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Abstract: 

The five ways to wellbeing were developed based on a review of evidence 
gathered in the UK government’s 2008 Foresight Project on Mental Capital 
and Wellbeing. The aim was to identify five actions that are simple, universal, 
which anyone can do on an individual level, and for which there is some 
evidence of an association with wellbeing. They are Connect, Be Active, Take 
Notice, Keep Learning and Give.

In this paper we analyse data from Round 6 of the European Social Survey, 
which included a question related to each of the five ways. We look to identify 
patterns of five ways behaviour across Europe, looking at differences between 
countries, between age groups, genders and levels of education.  Differences 
in five ways participation, based on all four of these variables, are can be very 
substantial.

We also look at how these patterns intersect, for example, identifying countries 
where the gender gaps are larger, or those where education plays less of a 
role. We also confirm the association between five ways behaviours and 
wellbeing, measured using life satisfaction.

This paper presents these findings, and explores their policy relevance.  It also 
considers the limitations of the research and makes recommendations for 
further research.

This paper was originally published as part of a report combining
contributions from City University London, the New Economics Foundation
(NEF) and the University of Cambridge to explore new ways of
understanding and measuring wellbeing, entitled Looking through the
wellbeing kaleidoscope: Results from the European Social Survey.

The full report can be found here: http://www.neweconomics.org/
publications/entry/looking-through-the-wellbeing-kaleidoscope
Please note that the referencing in this paper does not correspond to the
referencing in the original report.
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Five ways to wellbeing
Saamah Abdallah (NEF)

Introduction

The five ways to wellbeing are a set of actions that evidence suggests 
promote wellbeing. They are: Connect, Be Active, Take Notice, Keep Learning, 
and Give.

They were developed by NEF based on evidence gathered in the UK 
government’s 2008 Foresight Project on Mental Capital and Wellbeing. 
The aim was to identify simple, universal actions that anyone can do on 
an individual level.58 They were not intended to be understood as the 
five strongest determinants of wellbeing. Since their publication, the five ways 
have had an enormous reach. They have been used as evaluation 
frameworks, in school curricula, and for procurement decisions, among many 
other uses.59 Their use has far outstripped expectations, and there have been 
calls to explore the evidence base further.60

In 2012, the ESS was the first international survey to include questions directly 
on all five ways to wellbeing, allowing us to explore patterns of five ways 
behaviour across Europe for the first time, and to confirm that there was a 
relationship between five ways participation and levels of wellbeing.

We set out to address the following questions:

1. How does participation in five ways activities vary between countries?

2. How does participation in five ways activities vary by age, gender, and
education level? What are the intersections between age and gender?

3. In which countries are patterns of activity by age, gender, and education
level different?

We then identified two areas where five ways participation for a particular 
demographics group was lower in the UK than in other countries – levels 
of taking notice amongst young females, and levels of connecting amongst 
middle-aged people in the UK – and attempted to identify explanations.
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Table 11: Five Ways questions and the response threshold used

Five Ways Question
People were categorised 
as doing this activity if they 
responded… 61

Connect
How often do you meet socially with friends, 
relatives, or work colleagues?

Several times a month or more

Take Notice
On a typical day, how often do you take 
notice of and appreciate your surroundings?

7 or more on a scale of 0 
(never) to 10 (always)

Keep 
Learning

To what extent do you learn new things in 
your life?

5 or more on a scale of 1
(not at all) to 7 (a great deal)

Be Active
On how many of the last 7 days were 
you physically active continuously for 
20 minutes or longer?

Three days a week or more

Give
To what extent do you provide help and 
support to people you are close to when 
they need it?

6 or more on a scale of 1
(not at all) to 7 (completely)

Figure 12: Percentage of population who meet the threshold for Connect62

Under 67%
67% to 74%
74% to 82%
82% to 90%
Over 90%
Data not available
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Figure 13: Percentage of population who meet the threshold for Take Notice 

Under 59%
59% to 65%
65% to 71%
71% to 76%
Over 76% 
Data not available

Figure 14: Percentage of population who meet the threshold for Keep Learning

Under 61%
61% to 67%
67% to 73%
73% to 80%
Over 80% 
Data not available
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Figure 15: Percentage of population who meet the threshold for Be Active

Below 68%
68% to 75%
75% to 82%
82% to 89%
Over 89% 
Data not available

Figure 16: Percentage of population who meet the threshold for Give

Below 72%
72% to 77%
77% to 82%
82% to 86.6%
Over 86.6% 
Data not available
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Figure 17: Percentage of people who participate in at least four of the five ways

Below 54%
54% to 61%
61% to 68%
68% to 74%
Over 74% 
Data not available

Table 11 shows the question used for each of the five ways, and the response 
threshold used to define whether someone was categorised as carrying out 
that way to wellbeing or not. Figures 12 to 16 show how participation in each 
of these varied across Europe. Figure 17 is based on all five ways combined, 
showing the percentage of people who participated in at least four of the 
five ways. The general pattern is a familiar one for those used to looking at 
wellbeing data. The countries with the highest levels of wellbeing, such as 
those in Scandinavia, also had the highest rates of five ways participation; 
whilst the ones with the lowest levels, such as in Central and Eastern Europe, 
had the lowest rates. But patterns also varied for different activities.

Scandinavian countries had the highest levels of Keep Learning, but the 
Netherlands had the highest levels of Connect, Germany the highest levels 
of Give, Israel and Cyprus the highest levels of Take Notice, and Slovakia 
the highest levels of Be Active. Indeed, the pattern for Be Active seems quite 
distinct from the others, with lower income countries having the highest levels.

Meanwhile, Hungary had the lowest levels of Connect and Keep Learning, 
Russia the lowest levels of Take Notice and Give, and Israel had by far the 
lowest levels of Be Active (36%).
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Age comparisons

Figure 18: Participation in five ways by age category, all countries pooled
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Looking at all countries combined (Figure 18), age had different relationships 
with each of the five ways. Keep Learning declined across the life course, 
while Be Active declined sharply amongst the oldest respondents (65+). 
Connect was highest for the youngest respondents (under 25), and then 
declined, levelling out towards middle age. Meanwhile, Give increased with 
age, and Take Notice increased slightly with age.

Patterns with age varied dramatically between countries, however. Figures 
19 and 20 show the age patterns for two countries – the UK and Poland. 
Whereas in Poland, the pattern of decreasing five ways participation amongst 
the over 65 was particularly pronounced, in the UK, it was actually reversed for 
most of the activities. Indeed, the highest rates of Give and Take Notice were 
amongst this age group in the UK.

Figure 19: Participation in five ways 
by age category for the UK 

Figure 20: Participation in five ways 
ways by age category for Poland 
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Gender comparisons

Gender differences were not substantial when looking at all countries 
combined. Women were more likely to Give and slightly more likely to Take 
Notice, whilst men were more likely to Keep Learning, and slightly more likely 
to Be Active. There was no difference in Connect. Again, gender differences 
varied across countries. For example, whilst women had higher levels of 
Connect than men in Scandinavian countries, in several countries in the 
Balkans the pattern was reversed with higher rates of Connect for men than 
women. For example, in Albania 77% of men reached our threshold for 
Connect, compared to only 57% of women.

Education comparisons

We looked at the participation gap for each five way between people 
who had not completed secondary education vs. those with a degree or 
higher qualification.

Unsurprisingly, the biggest gaps for most countries in Europe were for Keep 
Learning. For example, in Bulgaria only 41% of people who had not completed 
secondary education achieved our threshold for Keep Learning, compared to 
79% of people who had some higher education. Even in France, where the 
difference was the smallest, there was still a 10 percentage point advantage 
for those with higher education.

Conversely, there was no overall pattern for Be Active. In some countries, 
rates of participation in Be Active were higher for people with higher 
education – the biggest difference being in Portugal. In others, however, 
people with no secondary education had higher levels of participation – 
the biggest difference being in Italy.

Age comparisons

Figure 18: Participation in five ways by age category, all countries pooled
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Looking at all countries combined (Figure 18), age had different relationships 
with each of the five ways. Keep Learning declined across the life course, 
while Be Active declined sharply amongst the oldest respondents (65+). 
Connect was highest for the youngest respondents (under 25), and then 
declined, levelling out towards middle age. Meanwhile, Give increased with 
age, and Take Notice increased slightly with age.

Patterns with age varied dramatically between countries, however. Figures 
19 and 20 show the age patterns for two countries – the UK and Poland. 
Whereas in Poland, the pattern of decreasing five ways participation amongst 
the over 65 was particularly pronounced, in the UK, it was actually reversed for 
most of the activities. Indeed, the highest rates of Give and Take Notice were 
amongst this age group in the UK.

Figure 19: Participation in five ways 
by age category for the UK 

Figure 20: Participation in five ways 
ways by age category for Poland 
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The patterns for the other five ways fell in between these two extremes. 
For Give and Take Notice most countries had higher levels of participation 
amongst those with higher education, although there were a couple 
of exceptions.

Figure 21: Rates of overall five ways participation for those with different 
education levels, by country
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Figure 21 combines all five ways. It shows the average number of five way 
activities carried out by people with higher education versus those who had 
not completed secondary education. Countries are ordered such that those on 
the right (e.g. Hungary, Czech Republic, and Lithuania) have larger differences 
in five ways participation due to education level, and those on the left have 
smaller differences. In general, differences were smaller in wealthier countries 
such as Switzerland and Norway, although the only country where there was 
no significant difference was Italy.

Exploring policy implications, the UK as an example

Appendix 3 shows breakdowns for all countries for all the five ways by age 
group, gender, and educational level, allowing policymakers to compare their 
country’s performance against others. For example, although Figure 20 shows 
a steep decline in five ways participation with age in Poland, comparison with 
other countries highlights that this decline need not be so sharp, suggesting 
that targeted policies may reduce this difference in that country. Conversely, 
UK policymakers should recognise that levels of Keep Learning amongst 
those over 65 are higher in the UK than in most other countries, and so it 
may not be straightforward to increase them any higher.

We analysed the results for the UK to identify areas for improvement. With 
the exception of those aged 65 and over, the UK generally had low levels of 
participation, when compared to peer countries such as Germany or France. 
Although the UK appeared to be average for Europe in some comparisons, 
this average includes countries with much lower levels of income such as 
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the Ukraine and Bulgaria, suggesting that the UK could aim higher. We found 
two main, potentially related areas for improvement in the UK.

Take Notice
The question on Take Notice asked people whether they take notice 
and appreciate their surroundings. The UK had low levels overall – 63% 
participated in Take Notice in the UK, compared to, for example, 75% in 
Germany or 68% in Ukraine. This deficit was apparent for all age groups 
in the UK except for those aged 65 and over, but was particularly strong 
amongst women.

There was also an intersection between gender and age, with the youngest 
women (15–24) in the UK showing the lowest levels compared to their 
European peers – only 53% reporting Take Notice, compared to 68% 
Europe-wide.

Furthermore, the education gap for Take Notice was very large for the UK, with 
people who had not completed secondary education taking notice a lot less 
than those with a higher qualification (60% versus 71%).

These results prompted us to explore further why it is that certain 
demographic groups had low levels of Take Notice in the UK. We identified 
the following related findings:

 y Those who have (and live with) children in the UK participate in Take Notice 
much less than those who do not – 53% compared to 68%. This difference 
was not seen across Europe as a whole. Indeed the UK is the only country 
where parents score statistically significantly lower than non-parents 
(in Estonia, Israel, and Ukraine the reverse is true).

 y Those in the UK who mention housework or childcare as one of the main 
activities they had been doing over the past week (as opposed to, for 
example, paid work or being unemployed), had lower levels of participation 
in Take Notice – 55% versus 64%. This difference is only seen in a couple 
of other countries – looking at Europe overall there was no significant 
difference in participation rates for Take Notice for those who are doing 
housework or childcare as a main activity and those who are not.

Combined, these results suggest there is a particular challenge facing 
people, particularly women, in the UK with children or housework duties that 
limit their opportunities to Take Notice. Furthermore, these differences are not 
inevitable – living with children and doing housework does not seem to have 
the same effect in most of the rest of Europe.

One further finding is of interest. The ESS includes a question on whether 
respondents are able to make time to do the things they enjoy in life. Whilst 
men in the UK were about average on this question, women scored the lowest 
of any country with the exception of women in Russia and the Ukraine.
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Connect
The question on Connect asked people how often they met friends, relatives, 
or work colleagues socially. People of working age in the UK had significantly 
lower levels of Connect than their peers in the rest of Europe. For example 
only 72% of those aged 25–44 met people socially several times a month 
or more, compared to 95% for the same age group in the Netherlands. This 
deficit was not only seen for those in employment, but also for those who 
were in education, were unemployed or whose main activity was housework. 
It applied to people who live with their partners as well as those who do not 
live with a partner. Unlike with Take Notice, having children did not seem 
to explain the deficit either. And whilst the difference was a bit stronger for 
women, it applied to men as well.

In other words, the low levels of Connect among the working age population 
in the UK seem to be pervasive, and further exploration is required to 
identify the causes. This finding is particularly relevant to policymakers, as 
interventions most often focus on the young or the old, ignoring those in 
middle age who may in fact be struggling most.

The relationship between the five ways and wellbeing

Lastly, the ESS provided an opportunity to corroborate claims that people 
who participate in the five ways are likely to have higher wellbeing.63 On 
average, participation in each five way activity was associated with a level 
of life satisfaction of around 0.5 points higher (on the 0 to 10 scale), with 
a potential total impact of 2.7 points (see Appendix 1 for the regression 
results).64 This effect was significant, even controlling for other demographic 
and socioeconomic variables including age, gender, household income, 
education level, and unemployment. This means that if two people who were 
identical on all these characteristics but one participated in all five ways, and 
the other participated in none of them, then a 2.7 point difference could be 
expected in their life satisfaction. This is a very large difference, almost three 
times bigger than the effect of being unemployed.

Each five way activity contributed a significant individual effect to 
life satisfaction.

Furthermore, five ways participation may explain some of the differences in 
life satisfaction between countries. For example, average life satisfaction in 
Germany in 2012 was marginally, but significantly higher than that in the UK – 
7.6 compared to 7.4. This difference remained significant after controlling for 
demographic and socioeconomic factors – i.e., it is not because there are 
more people in Germany with higher education, or more people in the older 
age groups that Germany has higher average life satisfaction.

However, it did not remain significant after controlling for five ways 
participation. In other words, the higher overall levels of five ways participation 
in Germany than in the UK – in particular in relation to Take Notice, Give, and 
Connect – explains the difference in wellbeing between the two countries.
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61. As these questions had a number of different response options, which varied from question to question, there was 
no a priori way to define clear and comparable binary thresholds for each of the five ways. As such, we looked at the 
frequency distributions for each question, and defined thresholds such that roughly 80% of the data sample for each 
question was defined as participating in that activity, and 20% defined as not participating. The only exception was 
Take Notice – as such a generous threshold would have meant that many people categorised as ‘taking notice’ 
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