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HOW WELL ARE OLDER 
PEOPLE DOING?
Age UK use Understanding Society to create  
an Index of Wellbeing in Later Life



At a time when ageing presents one of 
the biggest challenges facing the UK, 
Age UK uses Understanding Society 
to create an Index of Wellbeing 

in Later Life. The Index provides new and 
authoritative evidence about what matters in 
later life for wellbeing. 

Age UK aimed to address several related 
issues: what’s important in later life, the 
level of wellbeing amongst different groups 
of older people, possible reasons for low 
wellbeing and what could, via changes to 
policy or practice, be done to improve their 
lives? The charity recognised that there was 
no overall measure of wellbeing in older age, 
but is an important concept to understand, 
and therefore created the Index.

HOW WAS UNDERSTANDING  
SOCIETY USED?
Age UK used data from Waves 1-4 of 
Understanding Society to create a wellbeing 
index for people aged 60 and over. The 
data for the Index spanned four waves as 
some questions relating to wellbeing are 
not included in the survey every year. All 
time sensitive data (e.g. health status) were 
drawn from Wave 4 as the most recent data 
included. 

The Index is a summary measure of 
different indicators grouped into domains 
of wellbeing. The concept for the Index 
was developed using existing evidence 
and an iterative process of consultations 
with experts (including older people) and 
statistical analysis to identify the most 
important indicators from an original list of 
more than 200. Crucially, the index included 
both objective and subjective indicators in 
relation to wellbeing and each indicator 
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could contribute more or less to the overall 
measure of wellbeing based on its relative 
importance. Statistical techniques were then 
used to identify associations amongst the 
variables, and similar types of indicators were 
grouped into domains.

CURRENT FINDINGS
•  Age UK identified 40 indicators, which 

were grouped into the following five 
domains of wellbeing: 

•  Personal – family relationships, support, 
education and cognitive skills;

•  Social - social and civic participation, 
neighbour relationships and personality 
traits;

•  Health - measures physical and mental 
health, including long-term illness and 
disability;

•  Resources – relating to income, wealth, 
debt and home ownership;

•  Local – self-rated satisfaction with local 
services.

The indicators within these domains could 
contribute to wellbeing or detract from 
it. While most indicators contributed to 
wellbeing, those with the greatest impact 
were: creative and cultural participation 
(social domain) and physical activities (health 
domain). Having a diagnosed health condition 
and having a longstanding illness or disability 
were the indicators that had the largest 
negative impact on wellbeing. 

Compared to the person in the Study with 
the highest wellbeing score, the average 
score was 53 per cent; this suggests that 
there is significant (and achievable) potential 
to increase wellbeing for many older people. 
The average score was highest in the 
personal domain and lowest for health. 

Age UK identified wide variations in 
wellbeing scores amongst older people. 
They investigated the characteristics of 
people who were in the highest and lowest 
fifth of wellbeing scores. For example, not 
only did almost 90 per cent of people in the 
lowest fifth have a longstanding illness or 
disability but 85 per cent were not engaged 
regularly in social activities, such as attending 
a social or sports club. Further research 
into understanding what lessons could be 
learnt from those with higher scores could 
potentially help to improve wellbeing for 
those with the lowest scores.

CONCLUSIONS 
The Index and its findings so far, highlight the 
importance of viewing how well older people 
are doing holistically rather than focusing on 
a single indicator or domain. The domains 
can affect one another; for example, poor 
health may affect social participation.

The highest average wellbeing score was 
observed in the personal domain, but 
resources and health domains lag behind. 
Poor health is an important, negative, 
influence on wellbeing. Whilst some indicators 
in the Index cannot be influenced by policy, 
such as widowhood, other important factors 
can be targeted with appropriate policies. 
Social participation is a particularly important, 
positive, influence on wellbeing; the domain 
contributes more than 20 per cent of total 
wellbeing.

The Index also confirms what is instinctively 
known: that the quality of relationships 
around older people matters hugely as they 
age and that a positive outlook, willingness 
and ability to keep active, and a strong sense 
of purpose all make a big difference too.

“Understanding Society was chosen 
for the Index mainly for the number 
of people included in the sample, its 
representativeness, range of questions,  
UK wide focus, and longitudinal nature.  
In addition, the longitudinal design of the 
Study means that the index can be updated 
to track wellbeing over time.”
Marcus Green, Senior Research Manager, 
Age UK

IMPACT
Age UK is using the Index to inform their 
policy and practical work on improving the 
lives of older people. Local branches of Age 
UK are using these early insights to plan how 
to target their support services at people at 
risk of low wellbeing. The Index has already 
been used successfully to inform a funding 
bid for services to offer creative and cultural 
activities to older people in Oxfordshire. 
There is also interest from local councils who 
want to understand wellbeing amongst older 
people in their area.

The charity has engaged members of the 
House of Lords keen to champion evidence-
based actions to target resources and effort 
effectively. Older people themselves could 
take a positive message from the research – 
it points to some practical steps they can take 
that are predictive of contributing to their 
wellbeing. 

There are many questions raised by this 
research, which Age UK are addressing using 
a qualitative approach. Further, Age UK 
plan to use the Index to model what effects 
possible political and practical changes could 
have on wellbeing outcomes. The findings 
from this work will help to inform Age UK’s 
campaigns.

“We have created an Index of Wellbeing in Later Life, which will 
support evidence-informed advocacy and policymaking, with 

coherent and person-centred quantitative intelligence” 

A Summary of Age UK’s  
Index of Wellbeing in Later  

Life, Age UK, 2017
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