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Preface

Wellbeing is a term much in vogue. It is to be found in many diverse
places: from the lifestyle pages of newspaper supplements; to health
food and spiritual healing shops; to government policy documents. For
some it is a broad and attractive term, for others it is messy, imprecise
and conceptually dangerous. The arguments contained in this book
suggest that ‘love it or hate it’ the social sciences globally must confront
the challenges it poses. Wellbeing is now commonly used by govern-
ments and politicians in developed countries as the policy documents
and legislation of the UK, Europe and North America indicate. In
England, the Local Government Act of 2000 charges local authorities
with the responsibility of ‘promoting well-being’, while in Scotland the
Local Government Act of 2003 grants local authorities new power to
‘advance well-being’. The term features less commonly in our thinking
and policy in relation to developing countries. For some it may appear
that wellbeing is a luxury that developing countries, and particularly the
poor men, women and children who live in them, could do without. We
argue not.

Experiences of living and working with people in a wide range of
developing countries tell us that they have as vivid and valid notions of
wellbeing as do people in wealthier countries, where it appears more
possible to buy one’s way to wellbeing. The things that bring different
people wellbeing in many different societies around the globe can take
many shapes and forms, but many of them are familiar across a wide
range of quite different cultures: the love of friends and family, of music
and verse, of dancing, of food, of a good joke. The list could go on.

Our challenge, however, is to reconcile this everyday observation with
a professional concern for understanding why poverty persists and for
the design of policies to eradicate it. In this respect it was felicitous that
our attention was drawn to a call from the UK Economic and Social
Research Council for research into ‘poverty, inequality and quality of
life in developing countries’. These themes had been the focus of work
by members of the Centre for Development Studies at Bath for a
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number of years. They had also been the topic of discussion in a forum
of debate between colleagues from different research traditions and
disciplines. It was this cross-disciplinary exchange which provided the
basis for the proposal to the ESRC for the establishment of the “Well-
being in Developing Countries’ (WeD) Research Group at the Uni-
versity of Bath. The Group was granted funding to run for a five-year
period from 2002 to 2007. This is the first volume output of the WeD
group and the members of the group would like particularly to
acknowledge not only the generous funding that the ESRC has provided
but also their enthusiasm and support for the work of the group.

WeD seeks to develop a more holistic vision of wellbeing to inform
our understanding of social change and international development. The
principal goal of WeD is to develop a conceptual and methodological fra-
mework for understanding the social and cultural construction of wellbeing in
developing countries. While stated primarily in academic and conceptual
terms, the intention is for the research to be policy relevant and for it to
highlight the practical value of the knowledge that such a framework and
methodology can produce. To do this WeD is applying this framework
in detailed empirical studies of twenty-six communities in four devel-
oping countries: Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Peru and Thailand.

The programme of work has been divided broadly into three stages:
conceptual and methodological development, fieldwork, and analysis.
This volume reports on the first of these phases. It is about con-
ceptualising development through the novel lens of human wellbeing
and about proposing new research agendas to study it, improve our
understanding and guide policy. Its aims are to synthesise perspectives
from the key social science disciplines and also to bring notions
from diverse and non-development literatures into engagement with
viewpoints and experiences from developing countries.

This volume took shape at an international workshop held at the
Hanse Wissenschaftskolleg in Delmenhorst, near Bremen, Germany, in
July 2004. There members of the WeD research team from Bath and the
four research countries were joined by international experts from all
continents except Australasia. The three days of lively exchanges were
crucial in exposing our emerging ideas to a jury of peers, and in learning
about state-of-the-art developments across a range of disciplines. This
book reflects that origin in combining chapters by WeD members and
outside scholars. We are grateful to the Hanse Institute for generously
hosting and co-funding the workshop. We would like to thank those
participants at the Hanse workshop who contributed to discussion but
who are not authors here. Thanks to: Zulfigar Ali, Teo Altimirano,
Ashebir Desalegn, Joe Devine, Marion Glaser, Wolfgang Glatzer,
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Charles Gore, Monica Guillen-Royo, Dennis Huschka, Awae Masae,
Andy McKay, Fara Mee-Udon, Heinz-Herbert Noll, Alula Pankhurst,
Becky Schaaf, Hetan Shah, Virginia Williamson and Katie Wright.
Particular thanks go to Des Gasper not only for his valuable contribu-
tions to the workshop, but also for his detailed and helpful comments on
subsequent chapter drafts.

Not all members of the WeD research team were present at the Hanse
meeting and we recognise the contributions that both past and present
members of the team have made to the development of ideas within the
group. Occasional visitors to WeD have also provided stimulus and
provoked discussion, so thanks are due to Raymond Apthorpe, Janet
Billson, Hartley Dean, Danny Ruta, Nasrin Sultana, Feleke Tadele and
Solomon Tesfaye for their visits during the first two years of WeD. In
Bath, the WeD administrative support team of Jane French, Diana
Duckling, Mark Ellison and Becky Lockley all made valuable con-
tributions to the success of the Hanse meeting. In producing this volume
Tom Lavers and latterly Emer Brangan have expertly marshalled the
drafts, converted them into a unified text and guided the whole volume
through to publication. We are immensely grateful to them for their
dedicated work.

Lastly, we reserve special thanks for two groups: the WeD field
research teams in all four study countries who have worked hard to
meaningfully ground the research methodology that we discuss here;
and also the people of the communities in which the research has been
carried out. Despite the challenges of their own daily lives they have
engaged patiently with our time-consuming schedule of enquiries.

Every effort has been made to trace the copyright holders for per-
mission to reproduce the extract from The Chosen Place, The Timeless
People by Paule Marshall but we would be pleased to make the necessary
acknowledgements at the first opportunity.
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