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Introduction

Young people in Canada report dramatically worse lives, less hope for the future, and worse mental
health than young Canadians did a decade ago. The decline is faster and larger than nearly any other
observed worldwide, and it is now the most conspicuous fact about wellbeing in Canada. This note
summarizes what has changed, for whom, and where; what the leading explanations are; and what the
evidence implies for policy and for Canada’s measurement systems. It covers both youth (15-30), for
whom the evidence is now abundant, and children under 15, for whom it is thinner but points the same
direction. Wellbeing is used as an umbrella term; life evaluation and life satisfaction refer to how people
rate their lives overall — typically on a 0-10 scale — and are sometimes called happiness for short.

.ep, broad, and unusual decline

Canada's fall in the World Happiness Report rankings — 6th in 2013, 15th in 2024, and 25th in 2026
— is largely a story about young people (Helliwell et al., 2024; Helliwell et al., 2026).  For most of
the history of wellbeing research, the relationship between age and life satisfaction in rich countries was
U-shaped: the young and the old reported the best lives, with a shallow “midlife crisis” in between.
In Canada that U-shape is gone. Since roughly 2010, and accelerating in the mid-2010s, the average
life evaluations of Canadians under 30 have fallen so far that the young are now the least satisfied age
group, while those over 60 have barely changed (Figure 1).
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The size of the change is striking. In Gallup World Poll data, the average life evaluation (on the
0-10 “Cantril ladder”) of Canadians under 30 fell from ~7.6 in 2006-2010 to ~6.4 in 2021-2023 (Huang
et al.,, 2025b). In a ranking of changes in happiness for under-25s across 136 countries, Canada is
among the 15 countries with the largest declines, in the company of countries in economic collapse or
near conflict zones (Helliwell et al., 2024; Helliwell et al., 2026).  Among young Canadians, the share
reporting very low life evaluations (0-4 on the ladder) tripled — from under 5% to over 14% — in the
decade to 2022-24, while the share reporting 9 or 10 fell by half (Huang et al., 20252a).

Because any single survey can mislead, it matters that the same picture emerges across instruments.
Six separately-themed waves of Canada’s General Social Survey show the same absolute and relative
decline of the young, on the same timing (Huang et al., 20252). The quarterly Canadian Social Survey
shows adults aged 25-34 with the lowest average life satisfaction of any age group, and declining fastest
since 2021. One caveat is genuine: the Canadian Community Health Survey's life satisfaction question
shows a much more modest youth decline than the Gallup /adder question, a divergence that may reflect
what the two wordings evoke — the ladder appears to prompt thoughts of material success and status
(Population Well-being Lab, 2024). However one weighs that nuance, the change in young Canadians'’
self-assessed mental health (below) is not subtle.

Three timing facts constrain any explanation. First, the decline began well before COVID-19, and
picked up speed around the mid-2010s. Second, it is led by Gen Z (born 1997+) but followed closely
by Millennials — this is not only about teenagers. Third, it appears with similar timing and size in
the United States, and in weaker form in other English-speaking countries, while most of the rest
of the world's youth have become happier over the same period (Huang et al., 2025a; Twenge and
Blanchflower, 2025; Helliwell et al., 2026).

I-Iope, loneliness, and mental health

Life satisfaction is not the only measure that has moved. Statistics Canada finds that hopefulness about
the future declined by ~15 percentage points among 15-29 year-olds between 2016 and 2021/2022 —
the largest drop of any age group (Statistics Canada, 2022; Statistics Canada, 2023).
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Figure 2: Life satisfaction, hopefulness, and loneliness by age group in Statistics Canada's quarterly Canadian Social
Survey, 2021-2025. Young adults 25-34 now report the lowest life satisfaction of any age group; 15-24
year-olds report the most loneliness and, with 25-34 year-olds, falling hope. (Annual means of quarterly
published estimates; StatCan tables 13-10-0844, 13-10-0848, 45-10-0049.)



Loneliness shows the inverse age gradient one might not expect: in 2021, nearly one in four Canadians
aged 15-24 said they always or often felt lonely, roughly twice the rate of middle-aged adults and more
than twice that of seniors (Statistics Canada, 2021). Globally, the share of young adults reporting that
they have no one to count on for help has grown 39% since 2006 (Helliwell et al., 2025).

Self-assessed mental health has deteriorated in parallel, and faster. The share of 15-29 year-olds
describing their mental health as “fair” or “poor” more than tripled between 2012 and 2022, from 6%
to 21% (Population Well-being Lab, 2024).  Among youth aged 12-17, the same measure more
than doubled between 2019 and 2023, from 12% to 26%, with teenage girls most affected (Statistics
Canada, 2024). While this self report could partly reflect rising mental-health literacy and willingness
to disclose, girls aged 15-19 are hospitalized for intentional self-harm at roughly four times the rate of
boys the same age, and suicide has remained the second leading cause of death for Canadians aged
15-34 (Public Health Agency of Canada, 2025).

These are distinct signals — an evaluative judgment of life, an expectation about the future, a social
experience, and a self-assessment of health — and they need not have moved together. That they all
point the same way for the same cohorts sounds a clear alarm for parents, teachers, policy makers,
community leaders and elected officials at all levels of government.

What about children under 157

Canada’s flagship wellbeing surveys start at age 15 (Canadian Social Survey) or 12 (CCHS), so the evi-
dence base for children is thinner, more intermittent, and more reliant on school-based and international
collections. What exists is not reassuring.

e The Health Behaviour in School-aged Children study (HBSC), which surveys 11-15 year-olds on
a standard protocol across ~44 countries including Canada, found declines in life satisfaction
and self-rated health between 2017/18 and 2021/22, concentrated among girls; girls report worse

mental wellbeing than boys on essentially every indicator, with the gap widening with age (Craig
et al., 2024).

e UNICEF's latest report card ranks Canada 19th of 36 wealthy countries on child wellbeing — far
below Canada’s rank in income — with the share of 15-year-olds reporting high life satisfaction
falling from 83% in 2010 to ~76% in 2022, and with roughly one in five children reporting frequent
bullying and loneliness at school (UNICEF, 2025).

e In the Canadian Health Survey on Children and Youth, parents report a deterioration between
2019 and 2023 in their children's mental health and in how much their children look forward to
school (Statistics Canada, 2024).

Two inferences follow. First, the deterioration is visible before age 15, which weighs against explana-
tions centred narrowly on labour or housing markets, and is consistent with those centred on school-age
social life. Second, Canada simply does not measure child wellbeing often enough, or consistently
enough, to track a crisis in real time; guidance for doing better exists (OECD, 2021). Notably, Canada
declined to collect the life satisfaction and digital-activity modules of PISA 2022 that 47 other countries
fielded, leaving Canadian 15-year-olds out of the best current international evidence linking wellbeing
to internet use (Helliwell et al., 2026).



-and where?

The decline among young Canadians is remarkably broad-based, which itself is informative:

Gender: Young women report more loneliness and worse mental health — but the declines in life
evaluations are similar for young men and women (Huang et al., 20252).

Income and education: Declines appear in every income level and among those with and without
university degrees. Unlike in the United States, middle-income young people in Canada have
nevertheless retained a wellbeing advantage over their lower-income peers (Huang et al., 20252a).

Region: All five surveyed Canadian regions declined (the territories are not separately surveyed in these
data). Regions that started happiest — the Atlantic and the Prairies — fell hardest, erasing their
former advantage (Huang et al., 20252).

The Quebec exception: Since 2008, young people in Quebec have reported higher life satisfaction
than their peers in the rest of Canada, and life satisfaction has declined less in Quebec (Figure 3);
the youth—adult wellbeing gap is also several times smaller there. Trends for Quebec anglophones
resemble the rest of Canada, suggesting that language and its cultural or media environment —
not provincial policy alone — carries much of the protective effect (Population Well-being Lab,
2024; Helliwell et al., 2026).  Quebec's earlier convergence to the top of Canada’s wellbeing
distribution has a longer history (Barrington-Leigh, 2013).
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Figure 3: Mean life evaluations of 15-29 year-olds in Quebec and in the rest of Canada, from Gallup World Poll
microdata (weighted 3-year centred rolling means, with 95% confidence bands; Quebec is identifiable in these data from
2008).



Candidate explanations

No single cause has been established, but the evidence now constrains the candidates usefully.

Smartphones and social media. The timing (inflection in the early-to-mid 2010s, when smart-

phones and algorithmic feeds saturated teen life), the age profile, and the international pattern
all fit (Haidt, 2024; Haidt and Rausch, 2026). In PISA data across 47 countries, life satisfaction
of 15-year-olds is lower at high rates of social media use, gaming, and aimless browsing — while
communication, news, and learning uses of the internet associate with higher satisfaction (Helli-
well et al., 2026). Yet patterns of internet use are strikingly similar across countries, while the
wellbeing declines are not: the harms concentrate in English-speaking countries, and above all in
North America. Content, language, and culture — not screen time alone — seem to be part of
the story, a reading reinforced by the francophone-Quebec exception. Caution is also warranted
in translating this evidence into regulation (Lloyd-Hurwitz and Przybylski, 2026).

Economic insecurity. Young people’s reports of being unable to afford food or shelter have more than

doubled over two decades; they are now the age group most pessimistic about the job market,
reversing the pre-2015 pattern; and perceptions of housing affordability have collapsed. Careful
accounting attributes roughly half of young adults’ decline in life evaluations from 2005-14 to
2023-25 to such economic stressors (Huang and Helliwell, 2026).  Economic strain does not
seem to be the whole story — the decline appears in every income level, began before the run-up
in living costs that took hold from 2021 onward, and shows up in 11-15 year-olds — but rising
living costs are likely a major amplifier of the decline specifically among young adults.

Eroding social connection. Loneliness, dining alone, and lacking someone to count on have all

risen fastest among young people (Helliwell et al., 2025).  Social connection is among the
strongest known determinants of life satisfaction, and in student data, school belonging predicts
life satisfaction several times more strongly than social media use does (Helliwell et al., 2026).
Declining social connection is plausibly both a channel through which other causes operate and
a cause in its own right.

COVID-19. The pandemic measurably worsened youth mental health and loneliness, and some mea-

sures date their sharpest moves to 2020-22. But every major multi-year survey shows the decline
was already established well before 2020; COVID deepened a trend it did not start (Huang et al.,
2025a).

Changing standards, or changing lives? The divergence between the (largely stable) CCHS satis-

faction series and the (falling) ladder series raises the possibility that part of the decline reflects
shifting aspirations or interpretations rather than worsening conditions (Population Well-being
Lab, 2024).  Even so, the rising share of young Canadians reporting very low life evaluations
(noted above), together with rising self-assessed mental illness, loneliness, and self-harm, are not
artifacts of question wording.



Implications for policy

Treat this as a first-order wellbeing problem. By the scale of its impact on lived experi-
ence, the decline in young Canadians’ wellbeing ranks with the largest problems any Canadian
government faces. A wellbeing lens makes that comparison explicit and quantitative (Sanmartin
et al., 2021; Frijters and Krekel, 2021).

Invest in belonging where young people already are. The strongest single lever in the
international student data is school belonging and connection — larger in its association with life
satisfaction than social media use is, and directly amenable to school policy and program design
(Helliwell et al., 2026).

Address the economic squeeze on young adults — housing costs, income insecurity, and
labour-market entry — as wellbeing policy, not only as macroeconomic policy (Huang and Helli-
well, 2026).

Regulate platforms with evidence and humility. Age-appropriate design, limits in schools,
and algorithmic transparency have momentum internationally; the evidence supports acting on
adolescent exposure while being honest that population-level causal estimates remain contested
(Haidt and Rausch, 2026; Lloyd-Hurwitz and Przybylski, 2026).

Learn from Quebec. A natural experiment inside our own borders — with the same federal
policy, similar economies, and sharply different youth trajectories — deserves focused research
attention before the gap closes.

Apply knowledge on wellbeing. Without waiting to untangle the multiple causes of the
decline, an appropriate response is to apply all we know about improving wellbeing through
policy, especially for the young, to put the brakes on the collapse in wellbeing — and to turn it
around.

Implications for measurement

Measure children. Canada has no regular, official subjective-wellbeing measurement below age
15 (12 for some CCHS content), and we opted out of the PISA wellbeing module. Extend-
ing validated child-appropriate measures (OECD, 2021) into regular collection — and rejoining
international modules — would close the largest blind spot.

Protect comparability. Question order and mode changes have repeatedly broken Canada's life
satisfaction time series at exactly the moments we most needed continuity; adherence to standing
guidelines (OECD, 2013; OECD, 2025) on placing evaluative questions early would prevent this.

Field both evaluative wordings. The divergence between “ladder” and “satisfaction” measures
among young Canadians is scientifically important; asking both in one survey would resolve what
each is capturing (Population Well-being Lab, 2024).

Report by age, by default. National averages hid this decline for years. Quality of Life
Framework indicators should be published disaggregated by age group as a matter of course.



The evidence that young Canadians’ wellbeing has fallen — absolutely, relative to their elders, relative to
their own predecessors, and relative to youth in most of the world — is now established across surveys,
measures, and research groups. The decline started around the early 2010s, spared no region or income
level, extends down at least to age 11, and is echoed in hope, loneliness, mental health, and self-harm.
Its causes are not fully settled, but its priority for policy does not depend on settling them: on any

accounting in which lived experience matters, this should be one of the highest wellbeing priorities in
Canada.
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