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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.

A steep, 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).

2005 2010 2015 2020 2025

6.25

6.50

6.75

7.00

7.25

7.50

7.75

Lif
e 

ev
al

ua
tio

n 
(C

an
tri

l l
ad

de
r, 

0–
10

)

15–29
30–44
45–59

60+

Figure 1: Mean life evaluations in
Canada by age group. The historical
“U-shape” in age has inverted: those
under 30, once the most satisfied
group, are now the least. (Gallup
World Poll microdata; weighted 3-year
centred rolling means; shading shows
the 95% confidence interval for the
15–29 group.)
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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., 2025a).

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., 2025a). 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 ladder 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).

Hope, 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.)
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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 15?

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.

• 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).

• 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).

• 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).
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Who, 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., 2025a).

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., 2025a).

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., 2025a).

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).
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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.
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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.
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Bottom line

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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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.

Desirable features

A pan-jurisdictional offering will offer (but not
impose) a shared menu of measurable indica-
tors, and lay the foundation for a common dis-
course across multiple traditional policy bound-
aries where commensurable measures of success
were difficult. Some good features include:

1. Separation of domains of experience (and
supports of wellbeing) from policy inter-

vention options

2. Ability of indicators of wellbeing to be ex-
pressed at different geographic scales

3. Peer comparability: some commonality in
measures across regions

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

5. Integration and synergy of accounting of
policy benefits across jurisdictions
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Introduction

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.
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SDGs

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 dan-
gerous 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 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. Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs). It is a sum
of 100 numbers, all treated as equally impor-
tant, 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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Introduction

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

- 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?

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.
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What’s been learned?

There may be new broad public awareness on is-
sues such as:

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 tradi-
tional predictors of disadvantage. The fol-
lowing have been publicly highlighted: abil-
ity to distance at work; ability to work from
home; security of employment; pre-existing
health; access to healthcare; housing se-
curity; housing density; violence at home;
health knowledge and practice; discrimina-
tion (esp Asian-looking people); household
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Introduction

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.

Why life satisfaction?

The “science of wellbeing” offers a way to com-
pare costs and benefits across a wide variety of
domains and policy outcomes, creating synergies
across traditional policy silos (e.g., health, hous-
ing, education) and focusing attention and re-
sources 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 sat-
isfaction is associated with swings towards Re-
publicans in the first Trump election and with
far-right voting in France.

Based on what is known about the deter-
minants of life satisfaction, it seems feasible to
imagine a society with high life satisfaction but
which is running down the resources left for fu-
ture generations. If government policy is to shift
towards an accountability to human wellbeing,
how do we incorporate ecological health and sus-
tainability into our objectives?

Briefing note (v. 2026-07-07. click here for latest version) 1

How does the science of wellbeing inform an
education strategy across the life course?

Chris Barrington-Leigh
McGill University

March 2021

Chris.Barrington-LeighMcGill.ca
lifesatisfaction.ca

research.wellbeing.mcgill.ca

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.

Contents

The world has changed 1
Does education matter? 1
Action for Happiness school toolkit 2
Positive Education 2
Other schooling initiatives 3
A community RCT 3
Across the life course 3
Conclusion 3

The world has changed

Why might we require a re-think about “educa-
tion” in Canada?

1. Static skills are insufficient; lifelong train-
ing is essential; industrial transformations
lie ahead

2. Policy objectives are shifting towards well-
being

3. Longer lifespan requires new life skills at
different stages (career progression; retire-
ment)

4. Value of social and emotional skills in work-
place: now better understood

5. Insights from science of happiness: e.g.,
value of social and emotional skills for well-
being, and the importance of the wellbeing
of those delivering services as well as the
recipients

6. Insights from epigenetics, neuroplasticity,
and intergenerational transmission

7. Appreciation of neurodiversity: benefits to
individuals and society from non-cognitive
skill training

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

9. It’s 2021 and we still have persistent in-
equalities

Does education matter for
wellbeing?

Most studies of education have focused on test
scores as the outcome, rather than wellbeing.
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Introduction

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 offer some feedback for the Ministry to consider.
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Previous efforts

It is worthwhile noting that this is not the first wellbeing measurement framework put together, at
considerable effort, by the Canadian federal government. For example, we have:

• Treasury Board of Canada, Quality of Life Indicators, 2004–2010

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

What is wellbeing? What is quality of life (QoL)? Canada’s federal Quality of Life Framework, and
numerous policy initiatives internationally, talk about wellbeing and quality of life as though there is
something new and specific which could guide policy. Are they talking about the same thing? Is this
more than rhetorical branding?

Wellbeing policy

Public policies aim to achieve specific goals, such as reducing traffic accidents, raising low family
incomes, or increasing the number of trained nurses. These policies represent choices on how a society
allocates resources to address important issues.

“Wellbeing policy” (or “wellbeing budgeting”) focuses on improving overall quality of human expe-
rience in a similarly grounded, evidence-driven sense. So far, formal implementations of frameworks
for wellbeing policy rely on self-reported (subjective) wellbeing as the overarching indicator or ultimate
empirical guide to the quality of life experience (Layard, 2006; Frijters, Clark, et al., 2020; UK Treasury,
2021).

What wellbeing is

The use of the term wellbeing has likely come into its recent prominence in policy circles as a result of
progress in the economics of happiness, which uses large datasets incorporating self-reported life satis-
faction to deduce what circumstances and choices lead to happy individuals, communities, workplaces,
and societies.

Appealing to people’s reported life satisfaction makes sure that our ideas about what is good for
humans are accountable to empirical experience.

Sometimes, the terms wellbeing and quality of life are used to refer to a collection of measurable
determinants of high life evaluation, alongside the evaluations themselves. Such an approach can deviate
from empirical accountability if experts or advocates impose their own beliefs about what are important
determinants.

But if the objective measures of the social, economic, environmental, and institutional factors (e.g.,
health, social connection, safety, income security, land and spiritual connection, and environmental
quality) that shape our lived experience are treated as empirically testable determinants, then including
them gives us a valuable dual definition. It combines subjective evaluation (how people feel about
their lives) with the observable determinants of those evaluations. In practice, life satisfaction provides
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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.

A steep, 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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Figure 1: Mean life evaluations in
Canada by age group. The historical
“U-shape” in age has inverted: those
under 30, once the most satisfied
group, are now the least. (Gallup
World Poll microdata; weighted 3-year
centred rolling means; shading shows
the 95% confidence interval for the
15–29 group.)
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