJECTIVE & PSYCHOLOGICAL
WELLBEING
How you feel about what you have

RELATIONAL, SOCIAL & COLLECTIVE
WELLBEING

How people engage with each other,
and the structures in which they find
themselves to be well (or not)

\We need a new
understanding of
wellness that fully
encompasses the
social nature of human
beings and that
explores experiences
of connectedness
between the individual
and their social
environment

A critical review of wellbeing as a
concept

The review asks how people
conceptualise wellbeing in general
and whether these conceptualisations
are adequate and appropriate for
global South contexts with its
struggles after colonisation and with
development.

Our key findings include that
conventional frameworks for
understanding development infers
that poor people are defined solely by
their economic deficits.

In contrast, a multidimensional
approach to wellbeing considers
human functioning, capabilities and
needs, livelihoods and resources, in a
holistic manner.
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Such an approach places the It answered the question how Without this knowledge, it is

person, in their relationships wellbeing has been measured, both unsurprising that we do not have
and surroundings, at the centre, qualitatively and quantitatively, in interventions, which we argue are
and presents opportunities for South Africa in the period 1994-2016. warranted, to support people to
investigating the prevalence of . overcome the consequences of
racialised and gendered distribution Although South Africa has a long prolonged exposure to dehumanising
of resources and opportunities and history of welloeing research, treatment.

considers how these impact an this is the first systematic review

individual and community’s ability to that focuses on questions of Where to from here?

be well. methodology. As we ramp up our work, we are
We are convinced that a new The researchers found that the vast pursuing two further aspects. First,
Southern understanding of wellness majority of methods used to measure | we have inserted an experimental
is necessary: one that fully wellbeing are quantitative. Only five module into the South Afncan Social
encompasses the social nature of studies were qualjatwe or employed Attitudes Survey that will help us to
human beings and that explores mixed methods ths g_ged a understand how empowered people
experiences of connectedness qualitative component. in South Africa feel, and to what

indivi i extent they believe they are able to
between the individual and their It also found that 1 dlfFete' ( W W

social environment. Reorienting

our focus from the material and
subjective to the social helps answer
critical questions such as how social
relations in unequal societies might
be employed to improve people's
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