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Introduction
Aligning policy under an overall quality of life framework is attractive for several reasons.

correct
align work

help to

from long-standing policy bias towards a market growth orientation.

across agencies and to build more integrative policies.

It should

It may help to

It should help to

communicate

government's ultimate goals and its accountability to the lived experience of Canadians.

Objective measures can inform us about levels of income and employment and housing in a society,
but they can never tell us what it feels like to be poor or rich, to be overworked or underemployed,
to have no private space, or to be alone in a house.

life satisfaction
outcomes-based policy-making

departments and agencies, a

By giving coherence to existing eorts across

approach is likely, rst of all, to empower and energize

in terms of existing objective measurables. Its ultimate promise is

that it can provide both intuitive meaning and analytic valuation to any series of objective goals.

SDGs
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The SDGs and their measurement framework are
a set of goals, like boxes to tick, with no intended
way to prioritize across them. Nevertheless, the
rush to create an index which combines all of
these goals presents policy makers with a dangerous temptation.
There is a tendency to create indices of
progress

or

wellbeing

which

combine

multi-

ple, disparate outcomes with entirely arbitrary
weights, leaving them indefensible upon scrutiny,
even after attracting initial public and political
attention.

Worse, such indices often conate,

i.e., add together, measures related to human
experience with measures related to ecological
limits.

An example is the single (scalar) index

created to track the highly inuential U.N. Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). It is a sum
of 100 numbers, all treated as equally important, which cover the disparate ideas captured
by the SDGs.

De Neve and Sachs (2020) note

that indices for SDG goals 12 (responsible con-
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sumption and production) and 13 (climate ac-

of multi-unit buildings, mobility, integration of

tion) have a negative relationship with wellbe-

nature, and so on. Most modern planning ideas

ing. They conclude that policy-makers may nd

can now be explained with reference to evidence

pursuing [these] more dicult as a result. Con-

from the science of wellbeing, along with ecolog-

ating measures of quality of life with those of

ical considerations, and new insights come from

ecological outcomes acts to buttress fears of a

understanding the enablers listed above.

tension between progress and sustainability. Instead, these objectives must be rhetorically and
conceptually separated in order to make sustainable development politically feasible.

?

suggests

a framework to accomplish this, and BarringtonLeigh (2016) explains how a wellbeing approach
enables sustainability policy.

Poverty Reduction Strategy
Using a quality of life lens and associated accounting naturally places emphasis on the least
privileged in society, since the impact of policy

Despite their momentum and prominence,

on life satisfaction tends to be greatest for those

the SDGs have other weaknesses as indicators

most in need.

of the wellbeing of Canadians. An example is the

measure of wellbeing avoids the need for arbi-

lack of emphasis on mental health, now among

trary cut-os in poverty denitions, and avoids

the world's most important challenges to, and

an overly strong emphasis on nancial income as

opportunities for, improving wellbeing.

a criterion.

Overall,

Moreover, having an integrative

the SDGs can be benchmarked in parallel with

Ultimately, a life satisfaction approach has

a more appropriate framework for wellbeing in

guided us to think about social exclusion and

Canada, but should not drive its structure.

dignity, alongside more traditional economic mo-

Urbanism

tivations such as human capital investment and
general security.
Putting in place an accountability to SWB
is likely on the long term to steer policy slightly
towards increased resources for the following, al-

Many aspects of wellbeing appear to come together in urban life, simply because that is where

though evidence will continue to evolve on the
details:

many Canadians meet othes, work, learn, and
Careful thought is needed to provide use-



housing rst

ful wellbeing budgeting frameworks that are co-



childcare

els of government, and in order to avoid every



child and income support

city needing to independently reinvent the same



stronger employment policies or employer

live.

herent and integrated with those of other lev-

evolved approach.
The Global Happiness and Wellbeing Policy
Report discusses a Happy Cities Agenda, which
outlines tangible elements of design and policy
in cities, along with eight dimensions of policy

of last resort



integration, or policies to avoid isolation
and fractures in trust or understanding
across demographic groups (housing, zoning, schools, etc)

outcomes that are sometimes less tangible, but
which are key enablers of wellbeing (Bin Bishr,

Canada's current framework has 12 indicators for

2019). These are trust, security, aordability, in-

poverty, so it already transcends simplistic re-

clusivity, health and life balance, sociality, skills

duction of the fraction of poor.

and economy, and meaning and belonging. Their

though those indicators may presently overem-

recommendations include specics about the size

phasize income (6 of the 12 are income-based),

Moreover, al-
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the themes into which they are organized in

it lends itself perfectly to disaggregating by sub-

Opportunity for all t well with insights from

groups. For instance, one can ask of the life satis-

knowledge about subjective wellbeing (Dignity,

faction data, how happy are women as compared

Opportunity and Inclusion, Resilience and Secu-

with men? How happy are single mothers with

rity). Therefore, adopting an overarching wellbe-

young children as compared with single mothers

ing framework will strongly support, though likely

with older children?

lead to amending, the current poverty strategy
priorities.

One can also ask inferential questions, such
as How much does extra income aect the wellbeing of single parents with young children? How

Loneliness &
Vivre Ensemble

much does extra income aect the wellbeing of
cohabiting parents of young children?
One can use such analysis similarly for questions about the workplace, youth and gender, car-

One of the strengths of the life satisfaction approach is that it can properly bring into perspective the importance of non-clinical ailments, including those to do with social isolation, as well
as other policy outcomes traditionally considered
non-tangible. The U.K., where subjective wellbeing is now better tracked than anywhere else,
has famously appointed a Minister for Loneliness. Like the broader epidemic of mental health
challenges, loneliness is only part of a dieren-

ing roles, etc as well as the other demographic
dimensions of GBA+ (ethnicity, age, disability,
etc).

Indeed, this kind of analysis is an impor-

tant part of the life satisfaction literature.
In this way, the existing GBA+ lens can t in
well and likely be bolstered rather than revised,
by situating it in an overall wellbeing framework.

Equity

tiated set of failures to prioritize non-cognitive
skills and to build active supports for social inclu-

Findings from life satisfaction research suggest

sion. An integrated wellbeing approach is able to

that overly focusing on income inequality would

identify dierences in need across various demo-

be an oversight. In fact, defocusing away from

graphic groups. It can evaluate interrelationships

income may help to alleviate the harm of income

between shortfalls of dierent kinds of policies

dierences. Most eects on quality of life are so-

and dierent service providers. It can in principle

cially mediated, meaning that treating isolation,

quantitatively compare immediate interventions

lack of opportunity to contribute to society, dis-

(e.g., mobility, housing provision) with those that

crimination, adverse childhood experiences, and

will have payos over the life course (e.g., edu-

other indignities should be primary ends, rather

cation in social and emotional skills).

than equalizing incomes per se.

Nesting

initiatives like Vivre Ensemble and a Loneliness

With overall quality of life experience as a

Strategy within a framework highlighting overall

measure of success, the value of dierent invest-

wellbeing is a natural way to inform these strate-

ments in reducing patterns of poverty can be as-

gies and to communicate their value in an intu-

sessed appropriately.

itive way.

GBA+

National Housing Strategy
Naturally, homelessness is about more than shel-

One of the strengths of using life satisfaction as

ter, and the challenge of housing insecurity is

an overarching measure of quality of life is that

more of a problem for people in some circum-

3
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stances than in others. How can the benet of

veloping economies; nevertheless, the evidence

providing housing be evaluated? Access to hous-

spans all levels of development.

ing must be carefully integrated into other poli-

based on past development suggest that changes

cies which deal with the bigger picture of ensur-

dignity, inclusion, connection, and ecacy

in GDP per capita and healthy life expectancy be-

ing

tween now and 2050 are unlikely to change world

Projections

. The latter are one way to characterize the

average life satisfaction by even 1 point on the

life circumstances which loom large in analysis of

11-point scale (Barrington-Leigh and Galbraith,

experienced quality of life data.

2019).

By contrast, dierent feasible trajecto-

Canada's National Housing Strategy is al-

ries of a few non-material variables by 2050 ac-

ready integrated with the Poverty Reduction

count for a variation of nearly 3.5 points on the

Strategy, but a wellbeing approach may call for

same scale, with the optimistic end leaving the

a new level of integration across jurisdictions. It

average country as happy as today's Belgium and

also oers a framework for quantitative analysis

Costa Rica. One interpretation is that the scope

of benets of housing provision and of housing

for improving lives may be surprisingly undimin-

integrated with other supports.

ished under the imposition of some material constraints.

Net-Zero Carbon Strategy

Two

conclusions

for

integrating

carbon

strategies into a wellbeing framework are therefore:
(1) Separate the language around environ-

A wellbeing lens applied to climate policy may

mental limits (like GHGs) from the language and

help to tailor policies towards those that can

policies that relate to wellbeing. Many rms and

garner public support. Life satisfaction research

governments are now using language around car-

shows that trust in government, holding a pro-

bon neutrality / net-zero, which frames the

social identity and connection to others, and ex-

issue as a principle we might want to stand for,

periencing meaningful self-ecacy are each much

not a tradeo we need to make against economic

more important than income and material con-

pain.

sumption.

constraints should be kept out of any wellbeing

This suggests that with appropriate

?

explains how environmental / ecological

framing and engagement, there are opportunities

framework.

to improve lives and build positive collective iden-

which incorporates, for example, both health and

tities at the same time as catalyzing shifts and

carbon reductions, is doomed to present conict

imposing limits.

and promote cognitive dissonance.

On the other hand,

research also shows,

both in the context of wellbeing and behaviour,

That is, any measure of wellbeing

Constraints

should be principled, and wellbeing should be
pursued within those constraints.

that perceived loss looms large in the short run.

(2) For future-oriented policies, a focus on

Therefore, policies that are easily conceptually

the ability to improve wellbeing is mandatory (for

linked to reductions in incomes or opportunity

constructive public discourse, acceptance, and

are dangerous.

engagement) and credible (due to the opportu-

One major insight from life satisfaction re-

nities to improve wellbeing through non-material

search has relevance to development quite gener-

means, in addition to those through technolog-

ally. It is that the scope for improving, or indeed

ical innovation).

diminishing, life experience through non-material

straints of carbon neutrality are mentioned, it

changes to society is enormous, while the scope

should be within a framing of how we can make

for changing lives through material means is rel-

lives better.

atively limited (Barrington-Leigh, 2016). This is
generally counter-intuitive in the context of de-

Therefore, whenever the con-

Will this suciently address the loss aversion
challenge?

One possible answer to this is that

4
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plenty of resources should be spent on a fair transition.
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Hence, Happiness in all Policies.

That is, loss aversion should be taken

The Global Happiness and Wellbeing Policy

into account appropriately as a threat to well-

Report describes how healthcare would be ad-

being, not just a political obstacle. Equally im-

justed and transformed under a quality of life (life

portant, of course, is to allow industry to soften

satisfaction) lens, with a series of concrete rec-

the blow, which is accomplished by having a fu-

ommendations for governments (Peasgood et al.,

ture rising carbon price trajectory with as much

2019). This framework can seamlessly incorpo-

transparency, certainty, and lead time as possible.

rate implications for family and carers alongside

Staying quiet on what will happen beyond $50/t

holistic outcomes for patients (currently, family

only increases the real cost of transition, as well

caregivers are at increased risk of anxiety, depres-

as making future increases harder to accept. An

sion, poor sleep, social isolation, reduced produc-

envelope of future price trajectory should be clear

tivity, impaired cognitive function, stigma, deteri-

and committed, leaving the focus to be trans-

orating nancial situation, and loss of leisure time

ferred to building better lives than we've ever had

and activity).

before.

policy and resource allocation related to end-

Health in all Policies

It can more appropriately inform

of-life care, can appropriately emphasize mental
health, and can integrate lifelong investments in
education and other social determinants of wellbeing.

It avoids the deep concerns with exist-

With overall happiness as the goal, distinctions

ing accounting measures of QALYs and DALYs,

between sectors of government (health, housing,

which rely on opinions about hypothetical states

education, and so on) become fairly arbitrary, and

rather than people's lived experience.

cross-sector prioritization is important for making

Happiness Research Institute (2020).

See also

the best use of resources.
Advocacy for Health in all policies (HiaP)
rests on the observation that government spending on social programs often has a stronger asso-

Truth and Reconciliation

ciation with population health than medical care
investments (Kershaw, 2020). It represents the

Our

relationship

to

others

in

society

is

of

drive to broaden policy integration in light of the

paramount importance in accounting for dier-

depth of modern social and epidemiological sci-

ences in how people evaluate their lives. A sense

ence.

of dignity, being treated with respect and jus-

Any integrative approach, like HiaP, requires

tice, basic securities, and the feeling that author-

evidence to evaluate the benets of dierent in-

ities have one's interest at heart are some of the

vestment options. For instance, spending on ed-

keys to happiness, along with close relationships,

ucation and parental leave both buttress popula-

freedom from pain, and the ability to contribute

tion health. However, their benets are broader

meaningfully to a common cause.

than health.
The broadest possible approach is to use an
overarching measure of quality of life in order to
integrate the full range of social science, medical,
and epidemiological knowledge.

Shared and secure identity, and a sense of
cultural continuity (Chandler and Lalonde, 1998)
have also been shown to be key to wellbeing.
The priorities in the Calls to Action of the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission cannot be

That is, in principle a life satisfaction ap-

simplied, yet they t seamlessly into a broader

proach takes into account, and can quantify, the

wellbeing framework, which nds that the elim-

value of better health in addition to the full

ination of discrimination and alienation and, by

value of education initiatives and parental leave.

extrapolation, persecution, are among society's

Briefing note
largest opportunities for improving life.
The Calls to Action include categories like
Language and culture, whose contribution to
wellbeing is typically hard to compare to, say,
quality of housing. However, in a life satisfaction
framework, both can be considered in a commensurable way. For instance, exposure to, or uency
in, one's traditional language has a measurable
impact on life satisfaction.
An important note for indigenous policy in a
quality of life framework is that Statistics Canada
currently excludes important segments of indigenous peoples from surveys that ask the life satisfaction question (Barrington-Leigh and Sloman,
2016). Those living on reserve are not part of the
CCHS nor the GSS sample. An important initiative may therefore be in funding dense oversampling in these populations, or in supporting the
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Introduction

Wellbeing budgeting is attractive because it promises to be able to integrate accounting of benefits, and
link discourse, across agencies and also across jurisdictions. A sensible conception of human wellbeing,
rooted in individual experience, does not change its meaning according to which jurisdiction is asking.
In the end it does not matter for wellbeing which jurisdiction was responsible for a positive change.
Said differently, wellbeing outcomes of policy are inextricably linked across jurisdictional levels, as well
as across traditional thematic domains of policy.
In addition: (a) Capacity and resources vary with jurisdictional level. (b) The ability to compare and
benchmark with peer municipalities and provinces is an important feature when building measurement
frameworks. (c) Leaving each local government to research and devise its own framework, when there
would in the end be plenty of commonality, would be a costly inefficiency. And (d) no local jurisdiction
can generate enough evidence or experience to provide it with the best knowledge on how policies will
affect wellbeing; having some consistent indicators across the country provides a common evidence base
for wellbeing budgeting.
All this is to say that the shared responsibility and funding for many factors influencing wellbeing
make collaboration, coordination and even a shared vision important. An ideal wellbeing budgeting
framework in Canada would be designed to serve all jurisdictional levels, while allowing local governments
to choose the extent to which they adopt common structure or adapt it to their own context. Therefore,
any federally-designed framework should go beyond federal government’s needs, in order that it can offer
all jurisdictions a toolkit (or service) for indicator measurement, and a toolkit for decision making.
This note outlines some suggested features of an integrative wellbeing budgeting framework. It
also emphasizes why asking which supports of wellbeing relate to a given level of government
is misguided. And it suggests how to use a wellbeing dashboard.

Aligning policy under an overall quality of life framework is attractive for several reasons. It should
help to correct from long-standing policy bias towards a market growth orientation. It may help to
align work across agencies and to build more integrative policies. It should help to communicate
government’s ultimate goals and its accountability to the lived experience of Canadians.
Objective measures can inform us about levels of income and employment and housing in a society,
but they can never tell us what it feels like to be poor or rich, to be overworked or underemployed,
to have no private space, or to be alone in a house. By giving coherence to existing efforts across
departments and agencies, a life satisfaction approach is likely, first of all, to empower and energize
outcomes-based policy-making in terms of existing objective measurables. Its ultimate promise is
that it can provide both intuitive meaning and analytic valuation to any series of objective goals.

vention options

A pan-jurisdictional offering will offer (but not
impose) a shared menu of measurable indicators, and lay the foundation for a common discourse across multiple traditional policy boundaries where commensurable measures of success
were difficult. Some good features include:
1. Separation of domains of experience (and
supports of wellbeing) from policy inter-
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2. Ability of indicators of wellbeing to be expressed at different geographic scales

4. Common evidence base for choosing wellbeing-supporting policy: local regions can
leverage experience elsewhere

2
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5. Integration and synergy of accounting of
policy benefits across jurisdictions
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In April 2021 in conjunction with the Federal Budget release, the Department of Finance published its
work on a Quality of Life Strategy for Canada (Department of Finance, 2021). It is an excellent start
down a long road. Below I oer some feedback for the Ministry to consider.
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2
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3
3
4

SWB and cost-benet
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5

Capitals and dynamics and policy
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Minor details
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Previous eorts

2. Policy objectives are shifting towards wellbeing
3. Longer lifespan requires new life skills at

8. Learning modes shifting to on-line, diverse,
and private

considerable eort, by the Canadian federal government. For example, we have:



Treasury Board of Canada, Quality of Life Indicators, 20042010



HRSDC indicators of Well-being in Canada (2009-2014) (used to be at http://well-being.esdc.gc.ca)



First Nations Community well being index (2004)



Monitoring the Well-being of Veterans: A Veteran Well-being Surveillance Framework (2017)

The latter two are still around, yet were apparently not deemed appropriate to play the role of a broad

9. It’s 2021 and we still have persistent inequalities

quality of life (QoL) framework. The others turned into 404 pages with the changing of governments.
So what makes, or could make, the current eort dierent, better, or more likely to survive?

What’s been learned?

Contents

1

It is worthwhile noting that this is not the rst wellbeing measurement framework put together, at

1. Static skills are insufficient; lifelong training is essential; industrial transformations
lie ahead

While the stakes are enormous and the uncertainties bewildering, this crisis in some sense presents a
perfect example of the value of a life satisfaction framework which can integrate the expert priorities of
epidemiologists, macroeconomists, and others.
This document has some starting thoughts for reflection on wellbeing budgeting in the (post-)pandemic
context, but it is short on prescription.

Introduction

Under a life satisfaction lens, the purpose of educating children should be to produce happy children
and happy future adults, and to benefit society more broadly through spillover effects.
Moreover, investment in education does not stop with children. Research on a number of fronts,
including the science of happiness, gives us reason to expand and revise our investments in education.
The sections below link wellbeing interventions for primary school through to retirement. In all
cases, non-cognitive skills like understanding and managing emotions, goal-setting, building lasting
and positive relationships, empathy, love, ethics, problem-solving, management, leadership, child-rearing,
intimate relationships, mental hygiene, mental first-aid, and self-care play an important role.
The scope of the effort needed transcends jurisdictional boundaries.

- How to trade off among income, unemployment, mental health, physical health, public confidence,
and other factors? What price should we assign to loneliness?
- How to balance the wellbeing of different groups, including young and old, health workers and others?
- How to act in the face of uncertainty? and how to evaluate costs now and costs over the next decade?
- How to weigh death versus quality of life?

What’s been learned?

1

Costs in terms of wellbeing

2

Data

3

Death

3

We are social beings

Briefing note

(v. 2021-06-21. click here for latest version)

How can sustainability enter a
budgeting framework for human wellbeing?
Chris Barrington-Leigh
McGill University
August 2020

Chris.Barrington-LeighMcGill.ca
lifesatisfaction.ca
research.wellbeing.mcgill.ca

Introduction

What decisions confront governments when it comes to COVID-19?

The SDGs and their measurement framework are
a set of goals, like boxes to tick, with no intended
way to prioritize across them. Nevertheless, the
rush to create an index which combines all of
these goals presents policy makers with a dangerous temptation.
There is a tendency to create indices of
progress or wellbeing which combine multiple, disparate outcomes with entirely arbitrary
weights, leaving them indefensible upon scrutiny,
even after attracting initial public and political
attention. Worse, such indices often conflate,
i.e., add together, measures related to human
experience with measures related to ecological
limits. An example is the single (scalar) index
created to track the highly influential U.N. Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). It is a sum
of 100 numbers, all treated as equally important, which cover the disparate ideas captured
by the SDGs. De Neve and Sachs (2020) note
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SDGs
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Has COVID changed everything?
Opportunities and priorities in the pandemic and
recovery

Introduction

Desirable features
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Facing a choice of “the economy vs. the environment” is a poisonous false dichotomy. It is politically
divisive and represents a debilitating source of cognitive dissonance for the general public.
Framing our options as impossible choices is, naturally, immobilizing. Regardless of the true risks
we face, humans need a positive vision of the future to liberate our most proactive, creative, analytic,
empathetic, open, and pro-social selves.
Fortunately, insights about human wellbeing provide for future trajectories which are both positive
and feasible (Barrington-Leigh, 2017). Nevertheless, these potential benefits of a life satisfaction framing
can be lost when measures of progress take on conflicting goals, undermining our ability to advocate for
either wellbeing or sustainability.
A key challenge is that uncertainty about long term outcomes can overwhelm decision processes
in the short term. Calculating or articulating budget tradeoffs between near-term benefits
and the most uncertain (risky) and long-run outcomes is doomed to fail when it is not
possible to precisely quantify the latter side of the equation. Broaching such issues together prevents
productive resource allocation from happening in the present, largely by conflating objectives and dividing
supporters.
This note outlines some prominent approaches to conceptualize sustainable wellbeing and warns
against associated pitfalls. I advocate for keeping the notion of wellbeing, and its practical application,
separate from a rhetorical approach to ecological constraints. This framework focuses on promoting
the compelling objective of wellbeing, while separating out the most perplexing long-run
conundrums. More (non-technical) detail is available in a 20-page paper.

There may be new broad public awareness on issues such as:

Why life satisfaction?
What matters: People may generally have new
reflections on what matters most in life,
what was missing during the pandemic,
what is essential.
Disparities: suffering has varied based on traditional predictors of disadvantage. The following have been publicly highlighted: ability to distance at work; ability to work from
home; security of employment; pre-existing
health; access to healthcare; housing security; housing density; violence at home;

The “science of wellbeing” offers a way to compare costs and benefits across a wide variety of
domains and policy outcomes, creating synergies
across traditional policy silos (e.g., health, housing, education) and focusing attention and resources towards improving life, as it is actually
experienced subjectively by people.
How people experience wellbeing matters for
politicians: the level of life satisfaction going
into an election explains more of the vote
share for incumbent government parties than

traditional macroeconomic indicators like growth
rate, inflation, or unemployment. Low life satisfaction is associated with swings towards Republicans in the first Trump election and with
far-right voting in France.
Based on what is known about the determinants of life satisfaction, it seems feasible to
imagine a society with high life satisfaction but
which is running down the resources left for future generations. If government policy is to shift
towards an accountability to human wellbeing,
how do we incorporate ecological health and sustainability into our objectives?

1

