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In 2008, we constructed a multidimensional indi-
cator that was intended to calculate the social 
health of the French regions in 2004. The product 
of much collective deliberation, this indicator was 
selected by the Association of the French Regions’ 
commission on sustainable development and the 
environment for inclusion in 2012, and as one of 
the key indicators in the first draft of the Eva Sas 
Act in 2014.
The present article updates this indicator by enri-
ching and expanding it in order to measure the 
evolution of social health over time and the level 
attained at the end of the 2010s. It takes the 
reconfiguration of the “new” French regions as the 
basis for reconstructing statistical series. It shows 
that some regions (Brittany, Pays de la Loire) have 
a very strong social health dynamic while others, 
particularly the Hauts-de-France, are lagging far 
behind. It also sets this social health alongside an 
exploratory multidimensional measure of territorial 
environmental performance, mobilizing new tools 
of cartography.
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Abstract
In 2008, we constructed a multidimensional indicator that was intended to calculate the social 
health of the French regions in 2004. The product of much collective deliberation, this indica-
tor was selected by the Association of the French Regions’ commission on sustainable develop-
ment and the environment for inclusion in 2012, and as one of the key indicators in the first 
draft of the Eva Sas Act in 2014.

The present article updates this indicator by enriching and expanding it in order to measure the 
evolution of social health over time and the level attained at the end of the 2010s. It takes the 
reconfiguration of the “new” French regions as the basis for reconstructing statistical series. It 
shows that some regions (Brittany, Pays de la Loire) have a very strong social health dynamic 
while others, particularly the Hauts-de-France, are lagging far behind. It also sets this social 
health alongside an exploratory multidimensional measure of territorial environmental perfor-
mance, mobilizing new tools of cartography.

Keywords
Critics of GDP, French territories, New Indicators of Well-Being, Social Health, Environmental 
Index.

Highlights
• A Regional ISH has been constructed on a deliberative basis

• There is no link between GDP and Social Health in the French regions

• Over the last decade, the Social Health has slightly increased but has decreased in some 
regions 

• Coupling Social Health and an exploratory Environmental Index produces new narratives on 
the territories

La santé sociale des nouvelles régions françaises et son évolution  
(2008-2016)

Résumé
En 2008, nous avions élaboré un indicateur multidimensionnel visant à estimer, pour l’année 
2004, le bien-être social dans les régions françaises. Fruit de délibérations collectives, cet 
indicateur avait été sélectionné par la commission Développement durable environnement 
de l’association des régions de France dans son panorama d’autres indicateurs de richesse, 
permettant aux régions françaises de partager une définition commune du développement 
social des territoires (ARF, 2012). Il avait été retenu comme un des indicateurs clé de la 
première proposition de loi d’Eva Sas (2014). Ce working paper met à jour en l’enrichissant, cet 
indicateur pour en estimer l’évolution dans le temps et le niveau à la fin des années 2010. Il 
reconstruit aussi des séries à partir de la reconfiguration des « nouvelles » régions françaises. Il 
montre que des régions sont très dynamiques en matière de santé sociale (Bretagne, Pays de la 
Loire) tandis que d’autres demeurent très en retrait, en particulier les Hauts-de-France. Enfin, il 
confronte cette santé sociale à une mesure multidimensionnelle de la performance écologique. 

Mots-clefs
délibération, indice écologique, santé sociale, nouvelles régions françaises
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Introduction

S
ince the beginning of the 2000s, 
international initiatives aimed at 
going beyond GDP have accelera-
ted, even though there has simul-

taneously been a paradoxical trend towards 
shoring up GDP and growth. The territories 
are not immune to these tendencies. At the 
same time as the competences assigned to 
the French regions1 were reconfigured, their 
number has been reduced in 2016 from 22 
regions to 13.

The French media and official statistics conti-
nue to construct narratives around the “eco-
nomic power” of these new regions, based 
essentially on their contribution to national 
GDP. Thus one can read everywhere that in 
2019, the Ile de France accounted for almost 
one third of the economic wealth produced in 
France (29.8%), while Auvergne-Rhône Alpes 
produced 11.4% of national GDP, Nouvelle-
Aquitaine 7.5%, Hauts-de-France 7.3%, and 
PACA and Occitania 7.2%. Brittany produced 
4.1% of France’s national wealth, Corsica 
0.4% and so on.

Is it sufficient to measure regional GDP?

Yet, the limits to GDP and growth are now 
well known. The studies that address these 
questions can be divided into three catego-
ries. Those in the first of these categories 
focus on the difficulty of measuring growth 
in economies that have become increasingly 
service-dominated (Gadrey, 1996; Bosworth, 
Triplett, 2003), digital (Mokyr, 2006; Durand; 
2020) or relational (Griliches, 1992; Land et 
al., 2011). A second category is concerned 
with the external limits of GDP, that is to say 
the limits linked to the generalised uses to 
which GDP and growth are put as proxies for 
wellbeing. Some studies in this category chal-
lenge the assumption that an increase in eco-
nomic value added automatically produces 
an increase in wellbeing2; others note that 
the definition of GDP is based on conventions 
that do not take account of activities that are 

1. The French NOTRe Act of 7 August 2015 (no. 
2015-991) initiates “a regional reorganisation of the 
Republic” and is a central element of the third phase of 
the decentralisation that was put into effect in France 
between 2012 and 2017.
2. See an experimental proposal by Bruno Latour du-
ring the COVID-19 lockdown in France (2020).

crucial to wellbeing, such as domestic work, 
voluntary work and civic engagement (Put-
nam, 2000; Folbre, 2006). Yet others ques-
tion the automatic link that is said to exist 
between growth and the reduction of inequa-
lities, giving a rough ride in passing to the 
fantasies of “trickle down” economics. The 
third category, finally, undoubtedly now the 
largest in numerical terms, focuses on the 
impossible coupling of growth and environ-
mental sustainability (Spash, 2013).

Advancing the regionalisation of public action

Following the recommendations of the Sti-
glitz-Sen Commission on the Measurement of 
Economic Performance and Social Progress, 
the OECD constructed a Better Life Index. 
Nine initial dimensions were used in this pro-
ject. Three of them refer directly to the mate-
rial conditions of living: income (levels and 
distribution), employment and housing. The 
other six reflect various dimensions of the 
quality of life: health, education and com-
petencies, environmental quality, personal 
safety, civic engagement and governance and 
access to services. Wellbeing is measured for 
each region on the basis of these nine crite-
ria and is compared to all regions of OECD 
member states. While these approaches 
have led to advances in the multidimensio-
nal measurement of quality of life or regio-
nal inequalities, they have not succeeded to 
going beyond GDP in terms of operational 
uses with the aim of changing the direction 
of public policies. This inadequacy arises 
from the fact that the major social issues of 
today, summarised under headings as diverse 
as “social health” (Miringoff and Miringoff 
1999), “wellbeing for all” (Council of Europe, 
2005), are all in essence multidimensional 
and not straightforward. When they are ana-
lysed closely, these major issues reflect dif-
ficulties in the fields of education, housing, 
consumption, health, work and employment, 
with various aspects of them quickly piling 
up in the processes leading to marginalisa-
tion and exclusion. Acknowledgement of this 
cumulative multidimensionality of challenges 
and difficulties sits awkwardly with a single 
variable and requires the use of a larger “bat-
tery” of variables.

The gradual regionalisation of French public 
action and the three stages of decentralisation 
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have given legitimacy to the idea that the 
regions should be assessed on the basis of 
their own sustainability and the country’s 
societal sustainability. This twin dynamic of 
regionalisation and (international and natio-
nal) concern for issues of social and environ-
mental sustainability (Harbel et al. 2016; 
Kramm et al. 2017; Laurent, 2015; Alaimo, 
Maggino, 2020) allowed to highlight the com-
plex relations between society and nature, 
and have led to a proliferation of “alternative” 
territorial indicators (Nourry, 2008; Gadrey, 
Jany-Catrice, 2006; Le Roy, Ottaviani, 2015; 
Ottaviani, 2018).

What notions of wellbeing should underpin 
the index of social health?

Underlying any attempt to construct an alter-
native indicator is a range of different unders-
tandings of what constitutes wellbeing for all. 
What notions of wellbeing should underpin 
the index of social health (as we will define 
it below) that we intend to produce in this 
article? Bleys (2012) proposes a classifica-
tion of indicators according to the concepts 
underlying them. He begins by making a dis-
tinction between the prospects for wellbeing, 
economic prosperity and sustainability. 
Obviously, social health stands at some dis-
tance from economic prosperity, but aligns 
more readily with the dual dimension of 
wellbeing (in its social and collective aspects) 
and that of social sustainability. However, the 
initiatives that might be included in the clas-
sification of measures of wellbeing vary in 
their epistemological underpinnings. Some 
clearly fall within the scope of utilitarianism 
in the sense that choices about the alloca-
tion of scarce resources are made in accor-
dance with individual preferences, preferably 
expressed through the market. When prefe-
rences lie outside the scope of the market, 
they reflect individual perceptions and the 
multidimensional nature of wellbeing is self-
aggregated by respondents into a catch-all 
notion called “life satisfaction” or even hap-
piness. However, utilitarianism is not the 
only source of legitimacy for the framework 
used to construct indicators of wellbeing. 
Bleys shows that foundations epistemologi-
cally far removed from utilitarianism can be 
found in studies that adopt a “human needs” 
approach. Such studies analyse the extent 

to which “basic” needs are satisfied, notably 
through access to certain goods and services. 
Amartya Sen’s capabilities approach is ano-
ther possible perspective: an individual’s 
level of wellbeing is measured by what that 
individual is actually able to do or to be. The 
capabilities approach focuses on two levels 
– observed outcomes and opportunities. The 
ISH presented below is more closely aligned 
with Sen’s capabilities approach in that it 
combined indicators of outcomes and oppor-
tunities with collective deliberation on the 
selection of indicators and weightings, as 
Sen’s studies suggest (Jany-Catrice, Marlier, 
2013). The present article re-examines the 
construction of that indicator and updates it. 
This in turn enables us to use it as the basis 
for a diachronic analysis that will help us ans-
wer the following question: is social health in 
the French regions progressing?

The structure of the article

According to researchers who recently 
conducted a meta-analysis of studies on alter-
native indicators since 1970, the indicator 
that has the best chance of “surviving” over 
time (Barrington-Leigh and Escande, 2018) 
would be precisely what we are aiming to do 
here, namely to update an indicator that was 
initially constructed on the basis of a panel of 
indicators democratically chosen with the aid 
of experts3 (see Box below).

We have taken as our starting point for this 
article the index of social health as it was 
produced in 2009 (Jany-Catrice, 2009). We 
update it for the years 2012 and 2016 on 
the basis of the new, reconfigured regions 
(I), which is a way of “enabling it to live”. 
We present the main adjustments; in doing 
so, we are constrained by the availability of 
data but also guided by the new challenges, 
particularly with regard to health (II). We 
then compare it with GDP (III) and test the 
possible correlation between the level of 
GDP per capita and the ISH. We present an 
analysis of the evolution of the index of social 
health over the period 2008-2016 (IV)4. 

3. However, the authors to whom we are referring here 
take the view in their article that the weight given to 
each indicator should be based on empirical studies of 
subjective wellbeing, which we do not do in the course 
of constructing this ISH.
4. This transparency is, after all, one of the guarantees 
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Finally, we make an attempt to combine the 
index of social health and an environmen-
tal index constructed on the basis of a few 
environmental dimensions for which data are 
available at the regional level (V).

1. An ISH for the new French 
regions
The context: need for quantified data on 
the direction of societal development

This growing interest in these new indica-
tors of wealth is not apparent only at inter-
national (Stiglitz et al. 2009) and national 
levels (Méda 2009; Gadrey, Jany-Catrice, 
20065). A wide variety of projects has emer-
ged in recent years with the aim of producing 
regional indicators of wellbeing. As early as 
2010, the Association des Régions de France 
carried out a detailed study of all the French 
regions that provided the basis for produ-
cing regional versions of the Index of Human 
Development (IDH-2) and environmental 
footprint, in addition to a dashboard of indi-
cators of sustainable development. These 
indicators, intended to “supplement GDP”, 
were brought together in a report vividly entit-
led: “Sustainable development: the wealth 
indicator revolution”6. They formed the basis 
for a new analytical framework for the French 
regions, which was necessary because the 
map showing GDP per capita did not coin-
cide with those for human development and 
environmental footprint.

Some of these initiatives have benefited 
from the development of indicators intended 
to stimulate public debate on the purpose 
of development. In France, the best-known 
regional experiences in civic participation are 

of the robustness of indicators of social health, as Flo-
ridi et al. (2011) suggest.
5. Drawing on these French studies, the French deputy 
Eva Sas put forward a draft bill on new wealth indica-
tors in 2015. The legislation, which was passed by the 
French parliament, obliges the government to submit 
an annual report on the evolution of indicators of quali-
ty of life and sustainable development, as well as a qua-
litative or quantitative evaluation of the impact of the 
main reforms introduced in the previous year and those 
planned for the following year from the point of view of 
these indicators and of economic growth. https://www.
vie-publique.fr/loi/20952-statistiques-indicateurs-de-
richesse-pib-politiques-publiques-indica
6. https://base.socioeco.org/docs/rapportfinalarf.pdf 
(consulted 6 July 2020).

those in the Nord-Pas de Calais region (Jany-
Catrice, Marlier, op. cit.) and the one in the 
Pays de la Loire, which between 2010 and 
2011 put into effect a joint project on the 
new indicators of wealth in the region with H. 
Combes and the Observatory of Public Deci-
sion-Making7. Some large urban areas have 
also launched various projects on indicators 
of wellbeing for their areas. They include the 
metropolitan areas of Toulouse (2015) and of 
Greater Lyon (which is developing a variant 
of the index of human development (IDH-2) 
more in tune with local and national reali-
ties) ( Marlier 2008), the cities of Marseille, 
Bordeaux etc. (Boutaud, 2008). The metro-
politan area of Grenoble’s IBEST project 
is one of those that has adopted a longer-
term view, taking advantage of the unfailing 
support of the metropolitan area authority. 
Its objective is to evaluate the metropolitan 
area’s sustainable wellbeing, basing it on a 
balanced combination of objectified data and 
data on individual perceptions derived from 
ad hoc questionnaires, thereby according a 
place to individuals’ desires and aspirations 
(Ottaviani, 2019). 

This burgeoning of initiatives at the regional 
level is rather reminiscent of the commu-
nity indicators movement of the 1990s in 
the USA. The aim of this movement was to 
use batteries of indicators to supplement 
the dominant macroeconomic indicators and 
thereby provide a more comprehensive, more 
multidimensional view of “social progress” 
and, by producing these reports, create the 
basis for producing multidimensional indica-
tors that would feed into the public debate 
on social and environmental sustainability. 
While the co-construction approach adopted 
during the development of the ISH for the 
Nord-Pas de Calais region might have seemed 
to be pioneering in 2005, this way of selec-
ting regional indicators is now more widely 
used. Thus Descamps and Vicard (2010), 
in a review of regional indicators of sustai-
nable development, show that more than 
one third of the articles reviewed highlight a 
co-construction approach, with local elected 
representatives and citizens joining resear-
chers to construct a system of indicators. 

7. more than 150 citizens’ debates were conducted on 
“what counts most” for inhabitants
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This often takes the form of participatory 
workshops. As in the case of the ISH, these 
co-construction approaches are an attempt 
to circumvent the difficulties in reconciling 
frequently divergent points of view and inte-
rests at regional level. It is also a means of 
ensuring that decision-makers appropriate 
the evaluation tools and that stakeholders 
support the implementation of the policy on 
sustainable development. The Nord-Pas de 
Calais region’s project embarked on just such 
a dynamic (see Box), while at the same time 
assisting in its construction.

The origins of the ISH: the Nord-Pas de 
Calais region’s 21 indicators project and 
its revisiting

As early as 2003, the Nord-Pas de Calais 
Regional Council was seeking to equip itself 
with new tools for evaluating the region’s 
human development. It first thought to do so 
by regionalising indicators that had already 
acquired international legitimacy. To this 
end, it chose the indicators developed by 
the UNDP, which were originally intended 
to estimate the inequalities in development 
between countries, namely the indicators 
of human development (IHD, indicator of 
human development, IHP, indicator of human 
poverty and IWP, indicator of women’s partici-
pation) (UNDP 2006). The first commission 
for an ISH arose out of dissatisfaction with 
the IHD, which was limited to an analysis 
of human development based on just three 
dimensions, whereas other indicators (such 
as the BIP40) turned out to be difficult to 
regionalise because of the lack of social data 
at regional level (Jany-Catrice (coordinator, 
2009, see Box).

Box. The indicator of social health (ISH): origins 
and method of construction

The origin of the ISH of the French regions is 
as follows. The Nord-Pas de Calais region had 
commissioned Florence Jany-Catrice to regio-
nalise a barometer of inequalities and poverty. 
Faced with a lack of available data when the 
crucial decisions on selection and choices had 
to be taken, the economist decided to conduct, 
with the assistance of the regional authorities, an 
experiment in participatory consultation around 
the construction of an index of social health. 
Thus the first point of interest in the construction 
of the ISH lies in the dynamic of its construction. 

Eager to have this approach validated by orga-
nised civil society, the Regional Council and 
the researchers established a number of hete-
rogeneous working groups that counted among 
their members experts, collectors of social data 
at regional level, regional officials, and represen-
tatives of voluntary associations. Many voluntary 
associations (the organisations called on were 
involved in projects relating to poverty, housing 
inequalities, and gender inequalities); it gave 
these associations an opportunity to talk about 
the complex realities they observed in micro-
social environments. The approach advanced 
through a series of iterative innovations: 

(i) The starting point for the project was the iden-
tification of an object that had acquired legiti-
macy and was a vehicle for values (the UNDP’s 
IDH at the international level). The IDH’s aggre-
gative method was adopted for the construction 
of the composite indicator.

(ii) The starting point for the project was the 
identification of an object that had acquired legi-
timacy and was a vehicle for values (the UNDP’s 
IDH at the international level). The IDH’s aggre-
gative method was adopted for the construction 
of the composite indicator.

(iii) The third stage involved working towards a 
gradual collective understanding of a few limited, 
common priority objectives. 

This approach led to the production of an indi-
cator that was both manageable (because it was 
limited to a restricted battery of variables) and 
diffusible (because it constituted a form of social 
benchmarking by means of which the French 
regions could be compared with each other). This 
ISH is based on an “assumed vision” of society, in 
the sense that the quantified data always embody 
political visions and can subsequently serve as 
collective reference points. However, it did not 
totally escape the problem of data availability. 
Some of the participants in the process implicitly 
accepted the sometimes severe constraint of a 
lack of regional social data.

Source: based on Jany-Catrice, Marlier, 2013. 
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2. Presentation of the ISS
The ISH is a composite indicator that has 
been partially revisited in this article in order 
to take account of the reconfiguration of the 
French regions, on the one hand, and, on the 
other, its evolution over time. This revision 
is linked essentially to breaks in statistical 
series between 2004 and 2016 that necessi-
tated partial adjustments in its construction 
and updating.

The index is made up of the following dimen-
sions: income, work and employment, educa-
tion, housing, health and social cohesion. 
The idea that initially underlay its construc-
tion was that, if the regions were to be on an 
upward social health trajectory, they would 
have to be actively engaged in the following 
dimensions: an income for all, sustai-
nable work and employment, access for all 
to education, housing and healthcare and 
strong social cohesion. This is summarised in 
the figure below.

Figure 1. The dimensions of the ISS – 2016
Source: the authors

Each dimension of the region’s social health 
is made up of one or more variables that serve 
to embody the dimension as a whole. It is 
self-evident, as has often been noted, that 
the index’s political positioning hinges on the 
choice of variables. Thus, for example, the 
working groups set up to construct the ISH 
(Box) adopted several variables for the income 
dimension that were intended, for the sake 

of the region’s social health, to bring about 
a reduction in extreme wealth, in equalities 
and in the poverty of families with children.

Table 1 – The ISS : dimensions and variables
Source: the autors

The income dimension
In the indicator of social health, the income 
dimension is made up of four variables, each 
with the same weight: the rate of household 
insolvency (as a variable expressing consump-
tion), an adjusted wealth tax index and the 
inter-decile ratio of disposable income per 
consumption unit (the variables expressing 
inequalities) and the share of poor fami-
lies with children (the variable expressing 
poverty). The two regions with the highest 
“income” dimension are Brittany and the 
Pays de la Loire and the regions with the 
lowest “income” dimension are Hauts-de-
France, Ile-de-France and PACA.

Indeed, with regard to consumption, the indi-
cator adopted, namely household insolvency, 
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is a proxy for budgetary constraints or even 
restrictions on consumption. A high rate 
is an indication of great economic preca-
rity. The data show that in 2016 the Hauts 
de France region had the highest rate of 
insolvency, with 5.42 case files submitted 
to the Banque de France per 1000 inhabi-
tants, the average for metropolitan France 
being 3.68. Conversely, the wealth tax rate 
is a measure of the very large fortunes in a 
region. The indicator adopted is the wealth 
tax index, that is the number of households 
paying the wealth tax divided by the number 
of households – combined with the average 
amount paid per household liable for income 
tax. The Ile-de-France has the highest wealth 
tax index (15.00 in 2016), a long way ahead 
of the PACA region (with 2.85). The index is 
lowest in Bourgogne-Franche-Comté (0.38). 
These economic inequalities are augmented 
by the inter-decile ratio of living standards, 
which expresses part of the inequalities in 
households’ disposable income adjusted by 
the number of consumption units. Household 
disposable income here includes earnings 
from economic activity, retirement pensions 
and unemployment benefits, income from 
assets, transfers from other households and 
social security benefits. Four direct taxes 
are taken into account: income tax, local 
residents tax, the generalised social contri-
bution and the tax on income from movable 
property. This inter-décile ratio indicates that 
in 2016 inequalities in living standards were 
greatest in the Ile-de-France (D9/D1=4.45) 
and lowest in the Pays de la Loire (D9/D1 
= 2.81) and Brittany (2.86). The differences 
vary significantly: the inequalities are 58% 
greater in the Ile-de-France than in the Pays 
de la Loire.

Mapping 1– Income dimension of the ISS by régions 
of France

Source : the autors (data available on request)

The poverty indicator adopted is the share of 
poor households with children. The data sug-
gest that in 2016 the share of poor house-
holds with children in metropolitan France 
was 17.9; this average figure concealed dis-
parities between regions ranging from 13.5% 
in Brittany to the highest rate of 22.9% in 
the Hauts-de-France.

Employment and work

In order to take account of the variety of 
employment and working conditions, five 
variables were adopted in order to get as close 
as possible to those adopted during the 2008 
collaborative exercise. They are: the adjusted 
unemployment rate (as the variable expres-
sing the level of unemployment), the inci-
dence of workplace accidents (the variable 
for working conditions), the rate of preca-
rious employment and the part-time rate (the 
variables for precarious employment) and the 
number of cases brought before the indus-
trial tribunals as the variable expressing the 
turbulence of industrial relations. In aggre-
gate, it is in the Ile-de-France that the “work 
and employment” dimension is at its most 
sustainable, while it is least sustainable in 
Occitania.
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Mapping 2 – The work and employment dimension 
of the ISH of the regions, 2016

Source : the authors. Data on request. 

More specifically, the unemployment rate 
was adjusted by multiplying it by the ratio 
of the female unemployment rate to the 
male unemployment rate in order to take 
account of gender inequalities. This so-cal-
led “adjusted” unemployment rate varied in 
2016 from 12.9% in Brittany to 19.2% in 
Corsica, with an average rate for metropoli-
tan France of 15.4%. Working conditions 
are expressed here by the incidence of work-
place accidents with working days lost. The 
incidence was highest in Brittany (4.4%) 
and lowest in Ile-de-France (2.3%). Preca-
rious employment is expressed by an indica-
tor of precarity, namely the share of preca-
rious jobs, defined as the share of fixed-term 
contracts, agency work, apprenticeships and 
work placements in waged work. According 
to the INSEE data, employment precarity in 
2016 was lowest in Ile-de-France (13.1%) 
and highest in Brittany (16.5%). We supple-
mented this indicator with the share of part-
time work in wage work, as a measure of the 
precarity of women’s work and of some ser-
vice occupations. Finally, we used the rate of 
recourse to the industrial tribunals as an indi-
cator of labour disputes. Academic studies 
show that since the beginning of the 2010s 
the lowest level of recourse to the tribunals 
could indicate a very serious breakdown in 
workplace relations and employment protec-
tion (Serverin, 20198).

8. Serverin S., 2019, “Les affaires prud’homales dans 
la chaîne judiciaire de 2004 à 2018. Baisse des de-

Education, health and housing

Education

Two education variables were adopted with 
the same weights, namely the share of those 
without qualifications (stock variable) and 
the share of young people aged between 18 
and 24 who are not in education, training 
or employment (flow variable expressing the 
difficulty young people experience in acces-
sing the labour market or the institutions 
that should facilitate access for them). At 
the aggregate level, the distribution of this 
education dimension produces the following 
results for 2016: the two regions with the 
best education performance are Brittany and 
the Ile-de-France, while the two worst per-
forming regions are the Hauts-de-France and 
Normandy. 

mandes, concentration des litiges, juridictionnalisation 
de leur traitement”, Direction des affaires civiles et du 
sceau. Pôle d’évaluation de la justice civile.
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Mapping 3 – The education dimension of the ISH for 
the French regions, 2016  

Source : the authors. Data available on request.

More specifically, levels of education differ 
very significantly from region to region. In 
terms of stock, the share of those without 
qualifications is highest in Hauts-de-France, 
where 33.7% of individuals not in education 
and over 15 years of age have no formal qua-
lifications, compared with 25.5% in the Ile- 
de-France. As for the share of young people 
aged between 18 and 24 who are not in edu-
cation, training or employment, it is 21.1% 
in Hauts-de-France but 10 percentage points 
less in Brittany … 

Health

With regard to health, the indicators adopted 
are life expectancy at birth and medical den-
sity. At the aggregate level, the geographical 
distribution of this health dimension differed 
fairly significantly between the northern and 
southern regions of France in 2016 due to the 
effect of the medical density variable. As can 
be seen from the map, the worst performing 
regions in terms of health are the Hauts-de-
France, Normandy and Centre-Val de Loire. 
The best performers are Ile-de-France and 
the PACA regions, but generally speaking all 
the regions south of the Loire perform well in 
terms of health. 

Mapping 4 – The health dimension of the regional 
index of social health, 2016

Source : the authors. Data available on request.

If this dimension is now decomposed by the 
two variables, it can be seen that in 2016 
there was a gap of more than 3 years between 
the highest life expectancy (Ile-de-France, 
life expectancy at birth of 83.4 years) and 
the lowest (Hauts-de-France, 80.4 years). 
This flagship indicator was supplemented 
by two further variables, the first of which 
was the average density of general practitio-
ners and medical specialists in each region. 
The sanitary crises of 2020 have, after all, 
demonstrated the importance of establishing 
robust region-wide healthcare systems. Even 
though this indicator is still debatable (it 
should actually be supplemented by an indi-
cator of hospital density), the figures show 
that the average for metropolitan France is 
339 doctors per 100,000 inhabitants. The 
highest density is in the PACA region (406 
per 100,000 inhabitants) and the lowest in 
Centre-Val de Loire (265 per 100,000 inha-
bitants). It was further supplemented by 
an indicator estimating the ability of heal-
thcare systems to cope with health crises. 
The indicator adopted in this 2016 version 
of the index of social health is the number 
of hospital beds per inhabitant. As this is an 
enrichment that has not been validated in 
a participatory process, we decided to give 
it a relatively low weighting in the ISH (the 
same weighting was given to medical density 
and to the number of beds); this two-variable 
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sub-index was then aggregated in equal parts 
with life expectancy at birth9. 

Housing

The indicator adopted for housing is the num-
ber of actions taken under the DALO (enfor-
ceable right to housing) legislation per 1000 
households; the co-construction process had 
previously led to the adoption of the evic-
tion rate as the housing indicator. Enacted 
in 2008, the DALO legislation enables indi-
viduals who do not have access to housing to 
institute legal proceedings which, if success-
ful, will force the state to find suitable accom-
modation. Thus, a large number of actions 
taken will reflect a deterioration in access to 
housing. The DALO rate is defined here as 
the number of actions taken per 1000 house-
holds. The national average in 2016 was 2.99 
actions taken per 1000 households; the rate 
varied from 0.27 for Brittany to 9.97 for the 
Ile-de-France.

9.  These choices could absolutely (indeed should) be 
discussed again as part of a democratic process.

Mapping 5 – Housing dimension in the regional 
index of social health, 2016 

Source : the authors. Data available on request. 

Social cohesion

Social cohesion and safety were considered 
together in the same group. The number of 
crimes and misdemeanours was adopted to 
encapsulate the physical safety dimension. 
The Ile-de-France had the most mediocre 
performance in 2016, with recorded crimes 
and misdemeanours of the order of 7.7 per 
100 inhabitants, compared with 3.4 in the 
Centre-Val de Loire, which was the best per-
forming region. Social cohesion is approxima-
ted by two variables: the share of voluntary 
associations set up in the year and the share 
of employment in the social and solidarity 
economy. The number of voluntary associa-
tions (per 100,000 inhabitants) set up in 
2016 varied from 2.0 in Centre Val-de-Loire 
to 4.9 in Corsica, with a national average of 
2.9. 

In this 2016 version of the ISH, a new 
socioeconomic variable was adopted, namely 
the share of employment in the social and 
solidarity economy. This variable was placed 
alongside social cohesion, since the social 
and solidarity economy, although very hete-
rogeneous, is one of the expressions of the 
alternative economic structuring of social 
solidarities. At national level, employment 
in the SSE accounted for 10.5% of all jobs 
in 2015. However, this share varied conside-
rably from region to region, from 7.1% in the 
Ile-de-France to 14.3% in Brittany. 
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3. The level of social health accor-
ding to the ISS in 2016

Drawing on all these data, a composite indi-
cator is constructed. The six dimensions are 
given equal weighting and, with the exception 
of health (see above), the individual variables 
within each dimension are given equal wei-
ghting as well.

The general results

The ISH map for 2016 is not very far remo-
ved from that produced for 2004. It shows 
that the western regions of France have high 
levels of social health, while the Hauts-de- 
France, Normandy, the Ile-de-France and the 
PACA region have lower relative levels of ISH.

So far, we have retained a traditional or 
“mainstream” cartographic presentation, as 
if these representations were axiologically 
neutral (Harley, 1989; Biggs, 1999). To 
bring a new perspective on the French space 
in terms of social health, we have chosen not 
only to build this social indicator but also to 
present these composite results using the 
cartogram methodology. While preserving the 
typology of the base map, the areas of the 
map now reflect the weight of social health 
in each French region. The anamorphism, 
often used for a presentation of the weight 
of the inhabitants (Lévy, 2017), and there-
fore to highlight the strong concentration 
and power of the metropolises, here shakes 
up our conventional representations. In this 
cartogram, we symbolically emphasize the 
unprecedented nature of the relative mul-
tidimensional social inequalities. The Brit-
tany and Pays de la Loire regions stand out 
visually, reflecting (relatively) good social 
performances. On the contrary, the Hauts-de-
France region sees its surface area decrease 
with a social indicator more than three times 
lower than Brittany. This new type of map 
representation highlights a new social geo-
graphy of French regions in the light of their 
multidimensional social health.

Mapping 6 – Cartogram of the French ISH: 2016 
Source : the authors. Data available on request. 

On the basis of the results of the indices 
for 2016, the French regions can be divi-
ded into several groups. The first group 
includes Brittany and the Pays de la Loire, 
which have a significantly higher ISH than 
the other regions, than the average and than 
the regions at the bottom of the classifica-
tion. The Hauts-de-France region is defini-
tely the straggler in this social classification. 
Regardless of which dimensions one chooses 
to focus on, the Hauts-de-France always per-
forms relatively less well than the western 
regions of France, as the radar chart below 
shows. In other words, it is impossible, in 
analysing this result, to point to potential 
compensatory effects between dimensions, 
with some of the more mediocre dimensions 
dragging down some of the relatively better 
performers. 
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Figure 2 – Radar chart of the various dimensions of 
the ISH by the most contrasting regions, 2016 

Source : the autors

A decorrelation between GDP per capita 
and the ISH

The data presented above also provide some 
thought-provoking results. Thus there is a 
decorrelation between the level of GDP per 
capita and the ISH, as was the case in 2008 
(Jany-Catrice, Marlier, 2013). If the particu-
lar situation of the Ile-de-France is left to one 
side, a scatter of points and a non-significant 
correlation coefficient are obtained (+0.113). 
Therefore, beyond a certain level of income or 
GDP per capita, there is no longer any link 
between them and the various dimensions of 
wellbeing (Spash, 2013). These results will 
not fail to surprise sustainability sceptics, 
who are generally very optimistic about the 
capacity of natural and social assets to endure 
the major changes of capitalism. In the case 
of the French regions, we are unable to show 
that an increase in one (GDP) takes place to 
the detriment of the other (ISH), except in 
the case of the Ile-de-France. One of the rea-
sons is linked to the capacity of a country like 
France to arrange its own artificial decoupling 
by offshoring those parts of its production 
processes that are most troublesome in terms 
of work, income, health etc., as it does with 
regard to environmental problems as well 
(Laurent, 2015; Harbel et al. 2016; Kramm 
et al. 2017; Kalimeris et al. 2020). On the 
other hand, our results clearly show that there 
is no longer any link between these variables, 

which encourages us to seek the levers of 
social health elsewhere than in economic 
growth10.

Figure 3 – Link between ISH and GDP per capita – 
2016: “scatter of points” effect  

Source : the authors. Due to its specificity, the Ile de 
France is not included in this graphic.

10.  When the Ile-de-France is added to this graphic, 
the correlation is just as weak and non-significant but 
with a negative sign (-0.175), which is explained by 
the fact that the Ile de France region is very rich eco-
nomically but has a relatively low index of social health 
compared with most of the other French regions.
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4. Evolution of the ISH over time: 
2008-2016 

We can now compare the evolution of the 
ISH over a longer period. We adopted ano-
ther standardisation convention in order to 
be able to compare the regional results with 
each other not only at a given period but also 
over tim : we adopt a dual spatio-temporal 
standardisation procedure whereby, for each 
variable, a score of zero is attributed to the 
worst performance by one of the 13 regions 
in one of the years in the observation period 
(between 2008 and 2016), while a score of 
100 is attributed to the region’s best perfor-
mance in the best year. In other words, the 
changes over time are not simply an indica-
tion of a change in one region relative to ano-
ther but are indicative of an absolute evolu-
tion of the variables. 

A spectacular decline in the ISH in cer-
tain regions after the 2008 financial crisis

Across metropolitan France as a whole, the 
ISH remained stable over the entire period. 
On the other hand, some regions saw a dras-
tic reduction in their social health over the 
years following the financial crisis, particu-
larly the Ile-de-France. The PACA region and 
the Pays de la Loire coped best over this 
period between 2008 and 2012, adding 
several “points” to their ISH. Some but not 
all of the regions were able to make up for 
part of this social deterioration during the fol-
lowing period (2012-2016). 

Tableau 2 - The index of social health over time by 
region 2008-2016
Source :  the autors.

Thus the Ile-de-France saw its index decline 
over the whole of the period 2008-2016 (as 
if the region had not recovered socially from 
the 2008 crisis), as did the Centre-Val de 
Loire. In the case of the Ile-de-France, this 
decline of almost 12 percentage points is lin-
ked to deteriorations in the income dimen-
sion, the work and employment dimension 
and the housing dimension. 

The other regions all saw their ISH increase 
between 2008 and 2016. It is interesting 
to note that the four regions recording the 
strongest increases (PACA: + 7.3 points; 
Pays de la Loire: + 7.5 points; Corsica: + 
7.4 points; Hauts-de-France + 6.1 points) all 
have strong dynamics in the education, health 
and housing dimensions that, temporarily 
at least, make up for stagnation or decline 
in the income and/or work and employment 
dimensions. 
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The regions by ISH level and its evolution 
over time

On the basis of ISH levels and their progres-
sion over time, four groups of regions can 
be identified. The first is the Ile-de-France, 
which has an ISH score lower than the natio-
nal average and saw a decline in its social 
health over the period between 2008 and 
2016. The second is made up of Centre-Val 
de Loire and the Grand Est, whose ISH scores 
are average but which also suffered a decline 
in their social health. The regions in the third 
group, which include Normandy, PACA and 
the Hauts-de-France, have ISH scores below 
the national average but their social health 
tends to be dynamic. As for the other regions, 
they saw their ISH evolve positively. The best 
performer in this group of regions is the Pays 
de la Loire, which recorded a high level of 
ISH and a strong dynamic over the period.

Figure 4 – Link between level of ISH and its evolution over the period between 2008 and 2016
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5. An attempt to combine the index 
of social health and an environmen-
tal index

Studies conducted at international level 
that combine the environmental and social 
dimensions but without merging them com-
pletely are interesting, since they enable us 
to identify countries that could possibly be 
positioned on an environmentally and socially 
sustainable trajectory. UNDP’s attempts to 
combine without merging them the UNDP’s 
human development index and the environ-
mental footprint, are a thought-provoking 
example. Following this seminal work, we 
combine the index of social health with a 
quantified representation of the regions’ level 
of environmental performance. This is a chal-
lenge, since there is little regional data avai-
lable on certain dimensions of environmental 
performance that are, nevertheless, impor-
tant. Apart from a few isolated initiatives, 
there are, for example, no data on the French 
regions’ carbon or environmental footprints11. 
We adopted the following five dimensions: the 
rate of land take, greenhouse gas emissions 
per 10,000 inhabitants, share of organic pro-
duction in the area of land under cultivation, 
share of renewable electricity in gross final 
consumption of electricity and the evolution 
of biodiversity in common generalist and 
specialist birds12. Unlike the index of social 
health, these five variables were not selected 
by means of a consultative or deliberative pro-
cess. The dimensions selected are consistent 
with the environmental dimensions included 
in an official France Stratégie/CESE’s dash-
board of “new wealth indicators”. The 

11.  In France, according to Adème, the French envi-
ronmental protection agency, only the Hauts de France 
region has calculated a regional carbon footprint. The 
Nord-Pas de Calais region was the first region to calcu-
late its environmental footprint in the 2000s.
12.  The data on the evolution of biodiversity cover the 
2003-2013 period. Since the data applied to the “old” 
regions, an average figure was calculated by weighting 
the regions on the basis of their surface area. In order to 
take account of the very high level of dispersion in the 
evolution between generalist and specialist birds, stan-
dardised indices were adopted for each category, which 
were subsequently merged into a weighted average of 
the standardised indices. This index of biodiversity 
can be regarded as having undergone a dual process 
of standardisation in order to obtain an index ranging 
from 0 to 100, the same as for the other environmental 
dimensions.

environmental index constructed by means of 
a process of comparative standardisation pro-
duces the following results: Occitania, PACA 
and Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes are the highest 
scorers, while Hauts-de-France, Normandy 
and the Pays de la Loire are the least good 
performers.

Mapping 7 – A cartogram of an experimental  
territorial ecologic index (five variables) - 2016

Source: the authors

This index of environmental health is the 
result of some initial spadework. However, 
its construction remains highly debatable, 
since the standardisation enables us prima-
rily to classify the regions in terms of their 
relative environmental performance in these 
five dimensions. It tells us nothing about any 
possible irreversibility thresholds that might 
have been exceeded, such as those defined at 
the international level by Rockstrom et al. in 
2009. A region that is very highly placed here 
on the basis of its environmental dimension 
could very well be in a parlous environmental 
state in absolute terms. Despite these impor-
tant limitations, we present the combination 
of this regional environmental indicator and 
the indicator of social health. On this basis, 
a number of differing relative positionings for 
the French regions in the mid-2010s can be 
suggested.



The social health of the new French regions and its evolution 2008-2016 19/23

Fondation Maison des sciences de l’homme - 54 boulevard Raspail - 75006 Paris - France
http://www.fmsh.fr - FMSH-WP-2021-149, février 2021

Figure 6 – Link between the index of social health and the regional environmental index, 2016

It can be seen from the graphic above that 
some regions, namely Auvergne-Rhône-
Alpes and Nouvelle-Aquitaine, come close 
to a balanced relative score between the 
two dimensions. Some regions whose strong 
social health dynamic has already been iden-
tified, such as Brittany, are relatively poor 
performers in environmental terms. Finally, 
some regions perform poorly in both dimen-
sions; this is true – spectacularly so – of the 
Hauts-de-France and to a lesser extent of the 
Ile-de-France.
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Conclusion

The literature on regional indicators suggests 
that retaining growth as the flagship indi-
cator of public policies is one way in which 
the public authorities can obtain results that 
are always positive (Strunz and Schindler, 
2018) – however weakly positive they may 
be. Adopting different indicators of social 
sustainability or environmental may result in 
significantly less advantageous assessments 
than those based on “growth”, whether it is a 
question of the state of the environment (loss 
of biodiversity, climate change, water quality 
etc.) or the social situation (social and health 
inequalities, cohesion), and its evolution, with 
which politicians have to deal. From this point 
of view, the picture we have painted here, 
which focuses primarily on the question of 
social health, is a halftone image. It suggests 
that some regions have progressed socially, 
but also that the social dynamics vary consi-
derably from region to region and that there 
are strong inter-regional inequalities.

The experimental combining of this index 
of social health with a regional environmen-
tal index enables us to identify new regions 
with good scores and to map the results in 
an original way. The most striking result is 
still the complicated situation in the Hauts-
de-France, regardless of the dimension under 
investigation. These findings call into ques-
tion the capacity of some regions to deal with 
the challenges they still face, whether they 
be related to health, their social situation or 
the environment.
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