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Preface

In the early 20th century, Gross Domestic Product (GDP) emerged not
as a universal measure of societal well-being, but as a pragmatic tool to
gauge industrial output during a time of war and recovery. Yet, over the
decades, it evolved into a symbol—often unquestioned—of national
prestige, economic health, and progress. Today, as the 21st century
grapples with polycrises—from climate collapse and digital disruption
to deepening inequality and democratic erosion—the limitations of
GDP are no longer marginal academic concerns. They are urgent
governance dilemmas.

Beyond the Numbers is not a rejection of GDP, but a reimagination. It is
an invitation to challenge the metrics that govern our choices, inform
our policies, and define our futures. This book is about reclaiming
agency—not only through economic recalibration, but through ethical
leadership, narrative clarity, and performance standards that uplift
humanity and our planetary systems together.

In these pages, you will find stories of communities and countries that
dared to look beyond growth curves. You will explore case studies
where new metrics—grounded in inclusion, sustainability, and joy—
have reshaped public debates. You will meet leaders, academics, youth,
and citizens who are co-designing indicators that do not merely count,
but account for what truly matters.

This work is both analytical and imaginative. It is rooted in rigorous
comparative analysis and institutional critique, while also embracing
narrative theory, symbolic imagery, and trust-building models.
Together, they aim to offer a vocabulary and vision for the transition
from economies of extraction to ecologies of care.
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To rethink GDP is to rethink our priorities. And to do so ethically
demands courage, cross-sectoral collaboration, and a new generation of
changemakers committed to long-term, intergenerational equity.

Let this book be a compass—not a conclusion—in that shared journey.
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Chapter 1: The Evolution of GDP—
From Proxy to Power

1.1 Origins and Intent: Kuznets’ Warning

Gross Domestic Product was never meant to carry the symbolic weight
it holds today. In 1934, economist Simon Kuznets presented a statistical
report to the U.S. Congress that quantified national income—yet he
cautioned against confusing output with societal welfare. GDP was a
tool born of the Great Depression and World War 11, created to measure
productive capacity, not life quality. Kuznets’ warning went largely
unheeded, as the world rushed to quantify recovery and industrial
progress.

1.2 GDP’s Institutionalization Post-Bretton Woods

The 1944 Bretton Woods Conference laid the groundwork for a new
world order—anchored in macroeconomic coordination and
reconstruction. GDP became the lingua franca of national performance,
standardized through the United Nations’ System of National Accounts
(SNA) in 1953. As multilateral institutions like the IMF and World
Bank emerged, GDP provided a unifying, albeit narrow, benchmark. It
was in this moment of institutionalization that GDP transitioned from a
statistical proxy to a tool of global governance.

1.3 From Measure to Metric of National Prestige

As Cold War tensions rose, GDP took on ideological weight. It became
a symbol of modernity, legitimacy, and national prowess—used to
compare capitalist and socialist economies, justify development loans,
and rank countries on the global stage. This transformation elevated
GDP from an economic yardstick to a narrative of success. The higher
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the number, the stronger the perception of stability, efficiency, and
ambition.

1.4 Limitations in Capturing Welfare

Yet from the outset, GDP was structurally blind to many elements of
human welfare: unpaid labor, environmental degradation, informal
economies, and wealth inequality. Disasters can boost GDP via
reconstruction, yet leave communities deeply scarred. Defensive
expenditures (e.g., pollution clean-up, security expenses) are counted as
economic positives. These paradoxes invite a fundamental question—
does growth always mean progress?

1.5 Critiques from the Global South

Postcolonial states, particularly in Africa, Asia, and Latin America,
raised critiques that GDP was neither contextually neutral nor culturally
inclusive. GDP privileged industrial production and formal economies
while marginalizing subsistence, communitarian wealth, and indigenous
knowledge systems. Movements like the Third World Network and
scholars such as Mahbub ul Hag and Amartya Sen helped frame
development as a multidimensional challenge—not merely a linear
economic journey.

1.6 GDP and the Narrative of Success

Over time, GDP became not just a number, but a story—a powerful
narrative of who is winning and who is falling behind. It found
reinforcement in media headlines, political speeches, and investor
confidence reports. Policymakers crafted strategies to “grow the GDP,”
often at the expense of biodiversity, cultural continuity, or mental well-
being. GDP came to colonize our imagination of success—until cracks
began to show.
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1.1 Origins and Intent: Kuznets’ Warning

The seeds of Gross Domestic Product were sown not in a moment of
celebration, but in a period of crisis. In 1934, the U.S. Congress
commissioned economist Simon Kuznets to develop a national income
metric that could bring coherence to the fractured understanding of
America’s economic landscape during the Great Depression. What
emerged was a statistical innovation designed to capture aggregate
production—an index of market activity, not human flourishing.

From the outset, Kuznets was clear-eyed about the tool’s boundaries.
He famously warned that “the welfare of a nation can scarcely be
inferred from a measure of national income.” This caution was more
than academic. It was a philosophical plea against the reduction of
societal worth to monetary aggregates. Kuznets understood the
difference between production and prosperity, between fiscal motion
and meaningful progress.

In his 1934 report, he highlighted several ethical and technical
challenges:

e GDP excluded unpaid labor—particularly household work
disproportionately carried out by women.

« It offered no insight into wealth distribution or environmental
sustainability.

o It treated all economic activity equally—tobacco sales and
school construction counted the same.

His message was prescient. Yet the momentum of industrial policy,
coupled with the impending demands of World War 11 mobilization,
transformed GDP into a national imperative. The more comprehensible
the number, the more politically potent it became.
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In symbolic terms, Kuznets' warning was an unopened letter—
addressed to a future where metrics might colonize meaning, where
leaders might confuse economic velocity with moral vision. In many
ways, that unopened letter sits at the heart of this book.
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1.2 GDP’s Institutionalization Post-Bretton
Woods

The 1944 Bretton Woods Conference was not merely a financial
gathering—it was the geopolitical redesign of a post-war order. With
the ashes of WWII still smoldering, 44 Allied nations convened in New
Hampshire to create a new framework for international economic
coordination. The moment demanded a universal language of growth
and recovery. GDP, though originally a technical instrument, became
that language.

From Theory to Infrastructure

At the heart of the Bretton Woods agreements were the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the International Bank for Reconstruction
and Development (now part of the World Bank Group). Both
institutions needed a standard baseline to compare national economies,
assess eligibility for support, and coordinate development strategies.
GDP emerged as that benchmark—not because it was the most
comprehensive, but because it was the most available and
standardizable at the time.

The institutionalization of GDP was solidified with the launch of the
United Nations’ System of National Accounts (SNA) in 1953. Co-
developed with support from the World Bank, IMF, OECD, and later
the European Economic Community, this system provided the
architecture for GDP to be calculated uniformly across borders. Over
the following decades, updates to the SNA would further codify how
nations count—and discount—value.

Power, Data, and Conditionality
GDP was not simply a tool for comparison—it became a gatekeeper.

Nations seeking loans, trade privileges, or IMF stabilization packages
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found their fates tied to GDP figures. Structural Adjustment Programs
(SAPs) of the 1980s and 90s, particularly in the Global South, often
hinged on GDP growth targets that failed to consider inequality,
cultural context, or ecological impact. Thus, GDP became embedded
not only in policymaking but in sovereignty itself.

This period marked the “metric capture” of development—Wwhere a
singular indicator began dictating the terms of economic legitimacy.
International negotiations, bilateral aid flows, and investor confidence
were all calibrated to a number whose origins were far removed from
questions of justice or sustainability.

Symbolic Institutionalization

The rise of global GDP rankings by the IMF and World Bank added an
element of geoeconomic theatre. News media, global summits, and
diplomatic briefings began citing GDP per capita as shorthand for
progress. The number, devoid of distributional nuance, now carried
symbolic value: to rise in GDP rankings was to affirm competence,
modernity, and moral progress.

This symbolic weight can be seen in post-independence aspirations in
the Global South, where leaders often promised to “grow the economy”
as proof of liberation, while critiques of inequality or ecological
externalities were sidelined. GDP was the ticket to the global stage—a
stage designed in Bretton Woods, but with echoes still reverberating
through today’s multilateral forums.
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1.3 From Measure to Metric of National
Prestige

In the decades following World War 1I, GDP underwent a profound
transformation—from a neutral statistical tool to a potent marker of
national standing. What began as a method to measure productive
output morphed into a global scoreboard of economic prestige,
sovereignty, and ideological triumph.

This metamorphosis was not accidental. During the Cold War, GDP
became an ideological litmus test. Capitalist and socialist blocs vied for
higher growth numbers, showcasing their systems’ supposed
superiority. In this binary tug-of-war, GDP emerged as the ultimate
emblem of modernity—a single number that could be paraded in press
conferences, enshrined in national budgets, and invoked in diplomatic
summits.

As newly decolonized nations sought legitimacy on the world stage,
GDP offered a sense of parity. The promise of “catching up” with
industrial powers through high GDP growth became both aspiration and
obligation. Economists and bureaucrats began to equate legitimacy with
growth, often disregarding social equity or ecological thresholds. GDP
became not just a policy input, but a political talisman.

Media narratives reinforced this framing. Headlines celebrated quarterly
growth rates, while political campaigns were won—or lost—on the
promise of GDP expansion. Institutions like the World Bank, IMF, and
credit rating agencies began to enshrine GDP in their benchmarking
tools, further entrenching its hegemony.

Yet this elevation brought distortion. GDP growth became a totem of
national success—masking deep inequalities, overlooking public health,
and incentivizing extractive models of development. Defensive
expenditures (like increased policing or pollution clean-up) boosted
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GDP but degraded social cohesion. The logic became circular: grow to
gain prestige, gain prestige to secure investment, secure investment to
grow.

Symbolically, GDP ascended from the accountant’s ledger to the
diplomat’s podium. It no longer merely described reality—it shaped it.
The fetishization of GDP transformed policymaking into performance,
where optics mattered as much as outcomes.

As the chapter concludes, we confront a crucial question: When metrics
become mythology, who gets to write the script?
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1.4 Limitations in Capturing Welfare

At first glance, Gross Domestic Product appears to offer an elegant
simplicity—a single number that quantifies the scale of national
economic activity. But within that simplicity lies a dangerous omission:
GDP is largely silent on the quality of that activity and its impact on
real human lives.

1. GDP Measures Activity, Not Utility GDP counts all market
transactions, regardless of their societal value or ethical implications.
Spending on prisons or oil spills can lift GDP just as much as
investments in education or clean energy. A nation rocked by a
hurricane may see a surge in GDP due to reconstruction—even as lives
are disrupted and ecosystems are destroyed. In short, GDP captures
movement, not meaning.

2. Blindness to Distribution and Inequality GDP aggregates
economic output but reveals nothing about who benefits. A rising GDP
can mask deepening inequality, where gains accrue to elites while the
majority see stagnant wages and diminished opportunities. In this sense,
GDP can serve as a veil—obscuring injustice behind the facade of
growth. Case in point: the United States in recent decades has seen
GDP expand while median household income has stagnated for many.

3. The Exclusion of Non-Market Contributions Caring for a child,
supporting aging parents, volunteering at a community shelter—these
acts of care form the moral architecture of society. Yet GDP ignores
them because no money changes hands. This exclusion marginalizes
women, particularly in the Global South, whose unpaid labor sustains
both households and economies. The invisibility of informal care work
in GDP perpetuates gender bias in public policy.

4. Environmental Destruction as Economic Gain GDP treats the
exploitation of natural resources as economic growth—without
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deducting the ecological cost. Forests felled, rivers polluted, carbon
emitted: all generate short-term gains while imposing long-term
damage. There is no built-in mechanism in GDP to account for
planetary boundaries. As scholars like Herman Daly have argued,
“growth that destroys its own foundations is not progress—it is self-
undermining.”

5. Mental Health, Safety, and Social Cohesion Are Left Out
Increases in GDP offer no insight into loneliness, depression, stress, or
social trust—all of which are foundational to flourishing societies. A
high-GDP country riddled with anxiety, political alienation, and
burnout may appear “successful” on paper while being fragile in reality.
The epidemic of mental health issues in high-income countries
underscores the hollowness of growth metrics untethered from well-
being.

6. Resilience and Future Generations Unaccounted For Perhaps
most crucially, GDP lacks a forward-looking dimension. It does not
evaluate whether current activity enhances the resilience of future
generations. Investments in disaster preparedness, long-term education,
or biodiversity preservation are undervalued, because their returns do
not show up in quarterly figures. GDP is short-sighted by design,
incentivizing presentism over foresight.
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1.5 Critiques from the Global South

While GDP was institutionalized as a global benchmark, its
epistemology remained steeped in Western industrial logic—
prioritizing formal markets, commodified labor, and extractive resource
flows. For many nations in the Global South, this framework failed to
capture the socio-economic realities of postcolonial states, creating
distortions not only in measurement but in meaning.

1. GDP as a Colonial Echo GDP metrics evolved alongside imperial
modes of extraction. In post-independence contexts, countries in Africa,
Asia, and Latin America inherited statistical systems that privileged
export production, capital-intensive industries, and urban formal
economies. Traditional knowledge systems, community wealth, and
barter economies were either ignored or deemed irrelevant. This
technocratic legacy perpetuated a model of development defined from
the outside in—often erasing indigenous economic grammars.

2. Disembedded Development In many postcolonial societies, GDP-
centric policies spurred infrastructure growth and macroeconomic
stability—yet often bypassed equitable distribution, cultural continuity,
and environmental sustainability. Large-scale dam projects, extractive
mining contracts, and structural adjustment programs were legitimized
through GDP gains, while displacing communities and undermining
local autonomy. Growth was achieved, but resilience and rights were
often sacrificed.

3. Cultural and Contextual Blindness GDP rests on a universalist
claim: that economic progress is measurable through market
transactions. But in many Global South contexts, value is embedded in
reciprocity, land stewardship, oral traditions, and collective
responsibilities. GDP fails to register these dimensions. For example, in
the Andes, concepts such as “buen vivir” emphasize harmony with
nature and community over individual accumulation—yet such
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philosophical frameworks remain invisible in conventional economic
accounting.

4. Political Capture and Donor Conditionalities Multilateral
institutions often tie aid and creditworthiness to GDP performance. This
dynamic incentivizes policy reforms focused on short-term growth
targets, rather than holistic well-being. The result is a “development
theater,” where governments prioritize investor optics over lived
realities. Scholars like Yash Tandon and Arturo Escobar have critiqued
this as metric imperialism, where Western norms masquerade as
objective standards.

5. Feminist and Environmental Justice Perspectives From Nairobi to
Sao Paulo, feminist economists have long challenged GDP’s exclusion
of care work, informal networks, and ecological costs. These critiques
emphasize that GDP is not merely flawed—it is structurally biased
against the conditions that sustain life. They call for metrics rooted in
relationality, interdependence, and planetary boundaries—languages
more attuned to the ethics of survival.

6. Emerging Alternatives and Thought Leadership Despite systemic
constraints, the Global South has generated rich traditions of metric
innovation. Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness, Bolivia’s Vivir Bien,
and the African Peer Review Mechanism all reflect localized attempts
to redefine development from within. These frameworks prioritize
subjective well-being, cultural integrity, and ecological balance over
raw output. Importantly, they reassert that metrics are not neutral—they
are narrative tools with political consequences.

This section could be visually enriched with a map of the Global South
overlaid with alternative value indicators—or a contrasting pair of
symbols: GDP as a rigid industrial cog, and community well-being as a
thriving, organic ecosystem.
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1.6 GDP and the Narrative of Success

Beyond its function as a metric, Gross Domestic Product has become a
story—a powerful mythos that nations tell about themselves. It shapes
public imagination, political mandates, and the symbolic grammar of
progress. In this story, to grow is to succeed, and to slow down is to risk
failure, fragility, or irrelevance.

1. GDP as a Symbolic Anchor The repetition of GDP figures in public
discourse—the 6% growth target, the 2% quarterly rebound-—has
transformed abstract statistics into narrative milestones. These numbers
don’t just inform; they perform. Leaders use them as rhetorical devices,
linking national pride to upward economic motion. Media cycles echo
these tales, reinforcing GDP as the de facto “scoreboard” of national
fitness.

2. Policy-Making as Performance When economic growth becomes
the plotline, policy-making turns theatrical. Public budgets are designed
to chase expansion, infrastructure is fast-tracked for visibility, and
social policies are justified (or ignored) through cost-benefit frames.
Governments learn to “speak GDP” fluently—translating complex
human realities into simplified fiscal deliverables.

3. The Tyranny of Rankings and Comparisons Global GDP rankings
foster a competitive imagination. Countries are indexed, compared, and
judged—-as if they are runners in an endless economic race. This
mindset incentivizes risk-taking in the service of symbolic prestige.
Even when growth harms ecosystems, alienates youth, or erodes trust, it
is still celebrated if the GDP line ascends.

4. Individual Success Mirrors National Growth At the micro level,

citizens absorb this narrative. A booming GDP is taken as evidence of
opportunity, entrepreneurship, and potential. Decline is internalized as
collective failure. This feedback loop can obscure deeper socio-
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economic fractures—Ilike wage stagnation or ecological loss—by
presenting national growth as personal advancement, even when the
benefits are uneven.

5. Legitimacy Through Numbers In many regimes—democratic and
authoritarian alike—GDP offers a quantifiable claim to legitimacy. It
can neutralize dissent, silence alternative worldviews, or justify
coercive development projects. When numbers speak louder than
narratives of justice or dignity, GDP becomes a gatekeeper of truth.

6. Fracturing the Narrative Yet cracks are appearing. Youth
movements, feminist economists, indigenous scholars, and climate
scientists are contesting the GDP myth. They are building counter-
narratives that celebrate care, cohesion, and regeneration. These stories
do not reject growth entirely—>but they demand a new protagonist: not
the number itself, but the lives it should serve.
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Chapter 2: The GDP Paradox—What
Gets Measured, Gets Managed

> “Not everything that counts can be counted, and not everything that
can be counted counts.” — William Bruce Cameron

2.1 Growth vs. Well-being

GDP growth is frequently equated with national success. Yet higher
GDP does not necessarily imply that people are healthier, happier, safer,
or more fulfilled. Rising GDP can coincide with rising mental health
crises, loneliness, environmental degradation, and political alienation.
The paradox emerges: in chasing growth, we often lose what makes
life worth living.

For instance, between 2000 and 2018, the United States experienced
steady GDP growth while rates of depression, suicide, and opioid
addiction spiked. Conversely, countries like Costa Rica have achieved
modest GDP levels alongside some of the world’s highest happiness
and health indicators, demonstrating that well-being is not a guaranteed
by-product of economic expansion.

2.2 The Ecological Oversight

GDP counts natural resource extraction as a net gain, not a loss. Forests
felled, rivers diverted, and oil fields exploited—all increase GDP. Yet
none of these transactions deduct the cost of biodiversity loss,
ecosystem collapse, or carbon emissions.

The result is what economists call “uneconomic growth”—where output
increases at the expense of sustainability. Climate economist Nicholas
Stern has called climate inaction “the greatest market failure in
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history.” That failure is deeply embedded in GDP’s blindness to long-
term planetary thresholds.

2.3 Inequality and Distribution Blind Spots

Averages can deceive. GDP per capita might rise even as most citizens
become poorer. If wealth accrues at the top while wages stagnate, GDP
can paint a portrait of health on a canvas of inequality.

Take India: despite rapid post-liberalization GDP growth in the 1990s
and 2000s, caste-based exclusions, rural poverty, and urban precarity
persisted. In South Africa, one of the highest GDPs in Africa masks one
of the world’s highest Gini coefficients. Without equity lenses, GDP is
a numerical mirage.

2.4 GDP in Populist Economies

In the age of data-driven populism, GDP is often used as a political
shield. Governments with strong headline growth rates wield them to
deflect criticism, justify regressive policies, or monopolize legitimacy.
But these numbers can be manufactured via extractive booms, real
estate speculation, or public borrowing—none of which guarantee long-
term stability.

The paradox intensifies: leaders are incentivized to boost GDP even

when it leads to fragility. Short-termism becomes electorally rewarding
but economically corrosive.

2.5 Quantifying the Unquantifiable: Happiness, Resilience
Happiness, social trust, cultural belonging, and emotional security resist

easy measurement. Yet these “soft” values often determine whether
societies hold together in times of disruption. GDP cannot register a rise
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in neighborhood cohesion, or a sense of purpose among youth—but
these are the very foundations of democratic resilience.

Frameworks like the World Happiness Report and Bhutan’s Gross
National Happiness challenge GDP’s orthodoxy by introducing
subjective and collective dimensions. They remind us that what we
value must go beyond what we can count.

2.6 The Invisible Labor—Care, Informal Economies

GDP overlooks the invisible scaffolding of society: unpaid care,
community organizing, traditional subsistence, and informal labor
networks. These systems are most pronounced in the Global South, in
indigenous communities, and in marginalized urban spaces.

Consider the millions of women worldwide who sustain social
reproduction without pay. Their labor keeps families, economies, and
nations afloat—but is rendered valueless in GDP tallies. By ignoring
this work, GDP reinforces gender bias and institutional invisibility.
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2.1 Growth vs. Well-being

In the dominant economic script, growth has been cast as the main
protagonist—the prime mover of development, prosperity, and global
relevance. But as the 21st century unfolds, cracks in this storyline grow
more visible. We are increasingly confronted with the paradox that
higher GDP does not guarantee a better life. The pursuit of growth,
measured narrowly by GDP, often bypasses—or even
undermines—collective well-being.

1. The Divergence of Indicators Consider this: a country’s GDP can
rise alongside increases in chronic illness, mental health disorders,
ecosystem destruction, and social fragmentation. This is not
hypothetical. The United States, between 2000 and 2018, experienced
steady GDP growth, yet saw surging rates of depression, opioid
addiction, and suicide. Meanwhile, Costa Rica maintained relatively
modest GDP levels while achieving world-leading health outcomes and
high happiness rankings, driven by investments in education, public
health, and environmental protection.

2. Beyond Material Accumulation Well-being encompasses
dimensions that GDP simply cannot reach: emotional fulfillment,
cultural belonging, autonomy, trust, and purpose. These aren’t
luxuries—they’re prerequisites for healthy, cohesive societies. But
because they are hard to measure—and yield little to financial
markets—they are sidelined in policymaking. GDP becomes a
searchlight that blinds us to what truly matters.

3. Short-Term Gains, Long-Term Harm Chasing GDP growth often
favors rapid industrialization, deregulation, and extractive policies. Yet
this “fast-forward” economics can generate deep scarring: pollution,
burnout, displacement, and rising inequality. For example, in East
Asia’s “miracle” economies of the 1980s—90s, fast growth came with
severe air pollution, labor exploitation, and social dislocation. These
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costs were not reflected in GDP, but they were borne by bodies and
communities.

4. Policy Tunnel Vision When growth becomes the goal, government
policy starts to orbit around the few sectors that maximize it:
construction, fossil fuels, finance, and mass consumption. Broader
policy goals—such as mental health support, biodiversity conservation,
or cultural renewal—are deprioritized unless they demonstrably “add to
GDP.” This not only narrows imagination, but also renders invisible the
real contributors to resilience.

5. The Role of Narrative Perhaps most insidiously, GDP growth is
marketed as a feel-good narrative—a universal ticket to modernity.
Citizens are told that rising numbers equal rising quality of life. But
when lived realities fail to align with national statistics, trust erodes.
People begin to feel unheard, unseen, and misrepresented by their own
metrics.
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2.2 The Ecological Oversight

GDP treats the economy as if it exists in a vacuum—disconnected from
the natural systems that sustain it. This epistemic blind spot has
profound consequences. Under current accounting systems,
deforestation, overfishing, and carbon emissions can register as
economic gains—while the collapse of ecosystems, biodiversity loss,
and resource depletion remain invisible.

1. Nature as an Externality, Not a Foundation GDP categorizes
environmental degradation as an “externality”—a side effect to be
managed later, if at all. But this framing is dangerously outdated. In
reality, the economy is a wholly owned subsidiary of the environment.
Without clean air, arable soil, and stable climates, markets fail. Yet
GDP inflates when nature is exploited, not when it’s preserved.

For example, logging a rainforest boosts GDP through timber sales and
employment. But it does not subtract the loss of carbon sinks,
indigenous knowledge systems, or species extinction. The long-term
degradation is unmeasured and unmanaged.

2. Defensive Expenditures Masquerading as Progress Paradoxically,
GDP increases when money is spent fixing problems it helped create.
Natural disasters intensified by climate change—such as floods, fires,
or hurricanes—trigger costly responses: emergency housing, insurance
payouts, infrastructure repair. All of this spending is counted positively
in GDP, even though it reflects decline, not development.

The same logic applies to pollution: cleanup efforts generate economic
activity, and therefore GDP growth, even if the pollution itself was
avoidable. It’s a perverse incentive: harm becomes profitable, while
prevention remains undervalued.
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3. Planetary Boundaries and Tipping Points Research from the
Stockholm Resilience Centre identifies nine planetary boundaries—
including climate stability, freshwater use, and nitrogen cycles—that
define the safe operating space for humanity. GDP, however, is deaf to
these thresholds. Countries may boast rising GDP even as they cross
irreversible ecological tipping points.

This decoupling of economic growth from environmental limits is a
central flaw of GDP orthodoxy. The result? A growth model that
accelerates toward collapse while claiming success.

4. Climate Injustice and Global Asymmetry The ecological oversight
of GDP is not evenly distributed. High-income nations historically
enriched themselves through carbon-intensive industrialization, while
the Global South now faces disproportionate climate impacts—from
droughts in the Sahel to sea-level rise in the Pacific. Yet GDP does not
account for these historical debts or ecological reparations. In fact,
those most vulnerable to ecological collapse often appear “less
developed” simply because they emit less.

5. Undermining the Green Transition GDP’s growth imperative often
stalls green transitions. Renewable energy projects or conservation
efforts may not provide the same immediate boost to GDP as fossil fuel
extraction. Moreover, investments in long-term resilience—wetland
restoration, sustainable agriculture, or circular economies—are
undervalued because their benefits unfold slowly and resist
commodification.
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2.3 Inequality and Distribution Blind Spots

GDP is a macroeconomic aggregate—it captures the size of the pie but
tells us nothing about how it’s sliced. This omission is not simply a
technical glitch; it’s a structural blind spot that reinforces disparities,
mutes political dissent, and distorts public policy.

1. The Fallacy of Averages GDP per capita, often touted as a proxy for
living standards, is a mathematical illusion. Averages can rise while the
majority stagnate—especially in societies with extreme wealth
concentration. A billionaire’s fortune can lift the average, even as
millions struggle to meet basic needs. GDP conceals distribution
behind the sheen of national progress.

In Brazil, for example, GDP grew significantly during the early 2000s.
Yet stark inequality persisted across race, region, and class, particularly
in access to healthcare, education, and secure employment. The macro
gains were real—but they were not universally felt.

2. Growth without Inclusion Trickle-down economics—once
mainstream orthodoxy—has failed to materialize for many. In India,
high post-liberalization GDP growth did not translate into proportional
improvements in rural livelihoods or employment for marginalized
communities. The digital divide, land dispossession, and caste-based
exclusions persisted despite rising aggregate figures.

In essence, GDP growth can coexist with deepening structural injustice.
Without disaggregated data, marginalization becomes invisible.

3. Gendered Dimensions of Invisibility Women’s economic
contributions—especially in care work, informal labor, and agricultural
subsistence—are often undervalued or unrecorded. As a result, women
are frequently underrepresented in labor statistics and under-prioritized
in fiscal planning.
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Globally, it’s estimated that unpaid care work accounts for up to 9%
of global GDP if properly valued—yet it remains excluded from
official national accounts. This gendered erasure reinforces patriarchal
policy design and narrows the understanding of what constitutes “real”
work.

4. Inequality as Economic Drag Contrary to earlier assumptions,
inequality doesn’t merely erode social cohesion—it undermines
sustained growth. The IMF, OECD, and World Bank have
acknowledged that excessive inequality weakens consumption, limits
social mobility, and increases the risk of financial crises. In short,
equity is not just morally urgent—it is economically strategic.

5. The Political Quieting of Distributional Data GDP offers
governments a convenient narrative: “the country is growing.” But a
closer look at income deciles, wealth concentration, or regional
disparities might reveal uncomfortable truths. In some regimes,
distributional data is downplayed, delayed, or avoided entirely to
preserve the illusion of inclusive progress.

Without institutional mechanisms to monitor and address inequality—

like progressive taxation, wealth audits, and localized development
indices—the GDP story becomes a monologue, not a dialogue.
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2.4 GDP in Populist Economies

In populist economies—where leadership often relies on mass appeal,
strong narratives, and centralization of power—GDP becomes more
than an economic indicator. It transforms into a political weapon: one
that distills complexity into digestible triumphs, silences dissent
through statistics, and consolidates legitimacy through the illusion of
prosperity.

1. Growth as Spectacle Populist leaders frequently tout GDP gains as
evidence of their personal effectiveness. Growth becomes a stage-
managed performance, elevated in national speeches, media headlines,
and investor roadshows. Numbers are framed as a referendum on
leadership itself. When the figure rises, it confirms competence; when it
falls, blame is externalized—onto immigrants, international markets, or
opposition saboteurs.

2. The Rise of “GDP Nationalism” Economic growth is wrapped in
nationalist rhetoric: “Our economy is booming,” “We are the fastest
growing nation.” This framing turns GDP into a populist mythos—
simplifying legitimacy into a number that affirms strength and
sovereignty. Any critique of economic policy becomes an attack on
national pride. The result: GDP stops being a developmental compass
and becomes a badge of identity politics.

3. Masking Structural Fragility High GDP growth in populist
economies often rests on shaky foundations: real estate bubbles, short-
term infrastructure spending, natural resource extraction, or expansive
public borrowing. These create the illusion of prosperity while
deepening vulnerability. Yet such models thrive politically because they
produce immediate results—roads, jobs, subsidies—that align with
electoral cycles, not long-term resilience.
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4. Silencing Dissent Through Data In populist governance, numbers
often trump narratives of suffering. If GDP is rising, critiques about
inequality, rights erosion, or environmental collapse are dismissed as
“anti-national” or “elitist.” This weaponization of metrics neutralizes
civil society by placing the official narrative beyond question, despite
the disconnect between macro data and micro realities.

5. Growth Without Accountability Populist regimes may resist
transparency, downgrade oversight institutions, or manipulate statistical
agencies—all in the name of protecting the “national image.” The
independence of national statistical offices becomes compromised, and
GDP becomes a curated number, not a neutral benchmark. The public is
fed growth figures without accompanying disclosures on distribution,
quality of jobs, or ecological costs.

6. The Long Game: Shortened Crucially, the populist fixation on
quarterly gains and symbolic milestones erodes strategic foresight.
Investments in education, environmental restoration, or social
cohesion—often yielding benefits beyond electoral horizons—are
deprioritized. In effect, GDP becomes the opiate of political short-
termism.
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2.5 Quantifying the Unquantifiable:
Happiness, Resilience

> “Not everything that counts can be counted. But some things must be
counted, because they count.”

Happiness and resilience are deeply human states—felt, storied,
seasonal. They resist reduction. And yet, in the absence of indicators,
these vital qualities are often excluded from policy and planning
altogether. This section explores how post-GDP frameworks
approach the art of honoring without flattening, by designing
metrics that listen rather than simplify.

1. The Paradox of Measurement

Happiness and resilience are shaped by culture, memory, identity, and
emotion. They evolve over time and defy tidy averages.

« Too much quantification risks instrumentalizing joy or
bureaucratizing suffering
e Too little risks rendering people invisible in public decisions

Post-GDP strategies hold the paradox—designing indicators not to
master experience, but to stay in service of it.

2. Approaches to Measuring Happiness
Happiness metrics vary across traditions:
e Subjective Well-Being Surveys: e.g. OECD or Gallup’s
questions on life satisfaction, purpose, and affect balance
« Eudaimonic Indicators: capturing autonomy, mastery, and

social trust
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o Gross National Happiness (Bhutan): blends psychological,
ecological, cultural, and spiritual dimensions

o Local Storytelling: Colombia’s “Buen Vivir” approach includes
rituals, laughter, and rhythm as forms of joy

Metrics succeed when they ask with care, respecting that happiness is
not always cheerfulness—it can be contentment, freedom, dignity, or
belonging.

3. Frameworks for Resilience

Resilience can’t be captured by infrastructure audits alone. It lives in
relationship, memory, and recovery.

Key frameworks include:

e Social Resilience: trust networks, mutual aid, cultural identity

o Ecological Resilience: capacity to regenerate, adapt, hold
thresholds

e Psychological Resilience: emotional regulation, narrative
meaning, coping pathways

« Relational Resilience: interdependence, cross-generational
caregiving, ritual repair

Here, measurement is less about bouncing back—and more about
becoming different in the face of adversity.

4. Methodological Innovations

To honor these qualities without reductionism, post-GDP metrics
integrate:

o Time-use diaries reflecting energy and joy
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o Arts-based data (photography, poetry, theater) to map
collective moods

« Sensorial indicators (e.g. sleep quality, noise discomfort, color
presence in urban design)
o Participatory mapping of trauma and hope
These are not metrics of control—but portals of meaning.

5. Ethical Guardrails

When measuring the unquantifiable, ethics must anchor design:

Informed consent and data sovereignty

e Transparency around interpretation and limits

o Cultural translation to avoid imposing one-size-fits-all
“happiness”

o Capacity to un-measure—to let silence, slowness, or poetry

take the place of a chart

In post-GDP governance, humility becomes statistical rigor.
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2.6 The Invisible Labor—Care, Informal
Economies

> “Some of the most vital work does not show up in paychecks—but in
pulse, presence, and persistence.”

Under GDP logic, only labor that generates monetary transactions is
measured. As a result, care work—raising children, tending to elders,
nursing the sick, holding communities together—remains undervalued,
often unpaid, and systemically unseen. So too with informal economies:
vibrant zones of barter, subsistence, craft, and community ingenuity that
fall outside formal ledgers. A post-GDP future refuses to let the sacred
be invisible. It counts care not to commodify it—Dbut to honor it.

1. Care Work: The Backbone of Societies

e Unpaid care labor, predominantly performed by women and
girls, sustains households, economies, and emotional wellbeing.

o Activities include childcare, eldercare, food preparation,
emotional support, healthcare navigation, and more.

o Globally, this labor is worth over $10 trillion annually, yet it
remains economically invisible.

A post-GDP transition foregrounds care as infrastructure, not
“support.”

2. Informal Economies as Cultural Commons

e In many regions, informal work sustains livelihoods for the
majority—street vending, agricultural barter, artisan markets,
kinship-based caregiving.

e These systems are not primitive—they are adaptive, relational,
and steeped in trust.
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e GDP renders them “shadow economies,” erasing their
knowledge and legitimacy.

Post-GDP frameworks recognize that value is not always taxed—but
always generated.

3. Reimagining Measurement: Counting What Counts
Innovations in recognizing invisible labor include:

« Satellite national accounts that quantify unpaid and informal
contributions

o Time-use surveys reflecting energy, stress, and joy in
caregiving tasks

o Participatory mapping of local economies and care networks

« Care economy indices that track dignity, access, and
intergenerational reciprocity

Crucially, these approaches prioritize meaning, not monetization.
4. Shifting Economic Priorities
From recognition must come resource allocation:
e Redirect public budgets toward universal childcare, parental
leave, elder services, and care worker dignity
e Support informal sector protections—social safety nets,
healthcare, and legal identity
« [Foster cooperatives and commons-based economies grounded
in trust, flexibility, and cultural continuity
Measurement becomes a policy lever for justice.

5. The Politics of Invisibility
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Failure to count care and informal work is not accidental—it’s political
erasure. It reflects patriarchal, capitalist, and colonial logics that
privilege wage labor over relational labor.

A post-GDP paradigm doesn't just add care—it re-centers it. It treats
rest as resistance, tenderness as infrastructure, reciprocity as resilience.
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Chapter 3: Global Case Studies in GDP
Alternatives

> “If GDP is the answer, we are asking the wrong question.” — Joseph
Stiglitz

3.1 Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness (GNH)

In 1972, Bhutan redefined development by asking a radical question:
What makes a nation truly happy? Rooted in Buddhist philosophy,
Gross National Happiness rests on four pillars—sustainable
development, cultural preservation, environmental conservation, and
good governance. It tracks well-being using nine domains including
psychological health, education, and time use.

Impact: Bhutan's GNH has influenced policy across sectors—from
limits on tourism to forest conservation laws. While still economically
modest, Bhutan boasts high biodiversity, low corruption, and strong
community cohesion. The GNH Commission evaluates laws based on
their happiness impact, offering a constitutional alternative to growth-
at-all-costs.

3.2 New Zealand’s Wellbeing Budget

In 2019, New Zealand made headlines by launching the world’s first
Wellbeing Budget, shifting the policy narrative from output to
outcomes. The budget prioritizes mental health, indigenous
development, climate resilience, and child well-being—allocating
public spending to where it will increase social and emotional capital.

Key Tools: Treasury-developed Living Standards Framework (LSF)
includes indicators like trust in government, loneliness, and sense of
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belonging. The budget also utilizes Maori values and community
consultations for legitimacy.

Result: Though still emerging, this approach has reframed politics,
encouraging cross-ministerial collaboration and narrative
accountability.

3.3 Canada’s CIW (Canadian Index of Wellbeing)

The CIW offers a multidimensional framework tracking 64 indicators
across domains like democratic engagement, leisure, environment, and
community vitality. It exists outside federal reporting but has influenced
local and provincial decision-making.

Insight: From 1994 to 2014, Canada’s GDP rose 38%, while CIW rose
only 9%, revealing a growing disconnect between economic growth and
quality of life. This gap has since prompted conversations around
rebalancing health, time poverty, and civic participation.

3.4 OECD’s Better Life Index

Launched in 2011, this digital tool allows citizens to customize
priorities across 11 dimensions—income, work-life balance, safety,
civic engagement, etc. Its interactive design democratizes metric-
making by allowing users to weigh what matters most.

Significance: While not binding, the index has influenced member
states to supplement GDP reporting with subjective and relational
indicators. It also encourages public engagement and comparison across
values-based metrics.

Challenge: Incorporating these indicators into official decision-making
still varies widely across countries.
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3.5 Costa Rica’s Sustainability-Driven Model

Costa Rica consistently scores high on the Happy Planet Index—
balancing wellbeing with low ecological footprint. The country
abolished its military in 1948, redirecting resources toward universal
healthcare, free education, and environmental stewardship. Today, over
98% of its energy comes from renewables.

Outcome: While GDP remains modest, Costa Rica outperforms
wealthier nations on happiness, longevity, and biodiversity. Its national
strategy prioritizes well-being, not just productivity—an embedded
ethic of pura vida that governs policy and culture alike.

3.6 African Community-Based Indicators

In parts of Sub-Saharan Africa, localized alternatives to GDP have
emerged through community-based monitoring systems. Tools like the
Afrobarometer, the African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM), and
participatory indicators in Ghana and Uganda prioritize accountability,
trust, and locally-defined goals.

Philosophical Shift: These models challenge the top-down nature of
international metrics. They privilege oral traditions, communal wealth,
and spiritual values—often lost in economic surveys.

Lesson: Alternative metrics need not be global to be legitimate.
Proximity and participation are their currency.

Page | 41



3.1 Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness
(GNH)

In the highlands of the Eastern Himalayas, Bhutan quietly staged a
revolution in measurement. When much of the world was racing toward
industrialization and GDP expansion, Bhutan’s fourth King, Jigme
Singye Wangchuck, declared in 1972: “Gross National Happiness is
more important than Gross National Product.” With this declaration,
Bhutan anchored its national development philosophy in wellbeing,
ethics, and ecological balance, rather than economic output alone.

A Philosophy Turned Policy Framework

GNH is not a rhetorical flourish; it is a full-fledged policy framework
institutionalized through Bhutan’s GNH Commission. It stands on four
pillars:

Sustainable and equitable socio-economic development
Conservation of environment

Preservation and promotion of culture

Good governance

PoNbdRE

These pillars are further detailed into nine domains, including
psychological well-being, time use, community vitality, ecological
diversity, and cultural resilience. Each citizen’s well-being is surveyed
using over 120 indicators, blending objective metrics with subjective
life evaluations.

Policy in Practice: Laws That Must Increase Happiness
All national policies and investments in Bhutan must undergo a GNH
Policy Screening Tool to assess their impact on holistic wellbeing.

Projects that disrupt community bonds, degrade biodiversity, or
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marginalize traditional knowledge may be rejected—even if they offer
GDP gains.

This logic led Bhutan to implement strict tourism quotas to avoid
cultural erosion, maintain constitutional environmental protections
(60% of the land must remain under forest cover), and prioritize local
craftsmanship over consumerist imports.

Wellbeing as a Constitutional Duty

In 2008, Bhutan enshrined GNH into its Constitution. The state’s role is
not merely to regulate or provide—it is to nurture happiness. This legal
codification transforms wellbeing from a sentiment into a governance
mandate, where equity, sustainability, and emotional life are treated as
constitutional goods.

Symbolism, Resilience, and Cultural Sovereignty

GNH also serves as symbolic resistance to global homogenization. In
rejecting GDP as the default, Bhutan asserts that small nations can
author big philosophies. It crafts a narrative where prosperity is plural,
and value is inseparable from cultural and ecological context.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, Bhutan’s deep investments in
community trust and governance cohesion were reflected in its effective
response: free universal healthcare, mobilization of volunteers
(Desuups), and a calm, trusted leadership that consistently prioritized
citizen wellbeing over economic pressure.

Challenges and Critiques
While admired, GNH is not without challenges. Critics cite gaps
between rhetoric and results, rising youth unemployment, and growing

consumer pressures. Bhutan remains an aid-dependent, developing
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nation navigating globalization while maintaining cultural integrity.
Measuring happiness is itself subjective and can be co-opted if not kept
transparent and inclusive.

Yet the core lesson holds: development can serve joy, not just

productivity. GNH reframes the development conversation not by
asking “how much have we grown,” but “how well are we living?”
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3.2 New Zealand’s Well-being Budget

In 2019, New Zealand became a global trailblazer by releasing the
world’s first Well-being Budget—a transformative shift that
reimagines economic decision-making around what truly matters to
people’s lives. Rather than using GDP as the ultimate goal, the
government committed to assessing public value through well-being
outcomes across social, mental, cultural, and environmental domains.

The Philosophical Breakthrough

This policy pivot emerged under Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern’s
administration, guided by the belief that “Kindness, empathy, and
well-being should be at the heart of decision-making.” It was a direct
challenge to decades of neoliberal policymaking that prioritized
efficiency and surplus over equity and dignity.

Treasury was tasked with designing a new economic compass—
resulting in the Living Standards Framework (LSF). This
multidimensional framework introduced 12 well-being domains,
including mental health, cultural identity, social connections,
environmental quality, and subjective life satisfaction. It also adopted
the Maori worldview through the inclusion of Te Ao Maori
principles—recognizing that well-being is holistic, relational, and
intergenerational.

Budget Priorities that Reflect People, Not Just Numbers
The 2019 Well-being Budget prioritized five cross-cutting goals:

1. Mental health: Addressing the country’s rising suicide rates
and systemic underinvestment in psychological services.

2. Child well-being: Reducing child poverty and expanding access
to education and healthcare.
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3. Maori and Pasifika economic opportunities: Empowering
indigenous and ethnic communities historically excluded from
prosperity.

4. Productive nation through innovation: Focusing on
sustainable growth, research, and digital transition.

5. Transition to a low-emissions economy: Anchoring climate
resilience in policy design.

Importantly, each initiative had to justify its impact on well-being
indicators—not just output efficiency. This recentered government
departments around long-term societal flourishing rather than
immediate cost-benefit calculations.

A Culture Shift in Governance

The Well-being Budget reframed ministerial collaboration. Instead of
competing for budget lines, ministries were expected to co-design
interventions that spanned health, education, environment, and social
development. For instance, addressing youth suicide required joint
efforts across mental health, housing, and education portfolios—a
model rarely incentivized in GDP-driven systems.

Global Influence and Institutional Courage

Though still evolving, the Well-being Budget has inspired governments
worldwide—from Scotland’s National Performance Framework to
Iceland’s Well-being Economy Alliance. It signaled that a mature
democracy can prioritize emotional, social, and ecological wellness
without economic collapse.

Critiques and Learning Curves

Critics argue the initiative has yet to radically transform on-the-ground
realities. Some note the persistence of homelessness, inequality, and
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environmental degradation—calling for stronger accountability
mechanisms, clearer targets, and deeper public engagement. Others
worry that without legal mandates, the well-being approach risks being
symbolic rather than structural.

Nonetheless, the Well-being Budget stands as a rare example of ethical
leadership in fiscal policy—a conscious break from GDP
fundamentalism toward a model that listens to pain, honors joy, and
funds the future.
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3.3 Canada’s CIW (Canadian Index of
Wellbeing)

In a country as geographically vast and socially diverse as Canada,
measuring the collective pulse of the nation requires more than just
economic statistics. Recognizing this, a group of interdisciplinary
scholars, civic leaders, and public policy experts launched the
Canadian Index of Wellbeing (CIW) in 2011—an audacious attempt
to reframe how Canada defines progress, resilience, and national
purpose.

Origins: A Democratic Metric Born from Listening

Unlike top-down economic models, CIW was developed through
extensive citizen consultation, including input from marginalized
communities, indigenous groups, nonprofit sectors, and academic
institutions. It asked a fundamental question: What do Canadians truly
value in their daily lives? The result was a framework grounded not in
GDP logic, but in lived experience.

The Eight Domains of Wellbeing
The CIW tracks 64 indicators across eight interconnected domains:

1. Community Vitality — Trust, belonging, and safety in local
environments

2. Democratic Engagement — Civic participation, voter turnout,

institutional trust

Education — Access, equity, and lifelong learning outcomes

4. Environment — Air/water quality, biodiversity, sustainable
resource use

5. Healthy Populations — Physical and mental health, access to
care

w
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6. Leisure and Culture — Time use, participation in arts,
recreation

7. Living Standards — Income equity, job security, housing
stability

8. Time Use — Work-life balance, care responsibilities, free time

These domains expand the definition of wellbeing beyond economic
accumulation, anchoring it in human dignity, equity, and cultural
richness.

Findings: The GDP-Wellbeing Gap

Between 1994 and 2014, Canada’s GDP rose by 38.0%. Over the same
period, the CIW rose by only 9.0%. This stark divergence revealed a
wellbeing deficit—an expanding gap between economic growth and
quality of life. While output soared, Canadians reported increased
stress, declining trust in institutions, and erosion of free time.

This gap prompted policy debates around rethinking budget priorities,
investing in social infrastructure, and designing employment policies
that foster time security—not just wage growth.

Policy Applications and Local Impact

While not (yet) embedded in federal fiscal planning, the CIW has been
adopted by provincial governments (e.g. Ontario, Nova Scotia) and
municipalities like Guelph and Waterloo. These jurisdictions have used
CIW findings to shape community investment strategies, poverty
reduction plans, and sustainability targets.

Academic institutions and think tanks also draw upon CIW data to
inform health equity research, urban design, and youth policy
development—showing how metrics can bridge research and
democratic accountability.

Page | 49



Symbolism and Civic Identity

The CIW acts as a counter-narrative to GDP—not antagonistic, but
complementary. It invites Canadians to see themselves not just as
consumers or taxpayers, but as cultural participants, caregivers,
volunteers, and neighbors. In doing so, it restores dignity to the invisible
labor and trust to democratic imagination.

Challenges and The Road Ahead

Critics cite limited political adoption at the federal level, the absence of
mandatory integration into budgeting processes, and occasional data
lags. However, the CIW remains a globally respected model for
publicly owned metrics—a reminder that what gets measured reflects
what we honor as a society.
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3.4 OECD’s Better Life Index

Launched in 2011 by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD), the Better Life Index (BLI) represents a
notable shift in economic storytelling: from what governments assume
matters, to what people actually value. This interactive, citizen-driven
platform allows users to compare well-being across countries based on
personal priorities—placing agency, diversity, and dignity at the heart
of measurement.

Structure and Design Philosophy

The BLI offers 11 well-being dimensions, spanning both objective and
subjective aspects of life:

Housing

Income

Jobs

Community
Education
Environment
Civic engagement
Health

. Life satisfaction
10. Safety

11. Work-life balance

CoNR~ LN E

Unlike GDP, which offers a single aggregated score, BLI enables users
to assign weight to each dimension based on their own values. A retiree
might prioritize health and community; a young professional might
emphasize education and work-life balance. This customizable index
democratizes what “progress” means, avoiding the one-size-fits-all
trap of traditional metrics.
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A Tool of Transparency and Public Engagement

The BLI’s interactive website invites users worldwide to build their
own index, compare countries, and explore performance across well-
being dimensions. It’s not just a data portal—it’s a public engagement
tool that encourages value-based dialogue and challenges economic
determinism.

The design is deliberately visual and accessible: instead of
spreadsheets and jargon, users encounter vivid graphics, comparative
bubbles, and intuitive sliders. This invites wider participation—from
students to policymakers—grounding statistical literacy in lived
experience.

Impact and Uptake
While BLI is not binding on member states, its influence can be seen in:

o Policy discourses in countries like Sweden, Germany, and
Australia, which increasingly reference multidimensional
indicators in national planning.

« Municipal integration, where cities use BLI categories to guide
local development goals (e.g., housing equity, green space
access).

e Academic modeling, where well-being metrics are used
alongside GDP to craft mixed-value indices.

OECD also publishes the “How’s Life?” report biennially, analyzing
trends in life satisfaction, inequality, time use, and social trust across
nations. These outputs feed into broader policy narratives, suggesting
that wealth alone cannot buy well-being.

Critiques and Evolution
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Despite its innovation, BLI faces limitations:

e It does not replace GDP, and many member governments still
default to growth-centric decisions.

e Cultural and regional biases remain—with well-being framed
largely through Western liberal values.

e The tool’s voluntary adoption means its political leverage is
uneven.

Still, the BLI offers a powerful metaphor: that measuring progress is
not a technocratic act, but a democratic one. By inviting publics to co-
author the meaning of success, it restores trust, empathy, and
plurality into governance.
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3.5 Costa Rica’s Sustainability-Driven Model

Tucked between the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans, Costa Rica has quietly
crafted one of the world’s most inspiring narratives of sustainable
wellbeing. With a GDP smaller than many of its Latin American
neighbors, Costa Rica consistently ranks among the top countries on the
Happy Planet Index, proving that it’s possible to lead in happiness,
health, and biodiversity—without high economic output.

From Abolition to Innovation: The Story Behind the Model

In 1948, Costa Rica made a radical decision: it abolished its military.
Instead of allocating resources to armed forces, the government
redirected public funds toward universal healthcare, free education,
and conservation. This foundational shift set the stage for a holistic
development model rooted in peace, equity, and ecological harmony.

Over the decades, the nation built robust institutions, expanded access
to public goods, and promoted cultural narratives around pura vida—a
way of life that emphasizes simplicity, joy, and connection to nature.
Economic growth was pursued, but not at the expense of social
cohesion or environmental integrity.

A Model for Green Development

Costa Rica’s commitment to the environment is woven into its
Constitution and national ethos:

o Over 98% of electricity comes from renewable sources,
primarily hydro, wind, and geothermal energy.

e More than 53% of land is covered by forest, due to
reforestation efforts and Payments for Environmental Services
(PES) programs.
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e The country ranks among the top biodiversity hotspots, hosting
over 5% of the world’s species despite occupying just 0.03% of
global land area.

Rather than treating conservation as a trade-off with growth, Costa Rica
reframed it as a development engine. Tourism became ecotourism.
Energy became renewables. Agriculture emphasized agroecology and
smallholder resilience.

Wellbeing Over Wealth: Human Indicators Matter

Costa Rica scores remarkably high on life expectancy, literacy rates,
and citizen satisfaction, even outperforming countries with
significantly higher GDP per capita. According to the UNDP and
Gallup, Costa Ricans consistently express high levels of optimism and
trust in institutions.

This success is underpinned by long-term investment in primary
healthcare, neighborhood-level democratic councils, and cultural
equity. It’s a model where progress is measured not just in money, but
in moments—like the ability to walk safely in one’s community, access
a clinic, or hike a protected rainforest.

Resilience in Crisis: A Case Study During COVID-19

Costa Rica’s pandemic response mirrored its ethical design: it offered
free testing and treatment to all residents, including refugees and
migrants. The country’s unified health system, transparent
communication, and community-based networks helped minimize
disinformation and foster collective action.

The lesson? Social capital and trust infrastructure are invaluable
assets in times of disruption—yet invisible in GDP tallies.
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Challenges and Lessons

Costa Rica is not utopia. It faces rising inequality, rural poverty, and
fiscal pressure due to pandemic spending. Economic vulnerability,
especially from external tourism shocks, remains a concern. Critics
argue that relying on ecological branding can obscure underlying class
divisions or underrepresented indigenous voices.

Still, its development pathway offers a live rebuttal to GDP
determinism. It reveals that flourishing need not be synonymous with
expansion, and that societies can thrive through regeneration, not just
extraction.
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3.6 African Community-Based Indicators

Across Africa’s diverse landscapes and communities, a quiet revolution
in measurement is underway. Instead of importing growth templates or
relying solely on top-down statistical models, many African nations and
local actors are co-creating community-based indicators—tools that
reflect indigenous values, participatory governance, and social
resilience.

These efforts challenge the dominance of GDP by asserting that well-
being is contextual, collective, and culturally anchored.

1. From Extraction to Participation

Historically, data in African contexts often served extractive purposes—
collected to fulfill donor requirements or international reporting, not to
serve local needs. Community-based indicators reverse this logic. They
begin by asking: What matters to us? and How do we know we 're
thriving?

In Uganda and Kenya, participatory budgeting initiatives now include
“citizen scorecards”, where community members rate government
services and suggest priorities—focusing not on fiscal output but trust,
accessibility, and justice.

2. Indigenous Knowledge as Metric Logic

From the Sahel to the Cape, traditional authorities and elders have long
used qualitative indicators to assess social harmony: intergenerational
cooperation, rainfall rituals, grazing practices, or storytelling traditions.
In Ghana, for instance, “well-being” may include the ability to
participate in funerals or communal festivals—events tied to identity,
reciprocity, and ancestral duty.
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These are not anecdotal—they are structured social observations that
indicate health, cohesion, and time wealth. When communities are
asked to define their own success, relational richness often trumps
economic accumulation.

3. The African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM)

At the continental level, the African Union’s APRM is a voluntary
self-monitoring tool for governance, democracy, and economic
management. Unlike GDP, which measures performance in abstraction,
the APRM engages civil society, academia, and local governments to
evaluate transparency, accountability, and rights-based development.

Its reports blend statistical data with narrative inquiry and public
consultations—offering a rare hybrid model of metric plus meaning.

4. Afrobarometer: Measuring Voices, Not Just Volumes

Since 1999, the Afrobarometer has conducted public attitude surveys
across more than 30 African countries, tracking citizen perspectives on
trust, corruption, freedom, and social identity. Rather than focusing on
output indicators, Afrobarometer asks how people feel about their
democracy, safety, and future.

This data is increasingly shaping policy, civil society programming, and
international perceptions. It reminds the world that subjective well-
being and civic legitimacy matter—especially in postcolonial
contexts.

5. Case: Tanzania’s Community Scorecards
In Tanzania’s health sector, village councils and women’s groups co-
created indicators to assess primary care facilities. These included

questions like:
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o “Were health workers respectful?”
e “Was the medicine available and culturally appropriate?”
e “Was waiting time under two hours?”’

The answers were not just recorded—they catalyzed resource
allocations, staffing decisions, and greater trust in local clinics.

6. Lessons in Plural Sovereignty

Community-based indicators don’t dismiss statistics—they
decentralize authority over what counts. They foreground values like
ubuntu (shared humanity), harambee (collective effort), and spiritual
ecology. They also offer a powerful reminder: in contexts where formal
data is limited or politicized, lived knowledge is not less valid—it is
deeply democratic.
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Chapter 4: Rethinking Value—Ethics,
Equity, and Inclusion

> “Not everything of value can be priced. Not everything that is priced
is of value.” — Marilyn Waring

GDP teaches us to count, but not to care. It aggregates market activity
but overlooks the ethical, relational, and historical dimensions of human
life. To move beyond GDP is not only a statistical revision—it is a
moral realignment. This chapter explores how societies can re-anchor
their measurement systems in ethics, equity, and inclusion, ensuring
that what gets measured reflects what matters.

4.1 Ethical Frameworks in Macroeconomic Metrics

Ethics are not abstractions—they are choices embedded in systems. In
economic policy, metrics function as moral instruments: they signal
what is worth knowing, preserving, and acting upon.

e Kuznets’ warning reminds us that measurement without ethical
constraints can reinforce harm.

e Human rights-based approaches in budgeting (e.g. UN
Women’s gender-responsive frameworks) integrate dignity,
autonomy, and voice into fiscal planning.

o The Capability Approach, developed by Amartya Sen and
Martha Nussbaum, redefines development as the freedom to live
a life one has reason to value—an ethical turn that prioritizes
opportunity and agency over accumulation.

Metrics rooted in ethics ask: Whose voices count? What harms are
invisible? What futures are made impossible by today's data gaps?

4.2 Intergenerational Equity and Climate Accountability
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GDP is acutely presentist. It values growth today, regardless of cost
tomorrow. A post-GDP paradigm must explicitly grapple with time
justice—the ethical responsibility to future generations.

Examples: New Zealand’s Living Standards Framework and
Wales’ Well-being of Future Generations Act legally commit
governments to consider long-term impacts.

Indigenous philosophies across the Global South emphasize
“seventh-generation” stewardship—measuring prosperity
through the lens of ecological inheritance.

Climate accounting models like “carbon budgeting” and
“inclusive wealth” seek to internalize long-term environmental
costs into current decision-making.

This is not an aesthetic debate. It’s about whether economic success
includes the right to breathe, grow food, and exist in the next
century.

4.3 Disability, Gender, and Racialized Data Voids

Post-GDP frameworks must dismantle structural erasures within
legacy systems. GDP’s blindness to informal labor, unpaid caregiving,
and community defense work renders entire populations statistically
invisible.

Feminist economists like Marilyn Waring and Bina Agarwal
have shown that ignoring care work devalues labor essential for
human survival.

Disability justice advocates argue for participatory data that
reflects accessibility, autonomy, and self-defined success, not
productivity benchmarks.

Racial justice movements have highlighted how traditional
metrics mask exclusionary zoning, income segregation, and
health disparities.
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Including marginalized voices in metric design isn’t charity—it is
methodological rigor and ethical clarity.

4.4 Indigenous Perspectives on Value

Indigenous communities have long nurtured holistic cosmologies of
value that blend spirit, land, ancestry, and community well-being.

e The Maori concept of manaakitanga (hospitality, respect) and
whanaungatanga (relational belonging) resists
commodification.

e Inthe Amazon, sumak kawsay or buen vivir frames life as
harmony with nature—not dominance over it.

e Many African societies practice ubuntu—"1 am because we
are"—as a socio-economic ethic prioritizing interconnectedness.

These philosophies suggest that value is not transactional but relational.
They are not romantic alternatives—they are epistemologies with
policy relevance when translated into governance.

4.5 Transparency and the Democratic Economy

Post-GDP systems must be transparent, accountable, and participatory.
When metrics are designed in secrecy or imposed from above, they
reproduce elite control.

o Open data platforms and participatory budgeting, as practiced in
Brazil and parts of Kenya, democratize economic narratives.

e Tools like Mexico’s El Banco de ldeas allow citizens to co-
define municipal priorities.

e Transparency is not only about access—it is about
trustworthiness: people must see how metrics are shaped,
whose interests they serve, and how feedback loops are enabled.
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In short: legitimacy is measured not just in outcomes, but in process.

4.6 Role of Academia in Redefining Metrics

Academia serves as both critic and co-creator. Interdisciplinary
scholarship—spanning environmental economics, feminist theory,
development studies, and data science—is essential in designing post-
GDP systems that are plural, just, and dynamic.

« Institutions like the Oxford Poverty and Human Development
Initiative and the Wellbeing Economy Alliance are building
empirical foundations for new indices.

o Collaboration with civil society, artistic communities, and
indigenous researchers expands the methodological imagination.

« Ethical pedagogy—teaching students how to measure, not just
what to measure—Dbuilds a future of metrics that are not
extractive but emancipatory.

Closing Note: Rethinking value is not only a technical exercise—it is
an act of collective cultural reckoning. It compels us to ask: What do we
honor? What do we protect? What are we willing to let go of in order to
live together with dignity, resilience, and joy?
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4.1 Ethical Frameworks in Macroeconomic
Metrics

At its core, every metric is a moral choice. It reflects assumptions about
what counts, whose lives matter, and which outcomes deserve attention.
GDP, by design, reflects a market-centered ethic: it values activity that
generates monetary exchange, regardless of who benefits or what is
sacrificed. To build a post-GDP paradigm, we must embed ethics into
the scaffolding of economic design—not as ornamentation, but as
architecture.

1. From Utility to Dignity

Mainstream economics often relies on utilitarian logic—maximizing
aggregated welfare. Yet this overlooks questions of justice, agency, and
human dignity. Ethical frameworks such as Amartya Sen’s Capability
Approach shift the lens: development becomes about expanding real
freedoms and capabilities, not just increasing income. A policy that
increases GDP but curtails basic rights or erodes civic trust is, by this
logic, ethically deficient.

Similarly, Martha Nussbaum’s list of central capabilities—including
bodily health, emotions, affiliation, and play—ypropose that flourishing
must reflect plural human experiences, not market utility alone.

2. Rights-Based Budgeting and Moral Minimums
Several governments and UN agencies now employ rights-based fiscal
approaches, integrating ethical obligations into budget allocation. This

means ensuring every person’s access to essentials—education,
healthcare, water—regardless of their contribution to GDP.
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For example, South Africa’s constitutional guarantee to water and
housing has influenced court rulings that prioritize basic human needs
in fiscal planning. These approaches frame non-negotiables as
metrics—turning the right to live with dignity into a measurable public
good.

3. Procedural Ethics: How Metrics Are Made Matters

It’s not just what we measure—it’s how we decide what to measure.
Ethical frameworks demand participatory design processes, especially
from those most affected. Feminist economists, disability justice
advocates, and indigenous scholars argue for epistemic inclusion—
ensuring that metric-making doesn’t replicate elite control.

Participatory initiatives like Brazil’s citizen audits or Mexico’s
municipal mesas de dialogo illustrate how ethical metrics emerge when
people co-author the criteria of progress. This is justice by design.

4. Metrics as Moral Infrastructure

Imagine metrics as infrastructure—not just tools for accountability but
scaffolds of social possibility. An ethical metric:

o Exposes harm rather than hides it

e Honors life in all its forms, not just labor

« Ensures intergenerational fairness

« Invites plural interpretations just labor

e Ens and stories -ures intergenerational fairness

o Invites plural interpretations and stories

e Links well-being to both individual Links well-being to both
individual agency and collective agency and collective care

In this sense care
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In this sense, ethical metrics, ethical metrics are not only diagnostic are
not only diagnostic—they are gener—they are generative. They
shapeative. They shape the societies we the societies we build, the
investments build, the investments we prioritize, and we prioritize, and
the futures we believe the futures we believe are worth striving are
worth striving for.
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4.2 Intergenerational Equity and Climate
Accountability

> “We do not inherit the Earth from our ancestors—we borrow it from
our children.”

Climate change is not only a scientific or economic crisis—it is a
temporal injustice. The emissions of today shape the suffering of
tomorrow. Intergenerational equity demands that we govern across
time, ensuring that the rights, dignity, and survival of future generations
are not sacrificed for short-term gain. Climate accountability, in this
light, becomes a moral contract between the living and the yet-to-be-
born.

1. Defining Intergenerational Equity

Intergenerational equity is the principle that each generation holds the
Earth in trust for those that follow. It implies:

o Conservation of options: future generations must have the
freedom to choose their own paths

o Conservation of quality: ecosystems, air, and water must be
passed on in livable condition

o Conservation of access: no generation should monopolize
planetary resources

This principle is enshrined in legal instruments like the UNFCCC, the
Paris Agreement, and national constitutions from Colombia to
Zimbabwe2.

2. Climate Accountability as Temporal Justice
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Accountability mechanisms must extend beyond electoral cycles and
quarterly reports. This includes:

e Carbon budgets that cap cumulative emissions over decades

e Loss and Damage funds that compensate for irreversible harm
to future generations

o Legal standing for future generations, as seen in landmark
cases in Colombia, Germany, and the Philippines2

o Climate litigation that frames inaction as a violation of
fundamental rights across time

In this paradigm, climate delay is not neutrality—it is
intergenerational harm.

3. Institutionalizing Long-Term Thinking
Post-GDP governance embeds future-oriented structures:
e Future Generations Commissioners, like in Wales, who audit
policies for long-term impact
o Intergenerational impact assessments for infrastructure,
finance, and trade
« Constitutional clauses that enshrine duties to descendants
e Youth climate councils with decision-making power—not just
consultation
These are not symbolic—they are guardrails against short-termism.

4. Cultural Anchors of Intergenerational Wisdom

Many Indigenous and ancestral traditions already embody long-term
stewardship:

e The Seventh Generation Principle in Haudenosaunee law
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e Maori concepts of mokopuna’s mokopuna—decisions made for
great-grandchildren

« Pacific Islander cosmologies that treat oceans as kin, not
commodities

Post-GDP systems must learn from these time-honoring
epistemologies, not tokenize them.

5. From Burden to Belonging
Too often, youth are framed as inheritors of catastrophe.
Intergenerational equity reframes them as co-authors of planetary
repair. This means:

e Resourcing youth-led climate litigation and governance

« Embedding climate education in civic curricula

e Honoring grief, rage, and hope as valid political emotions

Accountability becomes not just about emissions—but about empathy
across time.
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4.3 Disability, Gender, and Racialized Data
Voids

GDP’s statistical elegance hides a troubling silence: it is blind to bodies
that deviate from the "norm," roles that are deemed non-productive, and
communities rendered statistically irrelevant. Disability, gender, and
race are often positioned as analytical afterthoughts rather than
foundational lenses, resulting in what scholars call data voids—the
structured absence of visibility, value, and voice.

1. Gendered Invisibility and Unpaid Labor

The exclusion of unpaid care work is perhaps GDP’s most well-known
ethical blind spot. Globally, women perform over 75% of unpaid
caregiving—including childcare, elder support, and household
management—yet none of it is reflected in national income accounts.

e Ineconomic terms, if unpaid labor were monetized, it would
represent up to 9-13% of global GDP.

e Inpolicy terms, ignoring this labor leads to underinvestment in
parental leave, healthcare, childcare infrastructure, and flexible
work systems.

Feminist economists such as Marilyn Waring and Bina Agarwal have
long argued that what GDP excludes, society undervalues—and this
erasure becomes cultural doctrine.

2. Disability Justice and Measurement of Autonomy

Traditional economic metrics center productivity, output, and

employability—criteria that routinely marginalize people with
disabilities. GDP discounts those who cannot “participate” in the formal
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market, regardless of their contributions to social cohesion, innovation,
or cultural preservation.

Ethical frameworks emerging from disability justice propose new
indicators:

o Accessibility of public spaces and infrastructure

e Autonomy in housing and personal decision-making

e Inclusive education and employment systems

e Recognition of interdependence as a societal strength, not
weakness

Metrics of flourishing must expand to honor diverse embodiments,
communication styles, and support networks—seeing difference not
as deficit, but as design intelligence.

3. Racialized Metrics and Statistical Erasure

In many countries, racial and ethnic minorities are either
underrepresented or completely invisible in national statistics. The
absence of disaggregated data along racial lines in countries like France
or Brazil obscures systemic disparities in education, health, policing,
and employment.

In the U.S., while some racial data exists, it often relies on outdated or
oversimplified categories that fail to capture intersectional realities—
such as the economic challenges faced by Afro-Indigenous or trans
people of color.

Without racialized data:
e Inequities remain unaddressed
o Justice claims are dismissed as anecdotal

e Policy remains colorblind in theory, discriminatory in practice
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Critics aptly describe this as “statistical violence”—where the refusal
to see is itself an act of marginalization.

4. Intersectionality as Metric Architecture

The true complexity lies in intersections. A Black disabled woman in a
rural area may face multi-layered barriers invisible to siloed statistics.
Ethical metrics must layer disaggregation—across gender, age, race,
geography, and disability—to produce actionable insights.

Emerging models like intersectional budgeting (e.g. Colombia’s
gender-responsive tax design) and Canada’s GBA+ (Gender-Based
Analysis Plus) framework are early steps toward this integrative vision.
They remind us that fairness requires granularity.

In sum: Justice doesn't just need new laws—it needs new ways of

seeing. By naming and filling data voids, we begin to restore statistical
citizenship to those long excluded from the official narrative of value.
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4.4 Indigenous Perspectives on Value

Long before GDP came to define prosperity, Indigenous communities
across the globe practiced vibrant economies rooted in balance,
reciprocity, and relationality. These worldviews offer foundational
insights that do not merely critigue GDP—they transcend it. They invite
us into systems where value is not extracted, but honored; not
counted, but lived.

1. Value Beyond Commodification

In many Indigenous traditions, value is not derived from market price,
but from relationship and responsibility. A forest is not a resource—it
is a relative. A river is not capital—it is kin. This epistemology
challenges extractive logic by placing humans within ecosystems, not
above them.

In the Andean cosmovision, the concept of sumak kawsay (Quechua for
“good living”) centers harmony with Pachamama (Mother Earth),
collective purpose, and cultural continuity. It redefines development not
as acceleration but as alignment—uwith land, time, and community
memory.

2. Circular Time and Generational Stewardship

Indigenous knowledge systems often operate on circular or spiral
time—where past, present, and future co-exist in responsibility. In
Haudenosaunee diplomacy, the Seventh Generation Principle asks
leaders to consider how every decision will impact descendants yet
unborn. This ethic of intergenerational care offers a temporal corrective
to GDP’s short-termism.

e In practice: Maori iwi (tribes) in Aotearoa New Zealand
advocate for kaitiakitanga (guardianship), ensuring land and
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resources are managed not for profit, but for whakapapa
(ancestral lineage).

3. Wealth as Wellbeing in Relationship

Instead of individual accumulation, many Indigenous economies define
wealth as the capacity to give, share, and sustain community ties.
Among the Dagara in West Africa, a wealthy person is one who has
strong kinship networks and the ability to support others. In Alaska
Native communities, social prestige often derives from one’s generosity
during potlatch ceremonies, not personal capital.

Such relational value systems foster resilience, reciprocity, and social
cohesion—factors too often invisible to GDP.

4. Language, Ceremony, and Embodied Metrics

Indigenous valuation systems are often expressed not in spreadsheets
but in story, symbol, and song. Seasonal calendars, star cycles, harvest
rituals, and naming ceremonies encode detailed knowledge of
environmental shifts, governance norms, and social health. These are
not informal; they are living metrics, embedded in culture and memory.

o For example, the Yolngu people of northern Australia assess
land health not through satellite imagery, but through the return
of specific bird calls or flowering plants—signals learned over
generations.

5. Resistance and Revitalization

Colonialism violently disrupted Indigenous economies through land
dispossession, assimilation, and imposition of Western metrics. Yet
today, Indigenous movements across Turtle Island, Abya Yala, and
Africa are reclaiming measurement sovereignty.
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« The First Nations Information Governance Centre in Canada
advances the OCAP® principles (Ownership, Control, Access,
and Possession) over Indigenous data.

o In Ecuador and Bolivia, buen vivir is enshrined in
constitutions—blending Indigenous cosmologies with state
development frameworks.

These acts are more than reclamation; they are resurrections of

ancestral wisdom in modern form—grounding legitimacy in lived
experience, not imposed abstraction.
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4.5 Transparency and the Democratic
Economy

If metrics are the scaffolding of modern economies, then transparency is
their moral fiber. In a democratic society, numbers cannot be neutral if
they are opaque. Post-GDP systems must be built not only to
inform—Dbut to include. That means clarity in how metrics are created,
accessibility in how they’re communicated, and equity in how decisions
based on them are made.

1. From Measurement to Meaningful Dialogue

GDP is often delivered as a fait accompli: an expert-driven statistic
circulated through press releases, investor briefings, and policy memos.
Its authority is rarely interrogated, and its consequences are often
unchallenged. By contrast, a democratic economy demands metrics
that people understand, can question, and can act upon.

Participatory processes like public consultations, citizen juries, and
community scorecards exemplify this shift—from passively receiving
data to actively co-constructing value.

2. Public Data as Public Power

A democratic economy requires that data be open, interoperable, and
disaggregated. This means more than spreadsheets—it means
storytelling, dashboards in multiple languages, and citizen interpretation
spaces.

« Initiatives like France’s Budget Participatif and South

Korea’s Open Fiscal Data Portal allow citizens to see and
influence where money goes.
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e In Kenya, the Huduma Namba system faced public pushback
due to its lack of transparency and accountability—underscoring
how opacity corrodes trust, even in the name of efficiency.

Transparency isn't just about access—it’s about usability and
trustworthiness.

3. Institutional Trust and Independence

Trustworthy metrics must be produced by independent institutions
free from political manipulation. In recent years, controversies over
statistical agencies in countries like India, Brazil, and Hungary reveal
the dangers of politicized numbers. When governments massage data to
fit electoral narratives, the social contract weakens.

Creating statistical sanctuaries—autonomous bodies with legal
protections and public oversight—ensures that measurement retains
legitimacy even amid political turbulence.

4. Multi-Stakeholder Governance and Co-Metrics

In a post-GDP world, multi-stakeholder governance models—
involving civil society, academia, Indigenous councils, labor unions,
and youth forums—can co-develop metrics that reflect plural realities.

Examples:

e The Wellbeing Economy Governments (WEGo0) partnership,
which includes New Zealand, Scotland, and Finland, actively
incorporates non-state actors in metric design.

e Mexico’s mesas de dialogo offer a civic platform where
community members evaluate policies using locally defined
well-being indicators.
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These models suggest that metric legitimacy comes not from
expertise alone, but from shared authorship.

5. Transparency as Trust-Building Infrastructure

Ultimately, measurement is not just a technical act—it is a relational
practice. Transparent metrics create conditions for trust between state
and society. They reveal intent, foster accountability, and allow for
feedback loops where people feel seen, heard, and capable of
influencing outcomes.

A democratic economy does not hide behind numbers—it explains
them, adapts them, and shares their moral weight.
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4.6 Role of Academia in Redefining Metrics

Academia holds both a mirror and a compass. For decades, it has
reflected the limitations of GDP through critical inquiry, while also
pointing toward alternative ways of seeing, knowing, and valuing. In an
era of planetary urgency and social fracture, the academy is uniquely
positioned to reshape how we understand prosperity—through
intellectual imagination, empirical depth, and ethical rigor.

1. Challenging the Orthodoxy

Scholars from across disciplines—economics, feminist theory,
environmental studies, development ethics, and beyond—have exposed
GDP’s blind spots with precision:

o Ecological economists like Herman Daly have long argued for
steady-state economies that honor biophysical limits.

« Feminist economists have built powerful critiques of unpaid
labor exclusion, calling for care-inclusive national accounts.

« Postcolonial theorists and critical development scholars
interrogate the colonial imposition of growth metrics on diverse
cultural and spiritual worldviews.

Academia, in this role, becomes a site of methodological dissent—
refusing reductive logic and demanding plural truths.

2. Building New Indices with Social Integrity

Far from being merely critical, academia has also pioneered
constructive alternatives:

e The Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative
(OPHI) developed the Multidimensional Poverty Index
(MPI), now adopted by the UNDP.
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e The Happy Planet Index, co-developed by the New Economics
Foundation, blends life expectancy, inequality, and ecological
footprint.

o Researchers from UCL and the Wellbeing Economy Alliance
are experimenting with "5Ps” frameworks aligned with the
Sustainable Development Goals: People, Planet, Prosperity,
Peace, and Partnership.

These tools exemplify scholarship that bridges quantitative modeling
with qualitative ethics, ensuring that what is measured is also
meaningful.

3. Bridging Knowledge Systems

Academic institutions can act as translators across paradigms—
weaving together Indigenous knowledge, community narratives, and
formal data science:

« In Aotearoa New Zealand, collaborations between Maori
scholars and government statisticians have infused Te Ao Maori
perspectives into wellbeing indicators.

« African universities are partnering with grassroots networks to
co-create climate resilience metrics grounded in ancestral land-
use knowledge.

This epistemic humility affirms that academic expertise must
complement—not colonize—community wisdom.

4. Rethinking Disciplinary Silos

The emergence of post-GDP frameworks requires transdisciplinary
teams that span economics, ethnography, public health, systems
ecology, and the arts. Universities that silo knowledge reproduction risk
reinforcing outdated paradigms.
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e Programs like the Bauhaus Earth Initiative or MIT’s Media
Lab City Science group are blending architecture, Al, and
sociology to reimagine urban wellbeing.

o Students trained in systems thinking and design justice are
questioning not just what we measure, but why measurement
itself became a tool of power.

In this sense, academia becomes a laboratory of futurity—an
incubator for metrics that feel, adapt, and heal.

5. Pedagogy as Metric Literacy

Educators play a vital role in shaping how new generations understand
value. Teaching GDP as the “default” conceals its origins and flaws. A
post-GDP pedagogy would:

« Historicize economic indicators as tools with context, not truths
beyond scrutiny

o Integrate philosophy, ethics, and storytelling into statistics
curricula

e Encourage student co-creation of local well-being dashboards

By cultivating metric literacy, academia empowers citizens not just to
consume data—»but to critique, co-author, and transform it.
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Chapter 5: Leadership in Transition—
From GDP to Flourishing

> “What we choose to measure is a reflection of what we truly value—
and who we choose to lead us reflects our courage to uphold it.”

GDP’s dominance in global affairs is not sustained by data alone—it is
reinforced by the ideas, incentives, and imaginaries of those in power.
Transitioning to a flourishing economy requires not only new metrics
but new models of leadership—those who can hold complexity, center
care, and embrace plural pathways to progress.

5.1 From Economic Managers to Moral Architects

Post-GDP leadership calls for more than technocratic skill. It requires
moral imagination, systems thinking, and cultural fluency. Where the
GDP era rewarded short-term efficiency, post-GDP leaders must
champion long-term stewardship and intergenerational solidarity.

Examples:

e Ardern’s well-being governance in New Zealand emphasized
collective care over market growth.

o Costa Rica’s presidents prioritized environmental citizenship
over military expenditure.

o Indigenous leaders often embody relational sovereignty, where
leadership is accountable to land, ancestors, and future kin—not
just voters or financiers.

These are not soft skills—they are the scaffolding of resilient societies.
5.2 Navigating Power Shifts and Institutional Lag
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Transitioning from GDP-centered governance to holistic well-being
models often meets resistance—not just from entrenched interests, but
from institutional muscle memory. Bureaucracies are trained in
budget cycles, not balance-of-care.

Post-GDP leadership must:

o Advocate for cross-ministerial collaboration (e.g., health +
environment + housing = climate resilience)

e Redesign incentives in public service performance metrics

« Invest in public sector literacy around new indicators

Leadership, here, means stewarding complexity—not simplifying it.

5.3 Narrative Leadership: Changing the Story of Success

GDP is more than a number—it’s a story we’ve told ourselves about
what counts. Transformative leaders are also narrative architects: they
remake national identity around connection, culture, and care.

« Scotland’s First Minister framed the Wellbeing Economy as a
counterpoint to inequality and ecological breakdown.

e Municipal mayors in places like Amsterdam, Bogot4, and
Freetown are embedding Doughnut Economics to reimagine
urban flourishing.

This is leadership that makes belonging measurable and beauty
actionable.

5.4 Trust, Transparency, and Democratic Legitimacy

As metrics evolve, trust becomes a currency of transition. Leaders must
ensure transparent design processes, inclusive data literacy, and
civic ownership of new frameworks.
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e Citizens must understand not just what’s changing—but why it
matters for their lives.

« Political courage lies in acknowledging uncertainty—and co-
creating meaning through dialogue.

Leadership, in this light, is as much about listening as it is about
leading.

5.5 Youth Leadership and the Ethics of Inheritance

Flourishing economies prioritize the long now. Emerging leaders—
especially youth, indigenous changemakers, and feminist economists—
are challenging the logic of urgency and extraction with the ethics of
inheritance.

o Movements like Fridays for Future, Afro-feminist
cooperatives, and intergenerational climate councils are
reframing leadership around accountability to the unborn.

e Young leaders are asking not “How fast can we grow?” but
“How deeply can we belong—and endure?”

Post-GDP leadership does not seek applause—it seeks alignment with
life.

Closing Thought: In this moment of planetary transition, leadership is
not just a position—it is a posture. It is a willingness to grieve what
must be left behind, imagine what has yet to exist, and act in ways that
make flourishing possible, not just plausible.
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5.1 Responsible Policymaking and
Stewardship

In a post-GDP world, policymaking is no longer a technocratic exercise
in maximizing output—it becomes an act of stewardship, guided by
the imperative to safeguard people, place, and posterity. Responsible
leadership calls for a shift in both what decisions are made and how
they are made: with transparency, humility, and a long moral horizon.

1. From Growth Governance to Flourishing Stewardship

GDP-centric governance tends to reward policies that produce fast
results—expansionary infrastructure, industrial subsidies, or
deregulated growth zones. But stewardship reframes public leadership
around the protection of interdependence: between generations,
between human and ecological systems, and between material needs
and emotional fulfillment.

« Stewardship is about care, not control—it centers repair over
acceleration, well-being over scale, and regeneration over
extraction.

o It reorients statecraft toward questions like: Are our policies
healing or harming? Are they inclusive in purpose and design?
Do they build resilience or reproduce precarity?

2. Holistic Impact Assessments

Responsible policy must embrace multi-dimensional evaluation tools
that consider economic, ecological, emotional, and equity outcomes.

Examples:
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« Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness screening tool evaluates
proposed policies through a matrix of cultural, spiritual, and
environmental indicators.

e Amsterdam’s Doughnut City Dashboard maps interventions
across both social foundations and ecological ceilings, ensuring
that choices do not violate planetary or human boundaries.

These tools represent a move from “how much” to “how well”—a
shift in governing logic.

3. Systems L.iteracy and Long-Term Vision

Stewardship requires an expanded sense of systems literacy—the
capacity to see cause and consequence across domains and timelines.

« Policies on housing must consider climate adaptation, public
health, and cultural belonging.

« Decisions about energy require input from biodiversity, youth
justice, and indigenous sovereignty perspectives.

Forward-thinking governments are investing in futures commissions,
climate audits, and citizen foresight labs to institutionalize this
anticipatory intelligence.

4. Ethical Guardrails and Moral Floors
In GDP-driven policymaking, certain outcomes—Iike environmental
degradation or inequality—may be seen as unfortunate side effects.
Steward leadership places ethical guardrails around policy choices:
certain harms are simply unacceptable, no matter the economic gain.
e Moral floors might include universal access to water, protection
for future generations, or sacred ecological zones.
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« This shifts the conversation from trade-offs to non-negotiables
grounded in dignity, justice, and sustainability.

5. Embedding Stewardship in Leadership Training
Governments and institutions can cultivate this new paradigm by:

e Redesigning civil service training around care ethics, ecological
resilience, and participatory governance

« Encouraging emotional intelligence and narrative framing in
public policy education

o Partnering with communities to co-develop indicators that
reflect lived values

In this model, leadership is not the power to decide alone—but the
responsibility to decide with.
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5.2 Beyond Efficiency: Resilience as a Core
Principle

The GDP paradigm lionized efficiency—delivering faster, cheaper, and
larger-scale outcomes. But efficiency, when pursued at the expense of
redundancy, diversity, or relational depth, breeds fragility. The 21st
century demands a shift in leadership logic—from streamlined
throughput to systemic resilience.

1. The Limits of Efficiency Thinking

Efficiency thrives in stable, predictable environments. But in an era
marked by pandemics, climate shocks, geopolitical volatility, and
digital disruption, the cost of optimized systems with no buffers has
become painfully clear.

« Lean hospitals collapse during health crises.

e Just-in-time supply chains falter with minor disruptions.

o Gig economies boast flexibility but erode worker protection.
Efficiency saves resources—until it costs lives. Resilience, on the other
hand, embraces slack, adaptability, and social cohesion as features,
not flaws.

2. Designing for Shock Absorption
Resilience in public policy means building systems that:
e Absorb disruption without disproportionate harm

« Self-organize and recover through local capacity
e Evolve in response to new risks and feedback
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For example, urban climate resilience isn't just about seawalls—it’s
about equitable housing, distributed energy systems, accessible
healthcare, and inclusive governance. These “soft” infrastructures are
the real scaffolding of continuity.

3. Diversity as Resilience

Monocultures—of crops, ideas, or industries—are brittle. Resilient
leadership invests in plurality: diverse economic sectors, multicultural
institutions, and participatory decision-making.

e In Finland’s education system, teachers co-design curricula with
local communities, balancing national coherence with cultural
specificity.

o In Colombia’s peace process, rural women's cooperatives
steward biodiversity through agroecological models, preserving
both culture and food security.

Such diversity isn’t inefficiency—it’s antifragility.

4. Revaluing Social Capital

Social trust, civic infrastructure, and neighborhood care networks are
under-recognized assets in GDP accounting—»but critical to crisis
response and recovery. Countries with higher trust and institutional

legitimacy weather shocks more gracefully.

Post-GDP leadership must recognize that resilience is not just built in
budgets—it’s built in relationships.

5. Institutional Memory and Foresight
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Resilient systems require historical consciousness and future literacy.
Leaders must remember past failures while envisioning multiple
futures—not just forecast trends.

Foresight councils, scenario modeling, and youth advisory chambers are
tools that help embed this vision. They support governance that doesn't
react but prepares with humility.

In short: Efficiency asks, “How can we do it faster?” Resilience asks,

“Can we survive what we didn’t plan for—and adapt with integrity?”’
Post-GDP leadership must answer both, but prioritize the latter.
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5.3 Ethical Leadership in Data Governance

As economies digitize and societies become increasingly data-driven,
leadership is no longer just about managing people and policies—it’s
about shaping data ecosystems that reflect public values, protect rights,
and foster accountability. Ethical leadership in data governance requires
courage: to question surveillance capitalism, dismantle bias, and build
trust from the ground up.

1. From Data as Asset to Data as Responsibility

Traditional models treat data as a strategic asset—collected, mined,
sold, or optimized for productivity and profit. But ethical leadership
reframes data as a relational good, inseparable from consent, context,
and care.

e In this paradigm, communities are not just data points—they are
rights-bearing subjects whose digital presence must be
protected and respected.

« Leaders must ensure that data collection aligns with societal
values, not just market incentives.

2. Consent and Legibility by Design

In a democratic data culture, informed consent must be meaningful—
not buried in fine print. Ethical leaders push for:

o Clear data use disclosures

o Opt-in rather than opt-out protocols

e Real-time dashboards showing where and how personal data is
used

e Policies that support data literacy and public comprehension
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Transparency is not just about legal compliance—it’s about narrative
trust.

3. Decolonizing and De-biasing the Dataset

Data systems reflect the norms of their designers. Without deliberate
action, they reproduce racial, gender, and cultural biases—
amplifying systemic injustice under the guise of objectivity.

Ethical leaders must:

e Audit algorithms for harm and inclusion

o Interrogate who is missing from datasets (e.g., rural, indigenous,
neurodiverse populations)

e Fund community-led data initiatives that shift epistemic
authority to the margins

The goal is not just “fairer AL” but just knowledge infrastructures.
4. Collective Data Rights and Data Sovereignty

Data governance cannot rest solely on individual consent. Ethical
leadership recognizes collective rights—particularly for Indigenous
communities, minority groups, and historically marginalized
populations.

Examples:

e The OCAP® principles (Ownership, Control, Access, and
Possession) developed by First Nations in Canada assert
sovereignty over Indigenous data.

e In Barcelona, the DECODE project empowers citizens to
control the sharing and monetization of their personal
information.
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Leadership here means defending the commons—not privatizing it.
5. Ethical Stewardship of Emerging Technologies

With the rise of Al, biometrics, and predictive analytics, leaders face
unprecedented moral terrain. Post-GDP stewardship requires proactive
regulation, public engagement, and foresight ethics—anticipating harm
before it occurs.

Ethical leadership includes:

« Precautionary governance of surveillance tools

o Ethical Al audits before deployment

« Inclusion of ethicists, community advocates, and affected
groups in design loops

This is leadership that listens across time zones and power asymmetries.

In essence: Ethical leadership in the data age is not only about technical
competence—it’s about curating a future where trust is earned, not
extracted. Shall we explore a symbolic visual—perhaps a “digital
loom” showing ethics, rights, and resilience woven into a tapestry of
connected data pathways? It could eloquently bridge the next section on
narrative leadership.
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5.4 Participatory Budgeting and Grassroots
Metrics

In the transition beyond GDP, measurement and resource allocation can
no longer remain elite domains. True flourishing requires democratic
imagination—where communities co-author the story of what matters,
and co-decide how public goods are invested. Participatory budgeting
and grassroots metrics embody this shift, offering a path from passive
representation to active co-governance.

1. Participatory Budgeting: Redesigning Power

First pioneered in Porto Alegre, Brazil in the late 1980s, participatory
budgeting (PB) invites citizens to directly propose and vote on portions
of municipal or district-level spending. It transforms public finance
from abstraction to lived priority.

« Residents debate trade-offs: Do we fund a school roof or a flood
barrier?

e Marginalized voices—often absent from traditional
policymaking—gain formal channels to shape outcomes.

o Over time, PB nurtures civic learning, trust, and social
cohesion.

Today, over 3,000 cities worldwide—from Paris and Madrid to Seoul
and Nairobi—practice some form of PB, tailoring it to local contexts.

2. From Needs to Narratives: What Grassroots Metrics Measure

Grassroots metrics aren’t just downscaled versions of national
indicators—they are value-laden reflections of lived experience.
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In Chicago, youth councils have defined well-being as “the ability to
walk home without fear.” In South Africa’s informal settlements,
indicators like “presence of a community garden’ or “‘frequency of
town hall gatherings” are used to assess social vitality.

These locally defined measures often include:

Access to clean and safe communal spaces

Presence of intergenerational programming

Trust in local institutions and accountability

Time autonomy, especially for women and caregivers

Such metrics are often qualitative, story-rich, and temporally layered—
countering the GDP mindset of quarterly quantification.

3. Technology and Radical Accessibility

Digital platforms have expanded participatory budgeting’s reach. Tools
like Decidim (Barcelona) or Consul (used in over 30 countries) allow:

o Transparent tracking of public funds

o Real-time citizen proposals and feedback

o Integration of Al to identify participatory patterns and blind
spots

Yet ethical leadership insists these tools remain inclusive—providing
offline access, translation into minority languages, and facilitation for
those historically excluded from digital discourse.

4. Participatory Metrics as Institutional Memory

Grassroots indicators serve not only as diagnostics but as collective
memory systems. They reflect what people have survived, what they
cherish, and what they aspire to protect.
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o In Guatemala’s Indigenous territories, metrics include ancestral
stewardship of rivers and ceremonial landscapes.

e In Detroit, community groups use housing security, racial
justice, and arts participation as markers of regeneration—not
just economic rebound.

Leadership grounded in flourishing listens to these metrics of meaning,
ensuring they shape urban planning, budget cycles, and constitutional
commitments.

In short: participatory budgeting and grassroots metrics are not fringe
practices. They are democracy in action, metrics with a heartbeat.
Shall we illustrate this section with a tapestry-like visual—interweaving
community voices, symbols of local resilience, and co-decision loops?
It could beautifully prime the next segment on narrative leadership.
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5.5 Cross-Sector Diplomacy and Regional
Integration

In an interconnected world where ecological crises, migration flows,
supply chain vulnerabilities, and digital governance spill across borders,
no nation flourishes in isolation. The transition beyond GDP demands
not only national policy shifts, but also regional collaboration and
cross-sectoral diplomacy—where trust, reciprocity, and shared metrics
replace extractive competition.

1. Beyond Growth Coalitions: Towards a Wellbeing Compact

Traditional regional blocs—ASEAN, Mercosur, the AU, or the EU—
have long centered economic integration around GDP gains, trade
liberalization, and market scale. But a post-GDP orientation requires the
emergence of Wellbeing Compacts: cooperative agreements grounded
in collective health, climate resilience, cultural exchange, and social

equity.
Examples:

e The Wellbeing Economy Governments (WEGO) initiative,
which includes Scotland, Finland, and New Zealand, fosters
cross-border dialogue on holistic budgeting and measurement.

e The Escazi Agreement in Latin America binds regional
governments to transparency, environmental justice, and the
protection of environmental defenders—a governance metric of
democratic flourishing.

Such frameworks reflect a shift from gross product to shared purpose.

2. Interoperable Metrics and Mutual Accountability
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Regional alignment isn’t just about diplomacy—it’s about data
harmonization that captures what truly matters. Post-GDP leadership
requires:

o Interoperable well-being indicators across member states

o Climate-adjusted indexes of resilience and adaptive capacity

o Collective dashboards that track migration dignity, youth
opportunity, and intergenerational equity

The African Union’s Agenda 2063 emphasizes this holistic
integration—marrying economic transformation with cultural
renaissance and ecological justice.

3. Cross-Sectoral Alignment: Health + Environment +
Infrastructure

Complex challenges—from zoonotic disease outbreaks to energy
transitions—demand cross-sector policymaking. Post-GDP leaders
must embody diplomatic fluency across silos, aligning ministries,
industries, and communities.

Case in point:

« The Blue Pacific Continent initiative unites Pacific Island
nations around a shared vision of ocean stewardship, cultural
sovereignty, and climate diplomacy—where marine health is
treated as a regional common good, not a GDP input.

This is diplomacy as ecosystem governance.

4. Movement-Led Regionalism and Civil Diplomacy
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Leadership is not confined to state actors. Regional integration often
moves through grassroots coalitions, youth forums, feminist
networks, and cross-border solidarities.

Examples:

e The Pan-African Youth Union, advancing intergenerational
equity and participatory development.

e The Asian Peoples’ Movement on Debt and Development,
linking economic justice to environmental reparations.

These civic architectures offer narrative sovereignty—shaping visions
of regional identity that prioritize care, memory, and resistance.

5. Rethinking Sovereignty Through Stewardship

Post-GDP leadership reinterprets sovereignty not as autonomy from
others—but as accountability to shared futures. This means:

e Pooling resources for regional disaster preparedness

o Creating trust frameworks for digital governance and data
sovereignty

e Recognizing that wellbeing is both a local and transnational
right

As climate change, Al, and geopolitical realignments test old orders,

regional diplomacy anchored in solidarity metrics may offer the most
durable foundation for peace and prosperity.
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5.6 Youth Leadership and Intergenerational
Power Sharing

In a world shaped by compounding crises yet brimming with
possibility, young people are no longer waiting their turn—they are
demanding co-authorship of the future. From climate justice
movements and digital ethics forums to peacebuilding and urban
regeneration, youth are reframing what it means to lead—not from
dominance, but from shared stewardship. Post-GDP transitions depend
on this: intergenerational governance that is not symbolic, but
structural.

1. Youth as Stewards of the Long Now

Where GDP-centered leadership is often tethered to electoral cycles and
quarterly returns, youth leadership offers a longer imagination—
concerned with survival, belonging, and dignity across generations.

« Movements like Fridays for Future, Youth Climate Councils,
and the Global Indigenous Youth Caucus articulate metrics not
of monetary growth, but of biosphere integrity, social repair, and
cultural continuity.

e Youth-led cooperatives in Kenya, Colombia, and Vietnam are
designing local metrics of value—from food sovereignty and
digital access to communal safety and land restoration.

These are not aspirational gestures—they are governance in practice,
rooted in lived urgency and visionary hope.

2. Challenging Generational Hierarchies in Decision-Making
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While youth are increasingly included in consultations and visibility
campaigns, real decision-making power often remains age-gated.
Intergenerational equity requires a radical shift:

e Youth quotas in national parliaments or city councils

e Co-chairing mechanisms for climate task forces and budgeting
committees

o Embedded youth shadow teams within ministries or
multilateral agencies, with decision input rather than advisory
distance

Power sharing is not about token seats—it’s about shared authorship
of risks and responses.

3. Multigenerational Forums and Temporal Wisdom

Flourishing societies honor both ancestral wisdom and emergent
insight. This means building platforms where elders and youth co-
create, rather than debate whose time matters more.

e The Welsh Future Generations Commission invites youth
deliberation alongside legal mandates for intergenerational
justice.

e In Andean and First Nations contexts, ceremonial governance
often integrates elders’ storytelling with youth-led action
planning—treating time as relational, not hierarchical.

These models treat age not as a ladder, but as a circle of trust and
transmission.

4. Digital Citizenship and Narrative Sovereignty
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Today’s youth are not just policy actors—they are narrative shapers,
building public consciousness through memes, protests, digital
storytelling, and decentralized organizing.

o TikTok campaigns have influenced elections; Discord servers
have catalyzed humanitarian efforts.

e Through platforms like Polis and Your Priorities, youth are co-
creating metrics for safety, belonging, and climate adaptation.

This narrative sovereignty is not noise—it’s a new civic grammar,
attuned to justice, creativity, and connection.

5. The Ethics of Inheritance

Above all, youth leadership embodies a profound moral stance: the
right to inherit a livable world, and the duty to shape it wisely. This
ethic critiques extractive legacies while weaving futures of care and

equity.

e Whether reclaiming polluted rivers, redesigning school
curricula, or holding corporations accountable, youth remind us
that policy is legacy—and silence is complicity.

Intergenerational power sharing means acknowledging this truth: that

leadership is not a relay where youth wait to run—it’s a current
they’re already generating.
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Chapter 6: Institutions and
Accountability—Reclaiming the
Architecture of Trust

> “Institutions are not buildings or budgets, they are agreements we
keep—or fail.”

Post-GDP transformation cannot rely solely on metrics or leadership
charisma. It demands institutional redesign—structures capable of
embodying care, equity, and resilience. In this chapter, we examine how
accountability systems, governance cultures, and civic engagement
must evolve to ensure that new indicators of progress lead to
substantive change.

6.1 Redefining Institutional Legitimacy

Institutions are too often evaluated by stability and efficiency. But in a
post-GDP era, legitimacy must be relational: does the institution listen?
Does it reflect lived realities? Does it learn?

o Courts, parliaments, statistical offices, and planning
commissions must evolve from procedural guardians into
custodians of collective well-being.

« This means creating mandates, mandates, mandates—where
equity, care, and sustainability are not optional but
institutionalized duties.

6.2 Auditing Accountability—Metrics That Monitor Power

Accountability must extend beyond performance—it must scrutinize
who decides, who benefits, and who is harmed. Ethical institutions
invest in:
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« Impact audits: Do policies reduce inequality, deepen resilience,
or repair harm?

o Budget accountability dashboards: Are investments aligned
with well-being and sustainability?

o Rights-based evaluations: Are marginalized communities seen
as rights holders, not just stakeholders?

Countries like South Africa and Sweden use independent audit bodies
and public ombudspersons as early models of transparent redress.

6.3 Constitutional and Legal Anchoring

To avoid post-GDP frameworks being temporary or political, they must
be legally enshrined. This gives teeth to intentions.

o Wales” Well-being of Future Generations Act mandates long-
term thinking in all government decisions.

o Ecuador and Bolivia constitutionalized buen vivir, redefining
state purpose as planetary care and community balance.

Legal frameworks translate flourishing into enforceable duty—not just
hopeful rhetoric.

6.4 Democratic Deepening—From Consultation to Co-
Governance

Traditional institutional engagement often ends at consultation. Post-
GDP systems demand co-governance: shared planning, budgeting, and
evaluation.

o Citizen assemblies, participatory planning councils, and

neighborhood governance boards become living institutions—
flexible, dialogic, and rooted in proximity.
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o InKerala, India, the People’s Planning Campaign anchors
institutional legitimacy in deliberative budgeting, improving
both outcomes and trust.

This is how procedural democracy evolves into relational democracy.

6.5 Institutional Memory and Learning Loops
Resilient institutions are not static—they learn, adapt, and respond.

« Embedding feedback loops from civil society, youth councils,
and audit bodies creates a culture of reflective governance.

« Dashboards that track well-being in real-time, with citizen
inputs, strengthen transparency and adaptive capacity.

Institutions that measure only outputs stagnate. Those that measure
learning and trust evolve.

6.6 The Architecture of Trust

Ultimately, accountability is not about compliance—it is about
covenants of care. A post-GDP institution:

o Makes its knowledge accessible

o Opens its decisions to dialogue

« Recognizes harm, makes amends, and evolves

« Treats accountability not as punishment, but as promise kept
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6.1 Role of National Statistical Offices and
Multilateral Audits

In the architecture of governance, data is not just evidence—it is
authority. The agencies that produce, interpret, and audit economic
metrics shape national narratives, drive budgetary priorities, and
influence global standing. If the post-GDP movement seeks to
reimagine what we measure, it must also revitalize how and by whom
those measurements are stewarded. Enter the essential—yet often
overlooked—institutions: National Statistical Offices (NSOs) and
multilateral audit mechanisms.

1. NSOs as Guardians of Measurement Integrity

NSOs are the epistemic backbone of modern governance. Historically
tasked with compiling GDP, inflation, and employment figures, they are
now at a crossroads: to simply update old instruments or evolve into
stewards of wellbeing, sustainability, and equity.

Post-GDP leadership calls for NSOs to:

o Expand expertise to social, ecological, and subjective
indicators

o Employ mixed-method approaches, combining quantitative
data with ethnographic insights

o Integrate co-produced data with communities, civil society,
and academia

o Guard against political interference and statistical erasure

This is a shift from passive data compilation to active custodianship of
value.

2. Institutional Independence and Transparency
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For NSOs to play this transformative role, legal and operational
independence is non-negotiable. In countries where statistical data has
been politicized—through suppression, revisionism, or delayed
releases—public trust in governance erodes.

« Strong examples include Statistics Canada and the UK’s
Office for National Statistics, both of which report directly to
Parliament or arms-length authorities.

o This ensures that new wellbeing frameworks are not vulnerable
to regime change or ideological capture.

Transparency extends beyond methodology: it includes open metadata,
public education campaigns, and stakeholder engagement
protocols.

3. Multilateral Audits: Building Global Trust and Peer Learning

As countries develop alternative metrics, comparability and
credibility become critical. Multilateral institutions—Ilike the UN
Statistical Division, IMF, OECD, and African Union—play a vital role
in:

« Verifying methodological robustness through peer review and
technical audits

o Facilitating cross-national learning on wellbeing dashboards,
citizen trust indices, or natural capital accounting

o Offering capacity-building support to low- and middle-income
countries to develop post-GDP infrastructure without
dependency

Multilateral audits also serve as diplomatic tools—creating collective
legitimacy for innovations that challenge entrenched growth paradigms.

4. Inclusive Governance of Indicators
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Ethical leadership ensures that statistical systems reflect plural
identities and lived realities:

e NSOs should incorporate advisory boards with civil society,
Indigenous representatives, disability advocates, and youth

o Decentralized data hubs can empower municipalities or
indigenous territories to produce metrics reflective of their
worldviews

« Participatory audits—where communities validate and interpret
data—strengthen both accountability and relevance

This is measurement as democratic practice.
5. Investing in Data Commons, Not Data Capture

Post-GDP transitions must resist the privatization of data systems.
NSOs, in collaboration with multilateral bodies, must uphold data as a
public good:

« Protect against surveillance capitalism and extractive data
economies

o Develop open-source, interoperable platforms for wellbeing
tracking

e Encourage shared guardianship of indicators—not just among
experts, but among educators, artists, and citizens

Here, data governance becomes a commons of care—where metrics
are produced not to dominate the story, but to deepen its truth.
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6.2 Integrating SDG Indicators in National
Accounting

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), adopted by 193 nations in
2015, provide a global blueprint for inclusive prosperity, ecological
resilience, and human rights. Yet their transformative potential remains
partially realized—often siloed in donor reports or international forums,
rather than embedded within national economic planning. Integrating
SDG indicators into core accounting systems is not merely a statistical
upgrade—it is an act of policy realignment and ethical commitment.

1. From Parallel Reporting to Institutional Integration

In many countries, SDG tracking exists in parallel to national
accounting, led by development ministries or statistical appendices.
Post-GDP leadership calls for deeper integration:

o Align budget classification systems with SDG targets to ensure
fiscal flows reflect sustainability priorities.

e Harmonize national development plans and medium-term
expenditure frameworks with SDG indicators.

o Empower National Statistical Offices (NSOs) to embed SDG-
aligned metrics in annual economic reporting, not just shadow
reports to the UN.

In countries like Finland and Colombia, governments now produce
Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) not as compliance exercises, but
as narrative dashboards for domestic accountability.

2. Coherence Between Macro Indicators and SDG Targets

Traditional macro indicators often conflict with SDG aspirations. For
example:
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o GDP growth may incentivize fossil fuel expansion (SDG 13
conflict),

o Export-led industrialization may degrade water systems (SDG
6),

e Urban real estate booms may displace low-income
communities (SDG 11, 10).

True SDG integration means creating composite indicators that
measure alignment, not just achievement—for instance, GDP per
capita adjusted for carbon intensity or inequality.

Countries like Bhutan, with its Gross National Happiness framework,
and New Zealand, through its Living Standards Framework, have begun
developing multi-dimensional dashboards that reflect such SDG
interlinkages.

3. SDG-Compatible Satellite Accounts

Many nations have established satellite accounts alongside their
System of National Accounts (SNA) to measure environmental stocks,
time use, or unpaid labor. These offer key entry points for SDG
integration:

e Environmental-Economic Accounts (e.g., water, energy,
waste, emissions) align with SDGs 6, 7, 12, 13, and 15.

e Household Satellite Accounts illuminate unpaid care work and
gender equity (SDGs 5, 8).

e Informal economy modules, critical in low-income and
postcolonial contexts, enable more accurate labor and inclusion
metrics (SDGs 1, 8, 10).

Embedding these into regular statistical production transforms the
SDGs from policy aspirations into fiscal baselines.
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4. Localizing the SDGs Through Subnational Accounts

National averages often conceal regional inequities. Post-GDP
leadership encourages subnational disaggregation of SDG metrics:

o Cities like Bogota, Cape Town, and Yokohama are creating
urban SDG indicators aligned with transport equity, housing
access, and climate adaptation.

o Participatory mapping of SDG targets by community groups
ensures that local knowledge translates into governance
input.

Localization isn’t about simplification—it’s about proximity and
legitimacy.

5. Accountability Through Public Interfaces
Technical integration must be accompanied by transparent public
interfaces. SDG-informed dashboards, citizen audits, and open data
portals convert abstract goals into democratic tools.
Examples:
« India’s NITI Aayog SDG Dashboard ranks states across
health, education, and sustainability indicators.
« Costa Rica’s Bicentennial Goals map SDGs into everyday
policy via civic storytelling and performance metrics.

This convergence of measurement, narrative, and ethics reinforces
the SDGs as not just global compacts—but national values in action.
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6.3 Legal Infrastructure for New Metrics

Metrics without legal mandate are aspirations; metrics with legal teeth
become institutional obligations. In the transition from GDP-centric
governance to a flourishing economy, legal frameworks act as both
compass and anchor—ensuring that new indicators of well-being,
sustainability, and equity shape how decisions are made, budgets are
allocated, and futures are safeguarded.

1. Constitutional Commitments and Statutory Mandates

Embedding new metrics into foundational law helps shift them from
peripheral tools to constitutional imperatives.

o Ecuador and Bolivia have enshrined buen vivir (the right to live
in harmony with nature) in their constitutions, legally framing
development around balance, dignity, and planetary
stewardship.

e Wales’ Well-being of Future Generations Act requires all public
bodies to demonstrate how their actions serve long-term well-
being—redefining legal accountability across government.

Such legislation transforms well-being from rhetoric into justiciable
responsibility.

2. Budgeting as Rights Fulfillment

Legal infrastructure can reorient budgeting as a mechanism for fulfilling
rights—not just balancing books.

o Gender-responsive budgeting laws in countries like Austria or

Mexico mandate that national budgets explicitly address
disparities and incorporate gender indicators.
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e South Africa’s Constitution guarantees socio-economic rights
like housing and water; courts have enforced equitable resource
distribution through legal redress, illustrating how metrics of
service quality and access become grounds for legal
accountability.

These frameworks ensure that metrics guide not just monitoring—
but redistribution.

3. Legal Protections for Data Integrity

Post-GDP systems rely on complex, multidimensional indicators. Legal
safeguards are crucial to:

o Protect statistical agencies from political manipulation

o Ensure that well-being and sustainability dashboards are
independently audited

« Mandate public access to disaggregated, inclusive data

For example, in Finland and Norway, laws protect the autonomy of
national statistics offices and guarantee citizens’ data rights. Without
these legal guardrails, new metrics risk becoming selective storytelling
tools rather than instruments of trust.

4. Harmonization Across Government Levels
Laws must clarify how well-being frameworks apply at national,
regional, and municipal scales. This avoids fragmentation and ensures
coherence across governance tiers.

e In New Zealand, the Public Finance Act was amended to align

national budgeting with the Living Standards Framework,
embedding cross-sectoral metrics into fiscal planning.
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o Local governments in Canada use the Canadian Index of
Wellbeing alongside provincial policy, demonstrating the power
of vertical legal alignment.

Legal harmonization turns post-GDP metrics into living systems of
governance, not parallel experiments.

5. Enforcement Mechanisms and Civic Standing

For new metrics to matter, legal systems must provide mechanisms for
enforcement—enabling citizens, communities, and civil society to hold
institutions accountable when well-being benchmarks are ignored or
violated.

This may include:
o Ombudspersons for future generations
« Environmental and social audit tribunals
o Public interest litigation using well-being indicators as evidence
of systemic harm

These tools reinforce that post-GDP metrics are not symbolic—they are
legal instruments of protection and change.
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6.4 Oversight Bodies: The Role of the UN,
IMF, and NGOs

Beyond national statistical offices and regional frameworks, a post-
GDP future also depends on global oversight bodies and civil society
institutions to validate new models, ensure accountability, and
democratize economic narratives. The United Nations, International
Monetary Fund, and international NGOs possess not only convening
power—but also the potential to steer a collective redefinition of value.

1. The United Nations: Anchoring Multidimensional Mandates

As the architect of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGS), the
UN has already begun to mainstream a multidimensional framework of
development. Goals like SDG 3 (Good Health and Wellbeing), SDG
13 (Climate Action), and SDG 16 (Peace, Justice and Strong
Institutions) implicitly challenge GDP as a singular compass.

Key instruments include:

e« UNDP’s Human Development Index (HDI), which combines
life expectancy, education, and income.

o UN Statistical Commission’s work on “Beyond GDP”
metrics, advancing environmental-economic accounting
systems (e.g. SEEA).

o Global Sustainable Development Report (GSDR), produced
by independent scientists to promote science-policy alignment
for holistic metrics.

The UN’s normative power helps seed global consensus and

institutional standardization, especially among low- and middle-
income countries searching for legitimacy in metric innovation.
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2. IMF and World Bank: Shifting from Stability to Sustainability

Traditionally anchored in macroeconomic orthodoxy, the IMF and
World Bank are beginning to engage with post-GDP discourse. While
GDP remains central to surveillance and lending practices, recent shifts
suggest slow but significant recalibration:

e The IMF’s Climate Macroeconomic Assessment Program and
Resilience and Sustainability Trust integrate climate
vulnerability into sovereign risk assessments.

e The World Bank’s Wealth Accounting and Valuation of
Ecosystem Services (WAVES) program promotes “natural
capital” accounting alongside GDP.

« Both institutions are increasingly adopting gender-responsive
and inclusive growth frameworks in their policy diagnostics.

However, critics argue that these reforms often remain
compartmentalized, and call for more foundational changes in loan
conditionality, debt restructuring, and metric weighting. True
alignment with post-GDP values would require not just new indicators,
but a new ethos of development financing.

3. International NGOs: Civil Society as Watchdog and Co-creator
Global civil society and NGOs play a dual role: they act as watchdogs
holding power accountable, and as co-creators of new indices,
narratives, and knowledge commons.
Examples:

o Oxfam and Development Initiatives produce inequality indices

and fiscal transparency scorecards that challenge official
narratives of progress.

Page | 116



e The New Economics Foundation developed the Happy Planet
Index, blending well-being with ecological footprint.

o Feminist NGOs have pioneered gender-sensitive budget
audits, while others push for rights-based indicators in areas
like education, land tenure, and climate adaptation.

NGOs also bridge scales: translating grassroots metrics into policy
platforms, and ensuring that global dialogues reflect ground-level
realities.

4. Accountability Without Extraction

One ethical dilemma is the tendency of oversight bodies to extract data
from the Global South without building local capacity or ensuring
reciprocal benefit. Post-GDP governance must pivot toward
“accompaniment over audit”—where global institutions act not as
inspectors, but as partners in co-creation, technical support, and
participatory review.

This includes:

« Funding statistical capacity-building through South-South
cooperation

e Supporting open data architectures that enhance sovereignty

o Amplifying culturally contextualized metrics, rather than
enforcing universal templates

In essence: Oversight bodies must evolve from stewards of economic
orthodoxy into custodians of plural value systems. Their power lies
not in imposing new standards, but in enabling a planetary dialogue
on dignity, care, and justice.
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6.5 Metrics in Trade, Development Aid, and
Credit Ratings

Even as new well-being metrics gain traction at national and local
levels, much of the global financial architecture remains tethered to
GDRP logic. Trade deals, sovereign credit ratings, and aid disbursements
still revolve around growth potential, debt ratios, and market
liberalization—often sidelining equity, environmental externalities, and
relational well-being. Post-GDP leadership thus demands diplomatic,
fiscal, and epistemic courage to shift how worth is assessed across
borders.

1. GDP as the Gateway to Trade Legitimacy

Trade agreements—both bilateral and multilateral—frequently use GDP
growth forecasts as justifications for tariff structures, investor
protections, and market entry terms. Metrics like:

e Export volumes

o Investment-to-GDP ratios

e GDP per capita thresholds for “developing” vs “middle income”
status

...become gatekeepers to preferential trade access or multilateral
concessions (e.g., under WTO special and differential treatment
clauses).

This structure can disincentivize sustainability. A nation investing in
ecological preservation or de-growth may appear less "competitive"
under traditional trade models, despite long-term social gains.

2. Development Aid Tied to Economic Conformity
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Most development aid frameworks—whether from OECD donors, IFIs
like the World Bank, or philanthropy—embed macroeconomic
benchmarks in funding conditionality. These often include:

GDP growth targets

Inflation and fiscal deficit ceilings
Public-sector wage controls
Structural adjustment metrics

Such conditionalities can prioritize budget balance over wellbeing,
often weakening education, health, or biodiversity sectors. Moreover,
aid graduation criteria are frequently based on gross national income
(GNI), not multidimensional poverty or ecological resilience.

Post-GDP leadership urges aid alignment with plural success
indicators—where effectiveness is measured not by “growth
stimulated,” but by lives dignified and ecosystems restored.
3. Credit Ratings and the Growth Bias
Sovereign credit ratings profoundly influence a country’s cost of
borrowing. Agencies like S&P, Moody’s, and Fitch base their ratings
on macro fundamentals—GDP growth, debt-to-GDP ratios, and market
openness.
This system rewards:

o Extractive industries that spike GDP

e Austerity measures that shrink public services

o Deregulated financial sectors

But it penalizes:
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e Investments in public health, climate adaptation, or education
reform

o Progressive taxation or universal services that reduce immediate
profitability

« Political transitions or indigenous land reforms that challenge
investor norms

Post-GDP leadership advocates for broader creditworthiness
frameworks—ones that recognize long-term resilience, social capital,
and environmental stewardship as indicators of fiscal stability.

Some thought leaders propose adding Wellbeing Risk Ratings or
Climate Vulnerability Adjustments to traditional debt assessments,
echoing calls for debt-for-nature swaps and green bond incentives.

4. Toward an Ethical Global Metric Regime

To transform global finance and trade governance, post-GDP leadership
must:

e Collaborate on cross-border impact indices (e.g., how one
nation’s consumption affects another’s climate exposure)

e Promote Inclusive Wealth and SDG-aligned credit rating
alternatives

o Demand metric pluralism in WTO negotiations, IMF reviews,
and OECD partnerships

e Invest in South-South metric co-creation—Iegitimizing
standards based on shared lived experiences, not imposed
benchmarks

This isn’t anti-growth—it’s pro-fairness, pro-future, pro-flourishing.
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6.6 Capacity Building in the Global South

The Global South holds both the greatest potential and the gravest risks
in the shift beyond GDP. Rich in cultural diversity, natural capital, and
youth demographics, these regions are also disproportionately burdened
by ecological debt, colonial legacies, and structural underinvestment.
Post-GDP transformation must be a shared journey, not a recycled
roadmap—and that requires serious investment in endogenous
capacity: legal, epistemic, technological, and civic.

1. Decolonizing Knowledge Systems and Metric Sovereignty

Historically, metrics have been exported—often designed in the Global
North and imposed through lending conditionalities, aid structures, or
global indices. Capacity building begins by reversing this epistemic
flow:

« Investing in local statistical agencies, research institutions, and
community monitoring networks

« Recognizing indigenous epistemologies, plural economies (e.g.
barter, care, subsistence), and relational indicators of well-being

e Supporting South-South knowledge exchange through initiatives
like the Southern Voice network or UNDP'’s Regional
Innovation Hubs

True capacity building honors knowledge already present—it does not
overwrite it.

2. Fiscal Infrastructure and Budgetary Autonomy

Many Global South governments face fiscal traps: debt servicing,
resource dependency, and volatile aid cycles. To implement post-GDP
frameworks, they need budgetary autonomy and institutional tools
that link finance with wellbeing.
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e Tools like program-based budgeting, citizen audit platforms,
and rights-based expenditure tracking can anchor new metrics
into daily fiscal decisions

o Debt cancellation tied to sustainable investment (e.g. debt-for-
climate swaps) can create fiscal space for care economies and
green transitions

Capacity building isn’t just skills—it’s systemic breathing room.
3. Legal Pluralism and Governance Reform

Post-GDP frameworks require legal systems that can recognize
multiple forms of authority and accountability—from customary law
to international treaties.

e In Ghana and Kenya, hybrid courts integrate customary and
formal law in dispute resolution, legitimizing both ancestral
governance and constitutional rights

o Legal literacy initiatives—especially for women, youth, and
Indigenous communities—build civic agency and broaden the
definition of rights-bearing subjects

Legal capacity must extend horizontally (across jurisdictions) and
vertically (from grassroots to parliament).

4. Youth and Civic Infrastructure as Catalysts
Over 60% of Sub-Saharan Africa's population is under 25. Similar
trends stretch across South Asia and parts of Latin America. Yet youth

often lack platforms for influence, resourcing, or systemic participation.

Post-GDP transitions hinge on:
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« Civic infrastructure: youth parliaments, data labs, design
justice incubators

o Narrative training: storytelling, media production, and policy
co-creation rooted in lived experience

e Mentorship ecosystems: intergenerational linkages between
elders, scholars, and emerging leaders

Youth are not just recipients of future policies—they are current
custodians of future value.

5. Technical Resourcing and South-Sensitive Metrics

Capacity building also means embedding technology and
methodology appropriate to context:

« Satellite and mobile-based data for informal economies and
environmental tracking

e Localized indices of vulnerability that include slum dwellers,
nomadic populations, and off-grid communities

e Language-inclusive platforms for metric literacy and public data
exploration

Institutions like the African Union Statistical Training Centre and
Caribbean Centre for Development Administration (CARICAD) model
what decolonial digital transformation might look like.

Closing Insight: Capacity building in the Global South is not about
catching up—it’s about co-creating futures that reflect local dignity,
ecological stewardship, and epistemic justice. Shall we explore a
symbolic visualization—perhaps a compass with cardinal directions
replaced by pillars of Capacity (Knowledge, Sovereignty, Access,
Solidarity)—to close this chapter with a sense of grounded momentum?
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Chapter 7: Digital Economies, Data
Ethics, and Post-GDP Futures

> "The real measure of progress is not what we can automate, but what
we choose to protect in the process."

The digital revolution has reshaped the architecture of economies,
altering how we create, measure, and distribute value. From platform
labor and surveillance capitalism to decentralized networks and open-
source innovation, digital economies hold both dystopian risks and
emancipatory potential. In this post-GDP era, the central question
becomes: Will digital systems reproduce the logic of extraction—or
nurture economies of trust, transparency, and plural well-being?

7.1 Platform Economies and the Hidden Labor of Growth

Gig platforms like Uber, Amazon Mechanical Turk, and delivery apps
have spurred a myth of “efficiency,” while often entrenching precarity.
These systems generate GDP through task fragmentation, but
externalize social protections, identity, and agency.

« Invisible labor (content moderation, data labeling, emotion
work) powers Al systems but remains underpaid and
unrecognized.

e The GDP derived from these platforms rarely accounts for
burnout, algorithmic control, or loss of time sovereignty.

Post-GDP metrics must honor not just productivity, but dignity—
recognizing care, creativity, and community cohesion as economic
contributions.

7.2 Surveillance Capitalism vs. Digital Commons

Page | 124



Dominant digital business models monetize attention, behavior, and
biometric traces. This surveillance capitalism, as defined by Shoshana
Zuboff, converts daily life into proprietary data, feeding predictive
analytics for profit—yet contributing to GDP as “growth.”

A post-GDP framework resists this trajectory by:

« Centering consent, transparency, and reciprocity in data use

e Supporting digital commons: open-source platforms,
community broadband, and peer-to-peer networks

« Measuring relational richness, civic trust, and digital self-
determination—not just user engagement

7.3 Beyond Techno-solutionism: Digital for Flourishing

GDP-centric innovation often rewards speed, scale, and monetization.
But digital technologies can also serve regenerative, distributive, and
relational goals if designed with intention:

« Participatory governance platforms (e.g. Decidim, Pol.is) build
deliberative democracies

« Data cooperatives allow communities to own and govern their
data

« Indigenous digital sovereignty movements preserve language,
ecological knowledge, and epistemic rights in the digital realm

Flourishing economies are not anti-tech—they are pro-justice.
7.4 Ethical Al and the Value of Non-Quantifiables
Acrtificial Intelligence promises optimization, but risks flattening

human nuance into numerical proxies. Post-GDP leadership must
resist:
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« Biased training data that encode historic injustice
e Productivity models that reward conformity over care
o Decision systems that lack explainability, empathy, or appeal

Instead, ethical Al development foregrounds:

o Context over computation
o Co-design over automation
e Qualitative wisdom over metric fetishism

Metrics must be guides, not governors.

7.5 Data Sovereignty and Decentralized Accountability

The ownership, governance, and storage of data determine whose
values shape the future. Post-GDP economies embrace:

« OCAP® principles for Indigenous data governance

o Data stewardship models that prioritize collective rights and
reusability

o Distributed ledger technologies (e.g. blockchain for land rights
or climate finance) that embed transparency and immutability

Here, digital ethics and economic justice converge.

7.6 Digital Literacy as Civic Power

Flourishing futures require more than access to tech—they demand
meaningful participation in its shaping. Digital literacy must extend
beyond usage to critical understanding:

e Who designs algorithms, and for whom?
« What values do interfaces and defaults encode?
e How can marginalized voices co-create inclusive infrastructure?
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Post-GDP societies educate for agency, not just employability.

Closing Thought: The digital economy is not destiny. It is a design
space—a moral frontier. In the post-GDP era, the challenge is not just
to build smarter tools, but to ask smarter questions about what those
tools serve, disrupt, or sustain.
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7.1 The Datafication of Value

In the age of digital capitalism and predictive analytics, value is no
longer just recorded through coin and GDP—it is increasingly coded,
tracked, and inferred. This shift toward datafication—the
transformation of human behavior, emotion, and environment into
quantifiable data—recasts the very idea of what is valuable. Post-GDP
leadership must grapple with the twin dangers of overexposure and
erasure: where everything is tracked except meaning, and everything is
measured except justice.

1. From Accounting to Surveillance: Who Counts—and How?

Where GDP collapsed value into monetary flow, datafication dissolves
value into behavioral patterns and predictive metrics. Algorithms now
define:

e Creditworthiness through location, browser history, or social
networks

« Employability through Al résumé scans and sentiment analysis

e Productivity via keystroke tracking, screen time, and biometric
Sensors

This is value as behavioral trace, creating a feedback loop in which
being measured is a condition for receiving dignity.

2. Quantified Self, Commodified Self

Wearables, fitness trackers, mental health apps, and educational
dashboards all promise empowerment—but they often extract intimate
data for opaque systems. Wellness becomes gamified, attention
becomes currency, and digital citizenship becomes performance-
based.

Page | 128



In post-GDP societies, we must ask: Is data empowering people, or
disciplining them? Is it expanding agency, or enclosing it in
dashboards?

3. Bias in the Data Treadmill

Because data does not emerge neutrally, value is increasingly skewed
by algorithmic bias and dataset inequality. Historically marginalized
communities—racial minorities, disabled individuals, refugees—are
either underrepresented, misrepresented, or hyper-surveilled.

Data deserts and data hypervisibility are two faces of the same erasure:
you either disappear—or become overexposed without protection.

4. Epistemic Power and Ownership
Who decides what counts as data? Who owns it, interprets it, monetizes
it? Datafication has concentrated epistemic power in a handful of tech
giants, data brokers, and analytics firms—often beyond democratic
oversight.
Post-GDP governance calls for:

o Data commons managed by communities

« Participatory data governance frameworks

e Recognition of collective and cultural data rights

These are not technical tweaks—they are structural responses to
metric colonization.

5. Toward Meaningful Metrics, Not Just More Data

Abundance of data does not equal abundance of wisdom. Post-GDP
leadership requires curating clarity, not hoarding noise. That means:
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« Valuing qualitative insight and lived experience

« Prioritizing relational data (e.g., community trust) over
reductive metrics

« Designing slow data systems that reflect ethical deliberation,
not speed

In this paradigm, data isn’t extracted—it is invited, contextualized,
and returned with respect.
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7.2 Algorithmic Metrics and Inequality

As states and institutions increasingly adopt algorithmic systems to
measure and manage economic and social life, a new frontier of
inequality is emerging—one coded not in spreadsheets, but in invisible
lines of code. When post-GDP governance depends on
multidimensional data, algorithms become the new metric-makers.
The risk: bias, opacity, and technocratic exclusion masquerading as
objectivity.

1. Automation without Accountability

Many public agencies now use Al to allocate welfare, assess
creditworthiness, determine policing zones, or forecast job market
performance. But most algorithms are trained on historical data, often
laden with discriminatory legacies.

« Inthe U.S., biased predictive policing tools reinforced racialized
surveillance.

e Inthe Netherlands, a welfare fraud algorithm disproportionately
targeted immigrants and ethnic minorities—Ilater ruled
discriminatory and dismantled.

In both cases, the metric was not neutral—it was a mirror of structural
injustice. Post-GDP governance must treat algorithms as moral
artifacts, not mechanical inevitabilities.

2. Epistemic Bias: What We Choose to Model

Algorithms encode choices about what counts, what correlates, and

what gets prioritized. These choices reflect institutional values and
power dynamics.
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o If productivity is measured by formal-sector employment,
informal workers and caregivers remain invisible.

o If “urban vitality” is assessed through traffic data or purchasing
trends, marginalized communities may be excluded from
planning.

Equity demands interrogating the input layers, not just refining the
outputs.

3. The Myth of Algorithmic Objectivity

Because code feels neutral, algorithmic decisions often escape public
scrutiny. Yet their opacity makes redress nearly impossible.

Ethical institutions must:

o Publish algorithmic methodologies and assumptions

« Enable auditability and contestability by civil society

o Build public interest technologist teams that serve
transparency, not surveillance

Otherwise, post-GDP transitions risk technocratic consolidation,
where values are automated without debate.

4. Disaggregated Data and Intersectional Design

Equity in algorithmic systems requires granular, inclusive, and
disaggregated data—»by race, gender identity, ability, geography, and
beyond. More importantly, affected communities must be co-
designers, not just data subjects.

e In Brazil, feminist hackers co-created metrics of digital
exclusion in favelas.
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« InIndia, Dalit-led tech collectives are crafting open datasets on
caste-based disparities in water, health, and sanitation.

This is not just ethical Al—it’s algorithmic accountability to lived
complexity.

5. Data Colonialism and the Global Digital Divide
In the Global South, many data systems remain incomplete, externally
managed, or conditioned by donor logic. Algorithmic governance can
become a new form of data colonialism, where measurement systems
serve external compliance rather than community voice.
Post-GDP justice demands:

o Local data sovereignty laws

e South—South cooperation on inclusive algorithm design

« Investment in open infrastructure and narrative autonomy

Without this, digital dependency becomes the new developmental
debt.
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7.3 ICANN, Blockchain, and Digital
Sovereignty

As data becomes the currency of modern economies, the question of
who governs the internet—and how—has become foundational to
sovereignty, identity, and economic agency. Moving beyond GDP
requires not only ethical data metrics, but also new architectures of
digital self-determination. At this frontier, legacy institutions like
ICANN meet disruptive technologies like blockchain, forcing urgent
debates about legitimacy, decentralization, and governance ethics.

1. ICANN and the Architecture of Internet Governance

The Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers
(ICANN) plays a central role in maintaining the Domain Name System
(DNS)—essentially the global address book of the internet. While
technical in function, its influence is political in impact: domain names,
root servers, and IP assignments shape who controls access, visibility,
and trust online.

ICANN is often praised for its multi-stakeholder model—bringing
together governments, private sector actors, and civil society—but
critics argue that:

o Power asymmetries persist, especially favoring actors from the
Global North

e Representation and linguistic justice remain limited,
marginalizing indigenous and minority groups

« Geopolitical tensions (e.g. debates around .amazon or .africa)
reveal that governance over code is governance over territory
and identity
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In a post-GDP paradigm, where value is relational and decentralized,
internet governance must become more inclusive, accountable, and
rights-affirming.

2. Blockchain as a Tool of Distributed Sovereignty

Blockchain technology—decentralized, verifiable, and immutable—
has been heralded as a potential antidote to centralized data control. But
its relevance to post-GDP futures lies in its design affordances for
trust, transparency, and peer-led governance.

Potential applications include:

o Decentralized identity systems that empower users to control
and verify their own credentials, land rights, or health data

e Smart contracts for disbursing climate finance or community
development funds transparently

o Cooperative digital currencies or timebanks that reflect
alternative notions of value—Ilike care, knowledge sharing, or
ecological stewardship

However, techno-utopianism must be tempered: energy consumption,
exclusionary design, and speculative finance risks can undermine
blockchain’s emancipatory promise. Ethical blockchain deployment
requires community ownership, cultural sensitivity, and resilience to
co-optation.

3. Digital Sovereignty: From Infrastructure to Imagination

Digital sovereignty traditionally refers to the capacity of a state to
control its digital infrastructure—servers, data flows, algorithms. But a
post-GDP lens widens the frame: sovereignty also means the right of
communities to define how their digital lives are structured, valued,
and protected.

Page | 135



This includes:

o Data localization and stewardship rooted in cultural norms
and communal rights

« Algorithmic explainability laws, ensuring citizens understand
how automated decisions affect them

o Narrative sovereignty, where indigenous and marginalized
voices control their digital representation and epistemic
footprints

Such sovereignty is not only defensive—it is generative: building
digital ecosystems that reflect shared ethics, language diversity,
ecological care, and intergenerational justice.

In essence: ICANN represents the institutional roots of digital order,
while blockchain opens a path to distributive reinvention. Together,
they form the threshold of the digital commons—a space where
sovereignty is negotiated in code, and flourishing is measured not in
GDP, but in trust, memory, and autonomy.
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7.4 Ethical Al for Economic Planning

Al is rapidly becoming the analytical engine of governance, helping
predict inflation, allocate resources, simulate policy outcomes, and
assess systemic risks. But as Al increasingly informs economic
planning, the stakes rise: Who designs the models? Who owns the data?
What values get encoded in the code? Ethical Al for economic planning
demands not just technical accuracy but moral alignment, democratic
oversight, and epistemic inclusivity.

1. From Prediction to Purpose

Al is adept at pattern recognition—Dbut that’s not enough. Without clear
values, Al systems may optimize for GDP-style efficiency rather than
well-being, equity, or sustainability.

e Post-GDP economic planners must move from “what can we
forecast?” 10 “what should we value?”

e Models should be tuned not just for growth outcomes, but for
poverty reduction, ecological balance, intergenerational equity,
and psychological flourishing.

In this context, purpose precedes prediction—the model’s moral
compass must be visible.

2. Co-Design and Value Alignment
Ethical Al begins upstream: who defines the objective function? Co-
design with policymakers, economists, ethicists, and civil society

ensures that Al tools serve plural interests, not technocratic silos.

e In Finland, public sector Al projects are co-developed with open
citizen input and ethical review.
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e Tools like DECODE in Barcelona allow citizens to control
what personal data can inform policy simulations.

Ethical Al must listen before it learns.
3. Integrating Plural Economies and Informal Sectors
Many existing economic models ignore the vast informal, unpaid, and
care economies—especially in the Global South. Ethical Al can expand
representation by:
« Incorporating time-use data, community vitality indicators, and
non-monetized exchanges.
« Partnering with local organizations to model village economies
or cultural forms of wealth.

This is not “big data”—this is embedded data: grounded in context,
relationship, and lived experience.

4. Al as Foresight Infrastructure
AT’s strength lies in scenario modeling. It can help simulate:
« Effects of universal basic income on long-term dignity metrics
« Outcomes of regenerative farming on food security and soil
health
o Tradeoffs between short-term GDP rise and long-term mental
health decline

When paired with transparent goals, Al becomes a compass for
complex futures, not just a mirror of past patterns.

5. Guardrails, Audits, and Democratic Scrutiny
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Ethical deployment demands:

e Algorithmic transparency: How does it decide? What’s the
margin of error?

e Independent audits: Does the model reinforce bias or
marginalization?

e Open-source tools: So public institutions—and publics—can
inspect and adapt them

« Citizen data councils: Empowering communities to approve
uses of collective data in planning

Al for the public good must be interpretable, accountable, and editable.

In essence: Al is not inherently ethical or extractive—it is shaped by
the hands that build it and the societies that govern it. Post-GDP
economic planning must treat Al not as a silver bullet, but as a
stewarded ally—one that speaks not just in calculations, but in
conscience.
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7.5 Metrics for the Creative Economy and
Platform Labor

In the age of streaming, gig work, and cultural commodification,
millions contribute to economic and social life through creative
expression and platform-based labor. Yet GDP accounting struggles
to capture this value. It celebrates outputs like film exports or
advertising revenue, but neglects the emotional labor, instability, and
relational wealth that power the creative economy.

1. The Myth of the “Immaterial Economy”

Creative labor—writing, music, design, digital content—often appears
intangible, yet it is embedded in real time, energy, and risk. The GDP
framework tends to:

e Undervalue informal labor (e.g. TikTok creators, meme
artists, fan translators)

e Ignore emotional surplus: the community-building, identity
formation, and symbolic value that cultural work creates

« Prioritize monetized outcomes (box office, ad revenue) over
process, inspiration, and mutuality

Post-GDP metrics must ask: What if a poem, a protest song, or a safe
online space is as economically vital as a factory output?

2. Platform Labor as Precarity and Production
The rise of platforms like YouTube, Patreon, Fiverr, and TikTok has
created new pathways for expression—>but also new dependencies on

algorithmic favor, content moderation, and attention economies.

GDP captures:
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e Adrevenue
e Subscription models
o Venture capital valuations

It misses:
e Burnout from content churn
o Time poverty and digital invisibility

« Derivative appropriation without credit or pay

Creative metrics must move beyond monetization to include well-
being, ownership, and sustainability.

3. Cultural Indicators and Narrative Infrastructure
Nations like Canada, South Korea, and the UK have begun integrating
cultural satellite accounts that track employment, participation, and
revenue in creative sectors. But post-GDP leadership can go further:
« Track time spent on unpaid cultural labor, like community
theater or heritage preservation
e Recognize language revitalization, oral storytelling, and
intergenerational arts as drivers of social cohesion
« Develop narrative sovereignty indicators, especially for
Indigenous and diasporic communities

When people control their stories, they reclaim both voice and
economic agency.

4. Labor Rights in the Creator Economy
Metrics should also reflect labor protections in platform work:
o Does the creator have algorithmic transparency?
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e Are income streams diversified or vulnerable to
demonetization?
o Isthere collective bargaining or cooperative infrastructure?

Examples like the Fairwork Project rank gig platforms based on labor
standards—offering a template for ethical evaluation of digital labor
ecosystems.

5. Well-being and Creative Time

Finally, flourishing requires time to imagine, reflect, and create—not
just to produce on demand. Metrics like:

e “Time autonomy”
e “Cognitive load”
o “Emotional security in digital spaces”

...should shape our understanding of creative economy health. Not all
value is instantaneous. Some of it lives in silence, process, and play.

In short: A post-GDP economy will not just count clicks and

downloads—it will honor the humanity behind the content, and the
communities that give it life.
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7.6 Cyberpeace and Digital Public Goods

In the digital century, peace is no longer just the absence of war—it is
the presence of trust, equity, and shared security across virtual
frontiers. As cyberspace becomes increasingly entangled with
democracy, identity, infrastructure, and livelihoods, the governance of
digital systems must be anchored in principles of non-aggression,
universal access, and ethical stewardship. This is the emergent terrain
of cyberpeace—and of the digital commons as humanity’s shared
inheritance.

1. Rethinking Cybersecurity as Peace Architecture

Cybersecurity is often framed through militarized logics—threat
mitigation, strategic advantage, and national defense. But cyberpeace
reframes this terrain through a human-centric, rights-based lens:

« Ensuring digital sanctity for activists, journalists, and minority
communities

« Preventing algorithmic warfare, disinformation cascades, and
cyber colonialism

« Upholding international norms such as the UN’s Group of
Governmental Experts (GGE) framework and regional
confidence-building measures

Cyberpeace demands that states, corporations, and communities co-
create a digital Geneva Convention—where consent, restraint, and
care replace domination and opacity.
2. The Rise of Digital Public Goods

Digital public goods (DPGs) are open-source software, data sets, and
platforms that serve universal needs without proprietary constraints. In
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a post-GDP vision, DPGs are infrastructure for inclusion, not
monetization.

Examples:

o DHIS2 (District Health Information Software 2): supporting
health systems in over 70 countries

« mAadhaar and MOSIP: open digital identity tools grounded in
sovereign data principles

o Global Digital Public Infrastructure Alliance: emerging
multilateral efforts to build cooperative platforms for payments,
ID, and data exchange

DPGs embody a digital ethics of sufficiency and solidarity, ensuring
capabilities are shared—especially among historically under-resourced
countries.

3. Tech Diplomacy and Peaceful Coexistence

As digital architectures grow transnational, tech diplomacy becomes a
new frontier of peacemaking. This includes:

e Joint cyber norms treaties

o Cross-border data cooperatives

o Mutual recognition of privacy rights and encryption standards
Collaborative initiatives like the Paris Call for Trust and Security in
Cyberspace or the Digital Cooperation Roadmap champion
transparency, interoperability, and collective responsibility.

Leadership here isn’t about dominating the stack—but de-risking the
system for all.

4. A Rights-Based Internet for the Commons
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Cyberpeace insists that the internet is not just infrastructure—it is a
civic space. Post-GDP governance must defend digital rights as
fundamental human rights:

Right to access
Right to repair
Right to anonymity
Right to disconnect

Inclusion isn’t just about broadband—it’s about cultural visibility,
language diversity, and epistemic justice.

5. Feminist and Indigenous Visions of Digital Harmony

Grassroots visions of cyberpeace often emerge from those most harmed
by digital violence. Feminist data collectives, Indigenous technologists,
and disability rights networks are building slow, relational
technologies that center care, consent, and narrative sovereignty.

Examples:

o Afro-feminist cryptography workshops protecting intersectional
activism

« Indigenous data repositories encoding knowledge in culturally
specific protocols

o “Digital healing justice” frameworks linking cybersecurity to
emotional and communal well-being

These efforts ask not How do we secure digital space? but For whom,
and toward what futures?

In sum: Cyberpeace is not a pause in conflict—it is a practice of
building radical trust at planetary scale. And digital public goods are
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not just tools—they are expressions of care, cooperation, and a post-
GDP commitment to dignity in every click.
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Chapter 8: Designing Post-GDP
Indicators

> “What we measure directs what we notice. What we notice becomes
what we nurture.”’

To dismantle the hegemony of GDP is only half the task. The other half
lies in building a new measurement architecture—one that captures
dignity, resilience, belonging, and planetary boundaries. This chapter
offers guiding principles and design strategies for crafting indicators
that don’t just inform policies—but awaken accountability, inspire trust,
and honor complexity.

8.1 Plurality of Values, Not Uniformity of Scale

Post-GDP indicators must honor value pluralism. What constitutes
well-being in Bhutan may differ from Bolivia or Burkina Faso.

« Indicators should be culturally contextual, developed with local
communities and knowledge systems.

o Rather than a universal composite index, systems may use
modular frameworks—where domains are shared (e.g. health,
equity, ecology), but weightings are locally defined.

« Plurality also means embracing both quantitative and
gualitative data—narratives, rituals, visualizations, and
embodied assessments alongside numbers.

8.2 Core Dimensions of a Post-GDP Dashboard
Most post-GDP systems center around these interlocking dimensions:
1. Well-being and life satisfaction
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Equity and inclusion (across gender, ethnicity, class,
geography)

Ecological sustainability (carbon footprint, biodiversity health,
planetary boundaries)

Civic trust and participation

Time sovereignty (work—life balance, leisure, care time)
Cultural resilience and belonging

Intergenerational equity

Rather than condensing them into a single score, design can allow
dashboard-style transparency, where trade-offs are visible, and
values are not masked by aggregates.

8.3 Process Matters: Co-Creation and Legitimacy

Indicators derive power not only from what they measure but from how
they are made.

Metric design should be participatory, inviting input from
youth, elders, community groups, and historically marginalized
voices.

Governance should include ethics boards, cultural experts,
and civil society, not just economists and statisticians.

Public consultations, narrative circles, and visual co-design labs
can turn metric-making into democratic storytelling.

8.4 Design Ethics: Transparency, Humility, Reflexivity

Post-GDP metrics must be more than clever—they must be ethical.
This means:

Transparent assumptions and trade-offs, published openly
Reflexivity: metrics that evolve over time through feedback and
lived experience
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e Do-no-harm principles, especially where measurement
intersects with identity, trauma, or cultural sovereignty

e Open access and data usability—tools should be intuitive,
multilingual, and legible to non-experts

This is design as public trust infrastructure.

8.5 Narratives and Symbols That Embody Value

Indicators are not just numbers—they are cultural signposts.
Designing for meaning involves:

e Using iconography, stories, and metaphors rooted in local
traditions

« Pairing dashboards with narrative reports and creative media

o Embedding metrics into rituals of reflection: community
festivals, youth forums, civic milestones

In this way, metrics shift from being abstract to felt, from being hidden
to shared.

8.6 Global Alignment Without Colonial Templates

Global comparability is important—but must not become a Trojan
horse for measurement imperialism.

 Instead of imposing one-size-fits-all indices, international
systems can offer interoperable frameworks that allow nations
to self-define dimensions while aligning on data ethics,
governance, and reporting cadence.

o Bodies like the UNDP, OECD, and regional alliances can
steward reciprocal learning networks, not just benchmarking
hierarchies.
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This is global governance that learns—not governs—from above.

8.1 Principles of Co-Design and
Participatory Metrics

In the post-GDP era, metrics cannot be handed down from expert
towers. They must emerge from lived experience, collective wisdom,
and plural knowledges. Co-design is not just a method—it is a
political and ethical stance, ensuring that the way we measure aligns
with the values, voices, and visions of those most affected.

1. From Technocratic Design to Democratic Co-Ownership

Traditional indicators are often shaped by economists, statisticians, or
international consultants with minimal community input. Participatory
metrics invert this flow, positioning people as co-authors of value:

« Residents define what matters in their context (e.g. “how safe I
feel walking at night,” “access to cultural spaces,” “mutual aid
during crises”)

o Experts serve as facilitators, not extractors—translating lived
priorities into measurable forms without flattening meaning

99 ¢

This reframing nurtures trust and relevance—and reclaims agency.
2. Epistemic Justice and Methodological Pluralism

Participatory metrics are rooted in epistemic justice: the right of people
to produce, own, and legitimize knowledge. This opens space for:

o Storytelling, ceremony, and oral histories as legitimate data
« Embodied indicators (how a space feels, not just how it scores)
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Ritual or seasonal calendars to assess ecological shifts or
communal vitality

Post-GDP metrics must embrace multiple ways of knowing, especially
from Indigenous, feminist, neurodiverse, and youth perspectives.

3. The Co-Design Process: Dialogues, Not Deliverables

Co-design unfolds over time—not in one-off surveys, but through
cycles of dialogue, iteration, and consent. Effective processes often
include:

Listening sessions with community leaders, artists, elders, and
youth

Data visualization workshops where residents interpret and
challenge official statistics

Prototyping indicators that combine subjective meaning with
technical robustness

This is not consensus-by-committee. It’s coherence-by-care.

4. Power Dynamics and Process Ethics

Co-design is not free of power—rather, it works to surface, share, and
soften it. Ethical practice requires:

Compensation for community expertise

Transparency in how metrics will be used, and by whom
Accountability mechanisms if harm arises from
misrepresentation or misuse

The goal is not perfect data—but relational legitimacy.

5. Participatory Metrics as Narrative Repair
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When people are excluded from how success is defined, they are erased
from the story of their own lives. Co-designed metrics restore narrative

sovereignty:

e In Medellin, Colombia, youth-led wellbeing indicators shifted

urban development priorities
e In rural Kenya, women’s groups define "resilience" through
social support systems and harvest rituals—not insurance uptake
e InOakland, CA, Black-led arts collectives mapped joy, trauma,
and resistance to reshape mental health funding

Each case reminds us: measurement can heal or harm—depending
on who holds the pen.
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8.2 Systems Thinking and Strategic
Foresight

In the GDP era, policymaking often resembled a straight path: diagnose
a problem, calculate a solution, deliver an outcome. But in a world
defined by entangled crises—climate breakdown, Al disruption, health
inequity, democratic backsliding—Ilinear thinking can no longer
govern exponential change. The shift beyond GDP requires a parallel
shift in cognition: from fragmented fixes to systems transformation,
from reaction to anticipation.

1. Seeing the Whole: From Silos to Interdependence

Systems thinking asks leaders to recognize the interwoven nature of
economies, ecosystems, and societies.

e A decision to subsidize cars affects urban pollution, public
health, oil dependence, and labor displacement.

o Afood security initiative implicates soil regeneration,
Indigenous land rights, trade policy, and dietary culture.

Post-GDP leadership embraces nested complexity, resisting the urge to
isolate “the economy” from the web of life it sits within.

2. Feedback Loops, Thresholds, and Nonlinearities
Resilient systems depend on feedback awareness—recognizing how
small shifts can create outsized consequences, and how interventions
may create unintended outcomes.

e Economic growth can amplify climate risks, which in turn erode

infrastructure, livelihoods, and wellbeing.
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e Rising inequality can spark political polarization, threatening
social cohesion and investor confidence.

Leaders must track not just outputs, but ripples—mapping how policies
echo across time, space, and community.

3. Strategic Foresight as Ethical Preparedness

Foresight is not prediction—it is preparation through possibility. In a
post-GDP context, strategic foresight becomes an ethical act: the
refusal to govern for a single short-term metric at the expense of plural
long-term outcomes.

Key foresight methods include:

« Scenario planning: imagining divergent futures (e.g. climate
collapse, data sovereignty, demographic inversion)

« Trend synthesis: mapping intersecting signals across culture,
technology, environment, and economics

« Backcasting: starting from a desirable future (e.g. 2050
wellbeing economy) and reverse-engineering the steps to reach
it

Used wisely, foresight is not futurism—it’s care across time.
4. Embedding Systems Literacy in Institutions

Post-GDP leadership requires that systems thinking is not just
personal—it must become institutional muscle. This involves:

e Cross-ministerial planning units with shared metrics

e Public sector training in complexity theory and design thinking

o Partnerships with indigenous knowledge holders and cultural
strategists to enrich worldviews
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In short: strategic foresight becomes a commons of imagination—
shaping policy not around crisis containment, but regenerative
possibility.

5. From Control to Cultivation

Systems leadership resists the illusion of control. Instead, it cultivates
the conditions for emergence, trust, and co-evolution.

e Metrics are not commands—they are conversations.
« Policies are not endpoints—they are invitations to steward
complexity with humility.

In the post-GDP world, the true skill of a leader lies not in solving the
system—but tending it with wisdom, care, and courage.
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8.3 Integrating Subjective Well-being

For too long, economic indicators have tracked growth, productivity,
and consumption while ignoring a deceptively simple question: How do
people actually feel? In the post-GDP era, recognizing subjective well-
being—how people experience and evaluate their lives—is not a soft
add-on. It is a foundational shift in what we count as progress.

1. From Output to Experience

GDP measures activity, not satisfaction. It ignores whether a booming
economy coexists with loneliness, burnout, or distrust. Subjective well-
being metrics bridge this gap, offering insight into emotional health,
perceived purpose, and social cohesion.

These include:

o Life satisfaction (“Overall, how satisfied are you with your life
these days?”)

« Eudaimonic well-being (sense of meaning, autonomy, and self-
realization)

o Affect balance (frequency of positive versus negative emotions)

e Social trust and belonging

When designed ethically, these indicators validate that people’s
feelings are data—not anecdote.

2. The Science and Ethics of Measuring Feeling
Well-being research, led by scholars like Daniel Kahneman and Ed
Diener, has demonstrated the robustness of subjective data when

triangulated with behavior and health indicators. Still, ethical practice
demands:
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e Culturally appropriate framing of questions

e Voluntary participation and anonymity

o Reflexivity in interpretation—acknowledging that context
matters

Subjective well-being is not about mood surveys—it’s about
dignifying personal truths in public metrics.

3. Global Examples in Practice

e The OECD Guidelines on Measuring Subjective Well-being
set global standards for national statistical agencies.

e New Zealand’s Living Standards Framework includes mental
health and sense of belonging as primary indicators.

e In Bhutan, Gross National Happiness directly integrates
psychological well-being, time use, and community vitality.

« Cities like Santa Monica and Bogota use well-being
dashboards to map loneliness, safety, and life purpose at the
neighborhood level.

These efforts do more than monitor—they redesign policies and
budgets to reflect emotional realities.

4. Risks of Misuse and Reductionism

Subjective metrics, if misused, can become tools of blame (“you’re
unhappy because you think wrong”) or surveillance. Ethical inclusion
requires:

e Transparency in how data is collected and used

« Avoiding overreliance on individual responsibility narratives

« Embedding subjective data alongside structural indicators
(housing, equity, mobility)
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In post-GDP governance, inner life and outer conditions must be
measured in conversation, not in competition.

5. Flourishing as a Measurable Aspiration

Ultimately, integrating subjective well-being shifts the goal of public
policy: from managing economies to stewarding flourishing.

« It centers emotions as legitimate signals

« Invites storytelling alongside statistics

« Honors that people do not live in GDP per capita—they live in
neighborhoods, families, dreams, and dignities

Subjective well-being is not sentimentality—it’s structural insight made
visible.
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8.4 Embedding Trust Indicators

In the post-GDP transition, trust is not a byproduct—it is a pillar.
Whether it’s confidence in institutions, belief in data, or faith in the
fairness of outcomes, trust determines the effectiveness, durability,
and dignity of governance. And yet, trust remains one of the least
measured, least understood assets in economic design.

Embedding trust indicators into leadership and policymaking does more
than signal good intentions—it builds feedback loops between citizens
and systems, anchoring reforms in credibility and shared meaning.

1. Why Trust Matters in the Post-GDP Era

GDP growth can occur alongside rising inequality, environmental
collapse, and democratic erosion. But no society flourishes without
trust. Trust influences:

Compliance with public health measures

Adoption of new technologies or transitions

Citizen participation in democratic processes

The willingness to collaborate across sectors and identities

In short: trust is a precondition for shared futures.
2. Defining and Disaggregating Trust

Post-GDP leadership doesn’t treat trust as a monolith—it disaggregates
it across dimensions:

e Institutional trust: Confidence in government, judiciary, and
public services

o Interpersonal trust: Belief in fellow citizens and social
solidarity
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o Digital trust: Comfort with how one’s data, identity, and voice
are treated online

e Procedural trust: Faith in fairness, participation, and redress
mechanisms

Indicators must reflect these diverse trust ecosystems, each shaped by
history, identity, and power.

3. Indicators in Action
Global efforts to track trust include:

e« OECD’s Trust in Government Index: Measures perceived
competence and integrity of institutions

« Edelman Trust Barometer: Tracks trust across NGOs,
business, government, and media

o Afrobarometer and Latinobarémetro: Capture regional
variations in political and civic trust

Locally, some cities use neighborhood cohesion surveys, response-
time trust metrics, and “civic warmth” indices drawn from public
storytelling and participation rates.

4. Designing for Trustworthiness

Trust isn’t built by hoping for belief—it’s built by designing for
trustworthiness. Post-GDP leadership includes:

e Transparent data governance: Citizens understand what is
measured and why

o Co-designed metrics: People see themselves in the indicators

e Responsive systems: Feedback leads to visible change

e Long-term consistency: Trust accumulates when commitments
are upheld across electoral cycles
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Measurement and meaning become braided—what we track is what we
commit to honor.

5. Embedding Trust in Institutional Culture
Embedding trust goes beyond indicators—it requires culture change:

« Training public servants in empathetic communication,
community presence, and historical humility

e Supporting trust audits where agencies reflect on how their
decisions build or erode legitimacy

o Funding mediators and care-based roles—from ombuds
offices to “trust officers”—who hold space for grievance, repair,
and transformation

Trust becomes infrastructural—not decorative.
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8.5 Cross-Cultural Relevance and
Standardization

In the post-GDP paradigm, where well-being, care, and collective
dignity become the new coordinates of progress, how we measure must
be as plural as what we measure. Yet global metrics often walk a
tightrope: striving for standardization while risking erasure of cultural
nuance. True innovation lies in reconciling comparability with
contextual legitimacy.

1. The Dilemma of Universal Metrics

International bodies often push for standardized well-being indicators—
life satisfaction, access to education, or employment levels—assuming
universality. However:

e Concepts like “well-being,” “freedom,” or “happiness” are
culturally constructed.

e What counts as autonomy in Sweden may differ from
interdependence-centered norms in Uganda or Japan.

o Even time-use surveys may miss communal rituals or caregiving
embedded in daily life.

Over-standardization risks a form of metric colonialism—imposing
frameworks that flatten lived specificity.

2. Measurement as Cultural Translation

Cross-cultural metrics require methodological humility. Instead of
exporting indicators, ethical measurement frameworks must:

e Use local terminology and metaphors to ground meaning
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o Engage community reference groups to test semantic validity
and emotional resonance

o Employ emic (insider-informed) approaches alongside etic
(external-comparative) designs

This translation isn’t a technical fix—it’s a relational practice,
honoring that value is culturally voiced, not just statistically coded.

3. Hybrid Models: Global Structure, Local Story

Some of the most promising innovations merge a core global
framework with locally defined modules. For instance:

e The Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) allows national
adaptation of indicators within a shared structure.

e The Wellbeing for Future Generations Act in Wales permits
sector-specific impact assessments rooted in local values.

« Indigenous wellbeing surveys in Aotearoa New Zealand use Te
Ao Maori concepts to shape domains like relational belonging
and spiritual wellness, while aligning with national dashboards.

These hybrid models respect interoperability without imposing
uniformity.

4. Toward Plural Standards and Ethical Comparability

Rather than chasing a single global metric, post-GDP leadership
embraces plural standards—a family of indicators that reflect core
ethical values (e.g. dignity, sustainability, equity) through locally
embedded expressions.

This includes:
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« Standardizing process (inclusion, transparency, co-design)
rather than content

o Comparing across values and priorities, not just scores

« Encouraging story-rich reporting alongside numerical
dashboards

This is not the end of comparability—it’s the beginning of
cosmopolitan empathy in policy design.

5. Institutions as Cross-Cultural Bridges

NSOs, multilateral agencies, universities, and cultural councils can
steward this transition by:

e Hosting metric co-design labs across cultures and sectors

« Training enumerators in intercultural fluency and ethical
reflexivity

o Ensuring that global indices carry not just methodological
rigor, but moral hospitality

Such leadership doesn’t seek data dominance—it cultivates data
dignity.
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8.6 Piloting and Iterating: Case Examples

Innovation in metric design and governance does not begin with
perfection—it begins with pilots. Across the world, governments, civil
society, and multilateral coalitions are experimenting with small-scale,
iterative models that challenge GDP orthodoxy and prototype futures
of dignity, inclusion, and wellbeing. These cases are not finished
products—they’re living laboratories of post-GDP imagination.

1. Santa Monica Wellbeing Index (United States)

In partnership with RAND Corporation, the city of Santa Monica
launched a city-wide Wellbeing Index combining surveys, behavioral
data, and urban design indicators.

e Included dimensions like emotional well-being, social
connectedness, local pride, and civic participation.

o Used data to redesign public parks, enhance mental health
access, and improve time-use in public transport systems.

The project proved that small cities can be incubators of
multidimensional metrics—with immediate impact on urban policy.

2. Kerala’s Nava Keralam (India)

Kerala’s state government launched Nava Keralam, a participatory
development mission focused on human development, ecological
conservation, and gender equity.

e Incorporated grassroots assemblies (grama sabhas) to define
success beyond per capita income.

o Health outcomes, public education quality, and collective
empowerment were used as policy metrics.
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e Embraced “knowledge society” framing, highlighting literacy,
digital equity, and dignity of labor as central indicators.

This model illustrates the integration of structural delivery + symbolic
belonging in post-GDP transitions.

3. Bogota’s “How Are We Doing?” Dashboard (Colombia)

Informed by subjective wellbeing data, Bogota’s municipal government
created a dashboard that monitored:

o Trust in institutions
o Perceived safety in neighborhoods
« Civic satisfaction and mental health

These metrics informed urban renewal in marginalized areas, public art
investments, and youth outreach initiatives—aligning emotion with
infrastructure.

4. Aotearoa’s Whanau Ora Metrics (New Zealand)

Centered on Maori worldviews, Whanau Ora measures family and
community flourishing using holistic indicators:

o Cultural identity and language revitalization
o Relational strength between generations
o Capacity to self-determine health, education, and livelihood

This framework is not state-defined—it is community-authored,
challenging colonial data models and offering a relational alternative
to individualistic measurement.

5. Ikhala Trust’s Community Indicator Development (South
Africa)
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In Eastern Cape, Ikhala Trust supports local communities in defining
their own well-being indicators, including:

« Participation in burial societies (social cohesion)

o Access to ancestral land for ceremonies (cultural-spiritual
health)

o Presence of informal care networks (relational resilience)

Rather than seeking scale, the Trust invests in contextual integrity,
showing that post-GDP metrics can be intimate yet powerful.

Key Takeaway: These pilots do not promise universal templates—they
offer evidence of courage. They show that when metrics are co-
designed, embedded, and iterated with care, they don’t just measure
better—they govern better.
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Chapter 9: Storytelling Economies—
Media, Trust, and Public Perception

> “The most powerful metric is not what is measured, but what is
believed.”

Numbers guide economies—but stories move societies. Every growth
statistic, budget speech, or development agenda lives within a
narrative scaffold: beliefs about who we are, what we value, and
where we are headed. This chapter explores how media ecosystems,
symbolic communication, and public imagination shape legitimacy—
not as a function of output, but of storytelling power.

9.1 Narratives as Infrastructure

GDP is not just a statistic—it is a story of progress: upward curves,
national virility, market expansion. Its durability lies in its narrative
coherence, repeated through schoolbooks, news headlines, campaign
slogans, and IMF memos.

Post-GDP leadership must counter data with narrative clarity—
proposing not just better metrics, but better metaphors:

e “Living well within limits” replaces “growth at all costs”
e “Shared flourishing” displaces “individual accumulation”

o “Planetary stewardship” supplants “extractive mastery”

Measurement legitimacy is not built in spreadsheets—it’s earned in the
civic imagination.

9.2 Media Ecosystems and Trust Architecture
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Media institutions act as translators of complexity—shaping how
people interpret metrics, reforms, and policy signals. But in a
fragmented digital age, trust in traditional media is declining, while
algorithmic amplification feeds polarization, disinformation, and
narrative capture.

Post-GDP reforms must therefore invest in:

o Public interest media and community journalism

« Data storytelling that blends graphics, lived experience, and
ethical nuance

o Media literacy education that equips citizens to discern
framing and bias

Trust is not just earned by governments—it is mediated, magnified,
or eroded by media landscapes.

9.3 Performance, Symbolism, and Legitimacy

Every metric lives in a symbolic economy. A leader rolling out a
“Happiness Index” without integrity may provoke cynicism. A
community dashboard coded in multiple languages can build belonging.

Symbolic gestures that foster trust include:

o Rituals of accountability (e.g. participatory audits, storytelling
town halls)

e Artistic translations of complex policy (murals, podcasts, oral
histories)

« Narrative restitution for historically excluded groups, who
now co-author new meanings of value

This is the performative dimension of measurement—not as
manipulation, but as public meaning-making.
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9.4 Memes, Metrics, and Mythmaking

Social media has democratized storytelling power—blurring lines
between state narratives and bottom-up mythmaking. Hashtags, memes,
and virality now shape economic common sense.

o #Degrowth, #BuenVivir, and #WellbeingEconomy have become
memetic indicators, transmitting complex critiques in shareable
form

« Digital influencers and storytelling collectives now rival
institutions in narrative reach

Post-GDP systems must embrace plural narrative pathways—tapping
into humor, affect, and symbolism as much as policy and precision.

9.5 Narrative Resilience and Epistemic Justice

Whose stories are seen as legitimate? Who has the narrative authority to
define wellbeing, value, or dignity?

« Indigenous epistemologies challenge linear time and
commodified nature

« Disability activists narrate access and autonomy as foundations
of economic participation

o Feminist storytellers foreground care, intimacy, and
interdependence as value-generating forces

Narrative resilience is the capacity of a society to hold complexity,
honor difference, and navigate disruption without scapegoating or
simplification.

9.6 From Story Consumers to Story Co-Creators
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Ultimately, storytelling economies thrive when publics move from
passive consumers to active co-authors. This includes:

o Co-designing indicators using participatory theater,
photography, or oral narrative

e Mapping collective memory into dashboards of public emotion

o Enabling plural media platforms that decentralize truth
production

Measurement then becomes not a broadcast—but a dialogue of
becoming.

Closing Thought: Metrics guide policy, but stories shape meaning. A

post-GDP transition must not only change what we count—it must
transform how we narrate what counts.
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9.1 Narrative Power of GDP in Media

GDP does more than measure growth—it tells a story that reverberates
through headlines, policy debates, and public imagination. Since its
institutionalization during WWII and the Bretton Woods era, GDP has
been transformed from an accounting tool into a symbol of national
success, crisis, or recovery, largely through the narrative machinery of
modern media.

1. GDP as the News Cycle’s Hero and Villain

In many countries, quarterly GDP reports receive front-page coverage,
complete with economic “weather reports”:

e When GDP rises, headlines proclaim “Economy surges” or
“Back on track”.

e When it falls, metaphors of sickness or disaster abound:
“Economy contracts,” “Markets jitter,” or “Recession looms.”

These tropes frame GDP not as one among many indicators, but as the
protagonist of national well-being—crowding out other narratives (e.g.
rising inequality, burnout, ecological loss) that may contradict the
growth story.

2. Visual Dominance: Charts, Curves, and Crisis Icons

GDP enjoys disproportionate visibility due to its quantifiability and
graphability. It lends itself to striking visuals—arrows, heat maps,
color-coded bar graphs—that dominate economic segments on
television and social media. The curvature of a GDP line, rising or
falling, becomes a proxy for hope or despair, despite what it conceals.

Post-GDP futures must ask: What else deserves visual attention? Time
use, trust levels, ecological health, or joy density?

Page | 172



3. Anchoring Political Credibility

Leaders frequently invoke GDP growth as proof of competent
governance. Campaign slogans boast of past growth or future targets;
budget speeches foreground GDP trajectories above structural
wellbeing. The media amplifies this linkage, often without question—
reinforcing a political culture where growth equals legitimacy.

Alternative models (e.g. wellbeing budgets or decarbonized indices)
struggle to gain traction because they lack the narrative
infrastructure that GDP enjoys.

4. GDP as Common Sense: Repetition and Familiarity

Through repetition, GDP has become a common-sense reference
point, deeply embedded in public consciousness. Phrases like “the
economy shrank by X percent” are widely understood, while statements
like “life satisfaction increased” or “social cohesion improved” lack
equivalent cognitive footholds.

This repetition acts as a narrative inoculation, making alternative value
systems feel unfamiliar, vague, or utopian—even when empirically
sound.

5. Cultural Mythology and Economic Nationalism

In some contexts, GDP growth is equated with national pride,
redemption, or destiny. Media narratives in postcolonial or crisis-hit
countries often frame GDP rebounds as proof of modernity, resilience,
or sovereignty. This mythologization reinforces GDP’s role as a
unifying symbol—even when the benefits are unequally distributed.
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In short: Media doesn’t just report GDP—it animates it. It transforms
technical data into narrative consensus, marginalizing more plural and
democratic ways of telling the story of a society.
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9.2 Public Trust and Perception of Metrics

Numbers do not speak for themselves. They carry the fingerprints of
those who define, design, and disseminate them. In the post-GDP era,
metrics must not only be accurate—they must be trusted. And that
trust is not built through statistical rigor alone—it is cultivated through
transparency, participation, and narrative care.

1. The Story Behind the Statistic

Public mistrust often stems from a lack of context, authorship, and
explanation. People want to know:

e Who created this metric, and for what purpose?
e What does it include—and what does it ignore?
e How does it reflect my lived experience?

Metrics that claim neutrality while erasing complexity are rightly met
with skepticism. Post-GDP frameworks must treat sense-making as
essential as data-making.

2. When Metrics Fail to Feel True

Even technically valid indicators can fail if they don’t resonate with
emotional truth. For example:

e Arregion may show strong economic growth while people report
rising stress, loneliness, or environmental degradation.

e Trust erodes when official narratives say “we’re thriving,” while
communities feel abandoned or unseen.

This “empathy gap” reveals that legitimacy is not about calculation—
it’s about coherence between data and daily life.
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3. Building Data Legibility and Narrative Trust

To cultivate trust, metrics must be legible—not just in terms of clarity,
but in cultural and emotional accessibility. This includes:

e Story-rich dashboards with real voices and faces

o Visualizations that align with local metaphors, aesthetics, and
analogies

« Indicators explained in plain language—not technocratic jargon

Trustworthy metrics are not just published—they are narrated,
debated, and owned.

4. Transparency in Design and Use
People trust what they can question. Open processes—where
communities are involved in designing indicators, interpreting
results, and shaping responses—reinforce the democratic contract
behind measurement.
Key elements include:

e Publishing methodologies and assumptions

e Inviting public critique and feedback

e Tracking how data influences policy or spending decisions

Transparency becomes not just a virtue—but a form of institutional
storytelling.

5. Repairing Historic Harm

In many communities—especially Indigenous, racialized, and working-
class populations—metrics have been tools of surveillance, exclusion,
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or punishment. Repairing public trust requires acknowledgment of
that history and a shift toward co-authorship.

« This means resourcing participatory processes
e Valuing community-led knowledge as equal to expert data
« Designing indicators that affirm agency, not just vulnerability

Trust is not given—it’s earned through humility and repair.
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9.3 Media Ethnography and Inclusive
Storytelling

The numbers we trust shape the world we build—but so do the stories
we tell about them. While GDP reduces value to aggregate output,
media ethnography asks: Whose voices frame our understanding of
progress? Whose silence sustains the system? Inclusive storytelling and
ethnographic media inquiry become essential tools for reclaiming
narrative power and making the post-GDP paradigm not just legible—
but lovable.

1. From Measurement to Meaning-Making

Media ethnography goes beyond content analysis. It explores how
people experience, interpret, and co-produce media within cultural
and political ecosystems. In a post-GDP context, this involves:

e Investigating how communities narrate well-being in their own
terms

o Surfacing contradictions between economic growth narratives
and lived realities

e Uncovering the semiotic codes (images, metaphors, rituals)
through which people make sense of value, care, and time

Ethnography doesn’t extract data—it builds relational insights through
immersion, dialogue, and shared meaning.

2. Storytelling as Metric Resistance and Repair
Stories are not just entertainment—they are narrative infrastructure.

In marginalized communities, where GDP invisibilizes care work,
environmental stewardship, or cultural labor, storytelling functions as:
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Evidence of experience (e.g., oral histories of ancestral

reciprocity)
Resistance to erasure (e.g., testimonies against extractive

development)
Invitation to reimagine (e.g., speculative fiction that envisions

abundance without accumulation)

Inclusive storytelling reclaims who gets to define the good life.

3. Decentering Western Scripts of Progress

Dominant economic storytelling often reflects Eurocentric,
individualist, and technocratic tropes. Media ethnography reveals
alternative cosmologies:

Ubuntu storytelling in South Africa emphasizing relational
being

Palabres in West Africa—community storytelling circles that
mediate conflict and propose solutions

Queer and disability-led zines that reframe productivity, joy,
and temporality

These narrative forms don’t fit GDP logics—and that’s their power.

4. Co-Creation and Participatory Media Practice

Just as metrics can be co-designed, stories can be co-produced.
Participatory documentary, community radio, collaborative theater, and
youth-led digital storytelling offer ways to:

Democratize knowledge
Amplify grassroots imaginaries
Translate data into emotional truth
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For example, community-led video projects in Indonesia, Sierra Leone,
and Appalachia have redefined "development” through local idioms,
humor, and ecological memory.

5. Embedding Story in Governance
Inclusive storytelling doesn’t live only in media—it shapes policy:

e The “People’s Budget” media campaign in Barcelona used
short films to explain participatory budgeting in multiple
languages and dialects.

e In Bogota, urban planners used ethnographic storytelling to
understand women’s transit fears, informing bus design and
lighting placement.

e The OECD’s “Story of Well-Being” initiative collects
subjective narratives to complement statistical dashboards.

Governance gains legitimacy when people see their lives reflected in
its mirrors.
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9.4 The Role of Journalism in Metric Reform

Journalism doesn’t just report on society—it shapes what is seen, what
is scrutinized, and what is imagined. As societies move beyond GDP as
the singular measure of success, journalism becomes a crucial frontier
for metric innovation, public education, and narrative
democratization. It has the power to legitimize alternatives and
challenge the tyranny of the GDP ticker.

1. Journalism as Agenda-Setter, Not Just Amplifier

Mainstream media has long treated GDP as the dominant storyline—
amplifying quarterly releases, quoting growth projections, and crafting
policy narratives around economic “health.” But post-GDP journalism
can expand its agenda by:

« Prioritizing well-being, inequality, and sustainability indicators
in economic segments

o Framing recovery stories around dignity metrics (e.g. housing
security, trust, community resilience)

o Elevating local, indigenous, feminist, and youth-defined
indicators into the national conversation

This transforms journalism into a curator of alternative value
systems.

2. Holding Metrics to Account
Just as investigative journalism holds institutions to account, it must
now scrutinize the indicators themselves. Questions worth asking

include:

e Who decides what gets measured—and what’s left out?
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e Which communities are excluded by current statistical
definitions?

o What stories do alternative dashboards (e.g. gender justice
indices, climate resilience scores) reveal?

By interrogating the frame, journalism enhances democratic literacy
around measurement itself.

3. Data Visualization as Narrative Practice

Post-GDP journalism also involves reimagining how we see data.
Newsrooms and independent outlets can use:

« Interactive dashboards to visualize well-being over time

o Photo essays pairing subjective indicators with lived experience

e “Behind-the-number” stories that profile communities defining
their own metrics

This isn’t just data journalism—it’s storytelling as civic
infrastructure.

4. Decentralized Voices, Plural Metrics

Independent media, citizen journalism, and community radio often
surface value systems that mainstream narratives overlook. Their role in
metric reform includes:

o Documenting hyperlocal indicators of joy, trauma, or solidarity

« Translating technical dashboards into accessible formats and
languages

« Convening conversations on what matters to the people, not just
to markets
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They act as narrative bridges, translating statistics into shared
meaning.

5. Metric Fluency as a Civic Skill

Finally, journalism can cultivate public fluency in metrics—turning
economic indicators from elite jargon into tools of empowerment.
Through podcasts, explainers, op-eds, and investigative series,
journalists become metric educators, equipping audiences to:

e Question official growth narratives
o Advocate for more inclusive indicators
o Co-create visions of progress aligned with justice and care

In essence: Journalism can either uphold outdated hierarchies of
value—or become a protagonist in narrative liberation. In the post-
GDP era, the fourth estate has a fifth responsibility: to help societies
see, feel, and measure what truly matters.
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9.5 Symbolism, Identity, and National Pride

Progress isn’t just measured—it’s felt. Flags, festivals, anthems, and
slogans convey the emotional grammar of nationhood, shaping how
people understand success, heritage, and collective destiny. In the GDP
era, national pride has often been tied to economic “miracles,” growth
milestones, or investor rankings. But in a post-GDP world, symbolism
becomes a site of imagination—where new stories of resilience,
justice, and joy are publicly claimed and celebrated.

1. From Growth Triumphs to Cultural Flourishing

GDP-centric patriotism tends to celebrate exports, skyscrapers, or
“emerging market” status. But alternative development models lift up:

e A nation’s biodiversity as a sacred trust

« Indigenous languages as living treasures

e Social solidarity, mutual aid, and intercultural care as sources of
pride

For example, Bhutan’s embrace of Gross National Happiness is not just
a policy—it’s a cultural signature, transforming identity from
competitive growth to contemplative wellbeing.

2. Symbolic Rituals of Measurement

Symbols give flesh to abstract numbers. In post-GDP transitions,
governments and communities are creating rituals and iconography
around new indicators:

e Public dashboards that visualize happiness, equity, or
ecological balance

e School ceremonies that honor community caregivers as
economic contributors
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« National wellbeing days, like those observed in Scotland and
New Zealand, where collective reflection becomes an act of
belonging

These practices animate measurement with meaning—making it
accessible, embodied, and proud.

3. Reclaiming National Narratives from Colonial Metrics

Colonial and neoliberal paradigms often framed nations as “lagging,”
“developing,” or “failed” through GDP lenses. Post-GDP narratives
offer sovereign frameworks of worth, where nations define success on
their own terms.

o African countries embracing ubuntu, Caribbean states
celebrating creolization, and Pacific nations centering ocean
kinship

« Artistic movements revitalizing ancestral crafts as economic and
symbolic power

e Curriculum reforms that teach wellbeing, ecological
stewardship, and ancestral continuity as national virtues

These shifts mark a semantic decolonization of progress.
4. Diaspora and the Soft Power of Post-GDP Identity
A nation’s image abroad often influences trade, diplomacy, and
migration. Post-GDP leadership invites diasporas to become
ambassadors of cultural wellbeing, not just economic success.
« Festivals, documentaries, and food traditions become vehicles of
narrative power
o Transnational communities invest in cooperatives, land trusts,
and cultural institutions that affirm plural belonging
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National pride then becomes rooted not in extraction, but generativity.
5. Caution: Symbolism Must Reflect Substance

While powerful, symbolism can be co-opted for performative branding.
True pride must be earned through policy coherence, inclusivity, and
humility.

e A country cannot celebrate gender equity metrics while
silencing feminist movements

« It cannot herald sustainability while financing ecological harm
abroad

Authentic national pride emerges when symbols match lived

experience—when people feel seen, safe, and sovereign in their own
stories.
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9.6 New Myths for a Post-Growth World

Every civilization is scaffolded not just by institutions or indicators—
but by myths. Not myths as falsehoods, but as deep stories that explain
who we are, where we’re going, and why it matters. GDP is more than a
metric—it is a modern myth: a tale of endless growth, heroic
entrepreneurs, and prosperity through accumulation. To transcend it, we
don’t just need better numbers. We need new guiding myths—stories
that encode care, reciprocity, and relational abundance.

1. The Myth of the Market vs. the Story of the Commons

Where GDP-era myths center competition, scarcity, and individual self-
interest, post-growth stories revive the commons as a sacred narrative:

e From hima (communal grazing lands) in pre-Islamic Arabia to
uskoks (forest guardians) in Eastern Europe, cultures have long
valued stewardship over possession.

e Today’s emerging commons narratives celebrate cooperative
ownership, ecological interdependence, and weaving instead of
winning.

This is a myth where thriving together outshines scaling alone.
2. From Heroic Disruption to Generative Kinship

Mainstream growth stories valorize the lone disruptor—the Elon, the
innovator, the extractive genius. New myths ask us to admire:

e The regenerators: farmers, artists, caregivers, teachers

e The collective: mutual aid groups, food sovereignty networks,
and frontline communities

e The kin-makers: those who bridge species, generations, and
ways of knowing
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In these myths, value is not seized—it is tended.
3. Reclaiming Time and Seasonality

GDP myths compress time into quarterly results and linear expansion.
Post-growth mythologies embrace seasonal wisdom—the cycles of
rest, reflection, regeneration:

« In Andean cosmology, Pachakuti signals radical renewal
through time reversal and cosmic rebalancing.

« Indigenous calendars map wellbeing to the return of migrating
birds, the flowering of native plants, the timing of storytelling
festivals.

New myths reintroduce us to the long now—where time is sacred, not
monetized.

4. Myth as Measurement, Ritual as Metric
In many cultures, ritual encodes measurement—how we mark
transitions, losses, births, and harvests. Post-GDP metrics may find
grounding in:

e Communal ceremonies tracking grief or healing

« Festivals honoring interdependence or biodiversity

o Story circles that encode climate memory across generations

Myths, in this sense, are living dashboards—navigational tools rooted
in belonging.

5. Narrative Transmedia: Myths Across Mediums
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New myths don’t only live in books—they animate through games,
podcasts, mural projects, immersive theater, and Al-generated
landscapes.

o Solarpunk fictions craft regenerative futures beyond capitalist
collapse

« Indigenous futurist art reframes data as dance, forecast as story

e Youth-led zines and digital collectives narrate what comes after
progress

They offer not escape, but embodied rehearsals of possible worlds.
In sum: metrics shape policy, but myths shape perception. And in the
post-GDP imagination, we are no longer consumers in a marketplace—

we are relatives in a living system, dreaming stories that honor life over
leverage.
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Chapter 10: Charting New Horizons—
The Political Economy of Metrics

> "Metrics are not just mirrors—they are maps. And every map carries
power."

As this book has traced, the movement beyond GDP is not simply a
statistical correction. It is a seismic shift in how societies define
success, distribute legitimacy, and navigate the future. At its core, this
transformation challenges the political economy of metrics: the
systems of power that determine what is measured, who does the
measuring, and how those measurements shape policy, prestige, and
possibility.

10.1 Metrics as Instruments of Power

Indicators are rarely neutral. They shape reality as much as they reflect
it.

o GDP emerged as a wartime tool of industrial accounting, but
quickly became a tool of macroeconomic discipline,
structuring everything from central bank targets to electoral
promises.

e Global rankings (like Doing Business or PISA) create
international league tables that steer national priorities and
donor allocations.

o Data infrastructures—who owns them, who accesses them, who
verifies them—become levers of narrative and negotiation on
the world stage.

The question is not only what metrics say—but who they serve.

10.2 Global Economic Governance and Metric Hegemony
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Multilateral institutions play a key role in setting metric norms.
Institutions like the IMF, World Bank, and OECD have:

9 <6

e Defined which indicators signal “stability,” “creditworthiness,”
or “investment-readiness”

e Influenced structural reforms through metric-linked
conditionalities

o Positioned GDP growth as the primary signifier of progress,

regardless of local aspirations or planetary boundaries

This top-down metric regime often marginalizes local wisdom,
indigenous epistemologies, and social equity concerns. Post-GDP
governance must reckon with metric sovereignty—the right of nations
and communities to define their own measures of flourishing without
external coercion.

10.3 Market Signals vs. Moral Compasses

Modern economies often treat market metrics—stock indexes, credit
ratings, investor sentiment—as objective signals. But these signals are
embedded in deep moral assumptions:

o That value is extractable
e That scale signals success
o That risk is financial, not social or ecological

Post-GDP political economy asks: What if equity, trust, and
regeneration were treated as core market indicators? What if central
banks factored ecological thresholds and care economies into monetary
policy?

Reform is not just about new data—it’s about new defaults.

10.4 The Rise of Policy Metrics Movements
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Around the world, civil society, municipalities, and academics are
building policy metrics movements—coalitions that challenge
extractive metrics and propose regenerative ones.

o The Wellbeing Economy Alliance (WEAII) supports cross-
sector governments piloting holistic frameworks.

o Feminist economics networks are redefining labor valuation and
budget justice.

e Youth-led coalitions (e.g. #BeyondGDP, Fridays for Future) are
inserting intergenerational ethics into public finance debates.

These movements point to a new horizon: where metrics are not
gatekeepers of legitimacy, but catalysts of shared belonging.

10.5 Plural Accountability and Metric Democracy

To embed metric justice, we must shift from expert-driven metrics to
co-governed indicators. This means:

« Participatory data governance councils

o Decentralized dashboard design

« Rights-based audits of national accounts

o Public deliberations on trade-offs between speed, care, and
sustainability

Metric democracy is not chaos—it is clarity with consent.

10.6 Imagining the Post-Metric Era

Perhaps the most radical horizon is not alternative metrics—but
alternative relationships to measurement itself. What would it mean to:

e Trust in enoughness, not endless quantification?
e Measure the rhythm of seasons, not just supply chains?
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e Let poetry, ritual, or silence be part of economic narrative?

As we enter the Anthropocene, we must ask whether the next chapter of
progress will be written in spreadsheets—or sung in solidarities.

Closing Reflection: The post-GDP future is not a destination—it is a
commitment. A commitment to see beyond the numbers, to co-create
what counts, and to honor value as something we live together, not just
calculate apart.
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10.1 Power, Politics, and Metric Capture

In the architecture of governance, metrics are not mirrors—they are
tools, shaped by the hands that wield them. The myth of statistical
neutrality has long shielded GDP and related indicators from scrutiny.
But in truth, who defines what counts is often a question of who holds
power. The post-GDP transition must therefore confront metric
capture—where elites, institutions, or corporations manipulate
measurement systems to preserve dominance, obscure harm, or inflate
legitimacy.

1. Metrics as Instruments of Governance—and Control

From IMF loan conditions to ESG ratings, metrics can operate as
technocratic levers, subtly enforcing ideologies under the guise of
objectivity. Metric capture occurs when:

e GDP “growth” is used to justify ecologically destructive mega-
projects

o “Employment” figures exclude informal, precarious, or unpaid
labor

« Inflation baskets fail to reflect lived realities across class,
gender, or region

Far from passive signals, metrics are often active participants in
political theater.

2. The Risk of Capture in Post-GDP Innovations
Even alternative indices—if not carefully designed—can be co-opted:

o Well-being dashboards may be selectively highlighted to
downplay injustice
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e Subjective well-being metrics can be instrumentalized to
pathologize dissent (“they’re just unhappy’)

o Natural capital accounts may put a price on ecosystems, but
entrench commodification rather than conservation

Thus, the shift beyond GDP must be not only technical—but
vigilantly political.

3. Who Sets the Frame? Epistemic Power and Indicator Design

Metric capture is deeply tied to epistemic injustice—where only
certain institutions, methodologies, or worldviews are deemed
“credible.”

o Global South countries may be disciplined by international
benchmarks designed in and for the Global North

« Indigenous, feminist, or grassroots knowledge systems may be
excluded for lack of “standardization”

o Statistical literacy becomes a gatekeeping mechanism, keeping
metric-making confined to a privileged few

Reclaiming metrics means reclaiming who gets to decide what
matters.

4. Datafication as Depoliticization

Many modern governance systems use metrics to depoliticize moral
dilemmas. When incarceration rates are reduced to efficiency targets,
or climate resilience is framed as “green investment opportunity,” the
deeper questions of justice, reparation, and rights are masked behind

dashboards.

True post-GDP leadership asks: Who benefits from this number? Whose
suffering is hidden behind this average?
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5. Guardrails Against Metric Capture
To prevent metric capture, oversight mechanisms must include:

« Participatory indicator governance, including community
validation processes

e Open metadata and transparent weighting algorithms

o Counter-indices generated by civil society to challenge official
narratives

o Legal protections for data whistleblowers and statistical
independence

Only then can metrics become democratic tools of accountability,
rather than ideological instruments of capture.
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10.2 Global Governance and Norm
Entrepreneurship

In a world where metrics shape mandates and narratives mold
legitimacy, norm entrepreneurship becomes a vital force in global
governance. It is through the strategic advocacy of new ideas—often by
actors outside traditional power centers—that the rules of the game are
rewritten. In the post-GDP transition, norm entrepreneurs are not just
diplomats or economists—they are activists, scholars, Indigenous
leaders, youth coalitions, and civil society networks who reimagine
what counts as progress, and for whom.

1. What Is Norm Entrepreneurship?

Coined in international relations theory, norm entrepreneurship refers to
the intentional promotion of new standards of appropriate behavior
in global affairs. These actors:

e Frame problems in moral or ethical terms

o Mobilize networks to amplify their message

« Institutionalize norms through treaties, declarations, or soft law

o Shift the “logic of appropriateness” in international decision-
making

Classic examples include the Ottawa Treaty banning landmines, the
Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine, and the Paris Agreement’s
1.5°C target—all of which began as contested ideas before becoming

global commitments.

2. Norms Beyond the West: Decentering the Canon

While early norm entrepreneurship literature focused on Western liberal
values, today’s landscape is more plural:
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e The Escazt Agreement in Latin America enshrines
environmental defenders’ rights and participatory access to
environmental information.

e The African Union’s Agenda 2063 embeds pan-African values
of dignity, solidarity, and ecological stewardship.

« Indigenous-led movements advocate for legal personhood of
rivers and mountains, reframing nature as a rights-bearing
entity.

These efforts challenge the idea that norms must flow from the Global
North to the South. Instead, they reflect polycentric norm creation—
where legitimacy arises from cultural rootedness and planetary ethics.

3. Institutional Pathways for Norm Diffusion

Norms gain traction when embedded in global governance
architectures:

e UN agencies (e.g. UNDP, UNEP) integrate new metrics into
development frameworks

o OECD and World Bank pilot alternative indicators like the
Better Life Index or natural capital accounting

o Regional bodies (e.g. ASEAN, AU, EU) adopt charters and
compacts that reflect evolving values

Norm entrepreneurs often work through epistemic communities—
networks of experts, practitioners, and advocates who translate ideas
into policy language and institutional design.

4. Civil Society as Norm Catalysts

NGOs, social movements, and grassroots coalitions play a pivotal role

in norm emergence:
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e Oxfam’s inequality reports, WEAII’s wellbeing economy
campaigns, and Fridays for Future’s climate justice framing
have all shifted global discourse.

o Feminist economists, disability justice advocates, and
Indigenous scholars are redefining what counts as “economic
contribution” or “development success.”

These actors often operate through normative bricolage—weaving
together legal, cultural, and emotional appeals to build resonance across
audiences.

5. Challenges: Contestation, Co-optation, and Fatigue
Not all norms succeed. Some face:

« Contestation from powerful states or corporate lobbies

o Co-optation, where radical ideas are diluted into technocratic
tools

o Norm fatigue, as institutions struggle to implement
proliferating frameworks

Post-GDP norm entrepreneurship must therefore balance vision with
pragmatism, ensuring that new metrics are not only adopted—but
lived.

In essence: Global governance is not just about managing the world—
it’s about imagining it differently. Norm entrepreneurs are the
cartographers of this imagination, sketching new coordinates of care,
justice, and planetary belonging.
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10.3 The Role of Multilateralism in Shaping
Consensus

In a globalized world, metrics do not just reflect national priorities—
they emerge from negotiation, translation, and contestation across
cultures, ideologies, and institutional actors. Multilateralism plays a
pivotal role in determining what counts, for whom, and toward what
ends. As we move beyond GDP, the capacity of multilateral institutions
to convene, coordinate, and co-create consensus will determine whether
new indicators foster global cooperation—or deepen metric
fragmentation.

1. Metrics as Soft Power in Global Diplomacy

Metrics are not just analytical tools—they are instruments of
diplomatic alignment and normative persuasion. Indicators
embedded in multilateral frameworks often become benchmarks for
legitimacy, aid eligibility, or peer pressure.

e The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) offer an
internationally agreed-upon framework of 17 goals and 231
indicators—anchoring well-being, justice, and sustainability as
global public goods.

e The Paris Agreement’s climate commitments rely on self-
reported metrics of carbon emissions, mitigation financing, and
national adaptation plans—tying multilateral credibility to
quantitative transparency.

e The Human Development Index (HDI)—a product of UNDP
multilateral consensus—has reshaped how nations narrate their
development beyond GDP.

Multilateralism here serves as metric midwife and moral moderator.

2. Consensus-Building Through Indicator Negotiation
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The creation of global frameworks like the SDGs or the Green Growth
Knowledge Platform often involves years of diplomatic negotiation,
where countries advocate for indicators that align with their domestic
realities, values, or vulnerabilities.

This process:

« Surfaces geopolitical tensions (e.g. North—South disagreements
on climate debt, digital sovereignty, or informal labor valuation)

e Requires translational diplomacy across statistical, cultural,
and moral vocabularies

o Leads to hybrid indicators that balance universality with
adaptability (e.g. gender-disaggregated data that allows for
context-specific markers)

In effect, metrics become sites of global norm-setting and
compromise.

3. Collective Legitimacy vs. Metric Fragmentation

Without shared frameworks, the proliferation of new metrics risks
metric chaos—each institution creating its own dashboard,
undermining comparability and trust. Multilateralism offers a
coordinated baseline—not to homogenize, but to weave coherence
across plural systems.

e The OECD’s Better Life Index, Africa’s Agenda 2063, and
UN Habitat’s City Prosperity Initiative provide regional and
thematic coherence across global efforts.

e Peer review mechanisms, like the Voluntary National Reviews
(VNRs) under the UN High-Level Political Forum, promote
accountability through mutual learning—not coercion.
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In this way, multilateral governance nurtures ethical
harmonization, even across divergent economies and political systems.

4. Democratizing Multilateral Metric Governance

True consensus-building requires inclusive multilateralism—where
Indigenous peoples, civil society, feminist networks, and youth
movements are not just consulted, but co-author the metrics shaping
their futures.

Emerging practices include:

e Global South—led indicator proposals (e.g. the Wellbeing
Economy Alliance’s regional clusters)

o UN Major Groups and Stakeholders engagement processes

o The Global Data Justice initiative, advocating for participatory
data governance norms

This is multilateralism not of elite diplomacy alone—but of
distributed authorship and planetary empathy.

In essence: Multilateralism is where measurement meets meaning at the
scale of the globe. If GDP was imposed as a single story of success, the
post-GDP era depends on story-sharing and story-weaving—with
institutions that convene not just consensus, but collective imagination.
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10.4 Financing Transitions and Incentivizing
Change

A metric is only as powerful as the budget it shapes. Moving beyond
GDP demands more than visionary frameworks—it requires realigning
capital flows, incentives, and fiscal architectures to support
regenerative, inclusive, and just transitions. Financing becomes not just
about numbers—it becomes a moral allocation of attention and care.

1. Aligning Capital with Values

In the GDP era, financial systems often reward short-term returns,
extractive industries, and speculative growth. Post-GDP transitions call
for values-aligned investing—directing funds toward resilience,
equity, and ecological regeneration.

Examples include:
« Green sovereign bonds that fund adaptation, biodiversity, and
clean energy
« Public investment in social infrastructure like care work, arts,
education, and participatory planning
e Pooled capital mechanisms supporting commons-based
enterprises, not just SMEs
Every dollar becomes a story of what—and who—is worth investing in.
2. Fiscal Instruments for Wellbeing

Governments can repurpose fiscal tools to measure and multiply social
outcomes:

Page | 203



Well-being impact budgeting links spending proposals to
multidimensional impact forecasts

Progressive taxation on luxury emissions, algorithmic
monopolies, or land speculation can rebalance distorted
incentives

Time-based subsidies (e.g. rewarding time wealth, caregiving,
or lifelong learning) challenge productivity-centric finance
logics

This is the architecture of a humane treasury.

3. International Climate Finance and Reparative Flows

Global post-GDP justice also requires transnational fiscal
transformation:

Fulfilling and surpassing the $100B annual climate finance
commitment

Developing loss and damage facilities that fund resilience in
frontline nations without debt traps

Creating climate-related special drawing rights (SDRs) or
debt swaps for biodiversity and equity

Incentivizing change means rewriting who owes what, to whom, and

why.

4. Financial Democracy and Citizen Sovereignty

Participation must not end at metrics—it must shape where money

goes:

Participatory budgeting allocates capital through community
deliberation
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« Citizen dividends from data revenues, extractive royalties, or
public digital platforms return value to people

« Ethical fintech tools (like cooperative lending apps) democratize
decision-making beyond banks

Finance as a commons can bring dignity to democratic fiscal life.
5. Nudging Institutional Transformation
Change must also be seeded within financial bureaucracies:
« Retraining economists and auditors in multi-capital accounting
« Designing mission-oriented public banks that support care,
climate, and culture
« Creating incentive structures for public servants based on equity

and sustainability goals, not GDP performance

In essence, finance becomes a tool of collective design, not elite
discretion.
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10.5 Strategic Alliances: Cities, Youth, and
Island States

In a world where traditional power blocs often stall on climate, equity,
and digital justice, non-traditional alliances are emerging as agile,
values-driven engines of change. Cities, youth movements, and small
island states—once seen as peripheral—are now strategic protagonists
in shaping post-GDP futures. Their strength lies not in scale, but in
moral clarity, narrative power, and experimental courage.

1. Cities as Laboratories of Post-GDP Governance

Urban centers are where metrics meet meaning. Cities like Amsterdam,
Bogot4, and Santa Monica are pioneering well-being dashboards,
participatory budgeting, and climate justice planning that go beyond
GDRP logic.

« The Cities Alliance Strategic Plan 20222025 focuses on slum
upgrading, gender equity, and climate resilience in secondary
cities—framing urban transformation as a global justice
imperative.

« Initiatives like Frontline Cities & Islands, coordinated by
ICLEI and GLISPA, foster twinning between island cities and
coastal municipalities to co-develop resilience strategies.

Cities are not waiting for national mandates—they are piloting the
future now.

2. Youth Coalitions as Norm Shapers
Youth movements are not just demanding change—they are designing
it. From Fridays for Future to Afro-feminist climate collectives, young

leaders are reframing metrics around:
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o Intergenerational equity
e Time autonomy and mental health
« Digital dignity and planetary care

The Cities4Children Youth Alliances in Bangladesh, Kenya, and
Colombia exemplify how youth-led urban coalitions are shaping
national agendas on housing, safety, and inclusive infrastructure.

These alliances are not symbolic—they are strategic: embedding
youth voice in governance design.

3. Island States as Moral Beacons and Metric Innovators

Small Island Developing States (SIDS) are on the frontlines of climate
collapse—and at the forefront of metric innovation:

e The Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) has championed
the Multidimensional Vulnerability Index (MVI) to replace
GDP as a basis for aid and climate finance eligibility.

e The 2023 AOSIS Leaders Declaration calls for phasing out
fossil fuel subsidies, operationalizing the Loss and Damage
Fund, and adopting the MV1 at the UN General Assembly.

Island states are not passive victims—they are norm entrepreneurs,
asserting that vulnerability is not weakness, but a lens for justice.

4. Triangular Alliances: Cities x Youth x Islands

The most powerful post-GDP coalitions are triangular—linking urban
experimentation, youth imagination, and island resilience:

e At COP summits, youth delegates from island nations co-author
climate justice manifestos with city mayors.
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« Digital platforms enable cross-regional storytelling and metric
co-design.

o Shared challenges—Iike sea-level rise, housing precarity, and
data exclusion—become shared mandates for innovation.

These alliances are fluid, translocal, and emotionally intelligent—
offering a governance model rooted in solidarity, not sovereignty.
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10.6 Visioning 2050: A Symbiosis of Metrics
and Meaning

> “The future is not a destination, it is a direction. And the compass we
choose must carry both numbers and stories.”

By 2050, the post-GDP imagination has moved from fringe to
framework. Across communities, cities, and continents, the way we
measure has become an art of collective belonging—a symbiosis of
rigor and reverence, where metrics no longer flatten life but unfold its
richness.

1. Plural Metrics in a Shared Horizon

In this future, well-being dashboards sit alongside biodiversity indices,
time-use maps, and care economy atlases. Rather than a single
scoreboard, nations curate living metric tapestries: adaptable, co-
designed, locally grounded, globally legible.

e GDP hasn’t vanished—it’s contextualized within a constellation
of dignity-centered indicators.

o Cities track joy density, trust ecology, and resilience rhythms.

« Children learn not just to compute statistics but to ask: what is
worthy of counting, and why?

Measurement becomes a form of collective inquiry.
2. Governance as Stewardship of Meaning
Governments no longer treat indicators as bureaucratic outputs but as

ethical infrastructures. Ministries of Wellbeing partner with artists,
elders, and youth to evolve metrics over time. National statistical
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offices convene metric councils—spaces of deliberation where trade-
offs are named, stories shared, and thresholds affirmed.

o Budgets are aligned with planetary boundaries and personal
flourishing.

o Public rituals mark the release of well-being reports—moments
of reflection, not reaction.

o Data is democratized, narrated, and cared for—not just
analyzed.

3. Techno-human Harmony: Al as Ally, Not Arbiter

Digital systems, empowered by Al and decentralized ledgers, uphold
transparency without tyranny. Metrics are trusted because they are
co-owned—auditable, interpretable, emotional. People can trace how
an algorithm weighed climate equity against convenience, or how a
social prosperity score was assembled.

Technology doesn’t eclipse meaning—it amplifies plural truths
without reducing them.

4. The Aesthetic Turn in Public Value

Art and emotion re-enter the sphere of policy. Indicators come alive as
murals, music, or sensor-activated installations in public spaces. A drop
in collective loneliness is celebrated in city festivals; a rise in youth
vitality echoes in cross-border poetry exchanges.

In this world, metric fluency is not just statistical—it’s emotional,
moral, and imaginative.

5. From Measurement to Mutuality
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The 2050 horizon is not utopian—it is unfinished. But one truth holds:
metrics do not lead us—they accompany us. They are mirrors that
ask: Are we just surviving, or truly flourishing? They are compasses
that say: Only together.

Closing Thought: The symbiosis of metrics and meaning in 2050 is not
perfection—it is permission. To listen more closely. To govern more
gently. To live more fully in data that reflects our care, not just our
capacity. And to build futures that feel, not only function

If you appreciate this eBook, please
send money though PayPal Account:
msmthameez@yahoo.com.sg
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