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RWB Brief 2: RWB and the wellbeing field

A sketch of the wellbeing field and how RWB fits within this

Relational Wellbeing (RWB) is an integrative approach to understanding,
assessing and advancing wellbeing.

RWB Brief 2 sketches the broader field of wellbeing approaches and describes how

RWB fits within this

Why Wellbeing?

A focus on wellbeing has many attractions:
Positive: focusing on people’s strengths and hopes, rather than what they lack
Holistic: looking at life in the round, with a multi-dimensional view
Person-centred: recovering people as the subjects of their lives, whose own perspectives matter,
rather than the objects of policy
Impact-focused: assessing the real difference made to people’s lives
Integrated: demonstrating coherence and convergence across diverse programmes

How is RWB different to other wellbeing approaches?

Beyond the
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Most approaches to wellbeing
concentrate on the individual.
Our research, however, shows
that people experience
wellbeing as something
shared: we feel good when
those we care about are doing
well. Also, while individual
behaviour and attitudes
matter, chances of wellbeing
are strongly affected by
personal relationships and the
wider societal and
environmental context.

Beyond the
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A key characteristic of
wellbeing approaches is their
inclusion of perceptions. For
many, wellbeing itself is
subjective. RWB recognises
that thoughts and feelings are
important, but so is what
people can be and do.
Objective dimensions of
wellbeing matter, not just
subjective. And of course,
how people are doing and
feeling are often closely
linked.

Linking personal
«\C and structural
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Structural approaches to
wellbeing emphasise
standards of living or welfare
and the responsibility of
agencies or governments to
provide for these. RWB links
individual and structural:
personal response matters,
but the situation is not of
people's making, so also
demands social, policy and
political change.

Is RWB the only wellbeing approach that says relationships matter?

The short answer is no. All approaches to wellbeing recognise the importance of relationships.
However, most concentrate on personal relationships, which they view as ‘social determinants’ of
individual wellbeing. RWB views people as relational subjects, who develop in and through their
connections with others. It stresses relationships not just amongst people but also with broader
societal and environmental contexts. It sees relationality — convergence, obstruction, synergy
and conjunction - as what makes change happen.
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What about domains?

Many scholars wish simply to assess levels of subjective wellbeing (SWB) and then compare these
across different samples. They generally use either life satisfaction or 'global happiness'

measures. While these have no content in themselves, they can be correlated with other data to see,
for example, whether men are happier than women, or older people than younger.

Others favour domain-based models. These reflect the multidimensional character of wellbeing,
and can encourage people to pay attention to diverse aspects of life. They also promise to simplify
the complexity of wellbeing, by breaking it down into distinct domains.

Applying domain models in practice, however, can be tricky:
Who defines the domains? There is no common consensus
about what these should be.

How do you decide what belongs where? For example, in the
Wheel of Wellbeing, if you make a gift to a friend, does that
score within the 'connect’ or the 'give' domain? This may not
matter if it is used as an informal self-help tool. But it does
matter when domain models are used to quantify levels of
wellbeing - which they often are. Peopie; conne®

www.wheelofwellbeing.org

Most importantly, life is not lived in domains. Wellbeing emerges through the connections and
blockages between different aspects of life. To understand it we need to follow the flow.

How does RWB relate to systems and complexity thinking?

Systems and complexity approaches have advanced relational thinking across the sciences and in
policy and programmes. They demonstrate the multiplicity of connections and dynamic interactions
between elements within eco-systems and with their environments. Systems are more than the sum
of their parts, with emergent properties that develop over time.

RWB has much in common with systems and complexity thinking, but takes a slightly different
perspective. Systems and complexity thinking tend to take an overview, looking down from above.
RWB seeks to explore actors’ own perspectives. But this distinction is not hard and also adopt an
actor's point of view.

Summary

Relational wellbeing shares with other wellbeing approaches the centrality of the personal and
subjective perceptions. It also stresses the significance of context, transcending the common
division between personal and structural approaches. All approaches to wellbeing recognise the
significance of relationships, but RWB is distinctive in advocating an overall relational approach. In
this it has much in common with systems and complexity thinking.

For more on the theory and practice of RWB see: Or contact us:



