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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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a unifying metric, while domain-specific indicators help diagnose what is driving it and where policy
can act.

Wellbeing is therefore not a vague or purely normative concept. It is empirically measurable,
policy-relevant, and comparable across populations, enabling governments to assess trade-offs
and prioritize interventions based on their impact on people’s lives.

What wellbeing is not

Wellbeing and quality of life must be distinguished from adjacent policy frameworks that use similar
language but differ in purpose and method. It is:

Not a relabeling of “social determinants of health” frameworks: While there is overlap in
determinants (e.g., income, housing, education), wellbeing policy is not anchored in health out-
comes or sector-specific mandates. Its distinguishing feature is the use of a common outcome
metric (such as life satisfaction) to quantify and compare the marginal impact of policies across
domains, rather than treating domains as intrinsically or normatively prioritized. Moreover, the
importance of a given determinant for preventing morbidity is not the same as its importance for
promoting people’s cognitive evaluations of their lives, overall.

Not a dimension of health, nor of mental illness: Wellbeing is not intrinsically focused on
prevention, nor is it measured by suffering; its roots are in positive psychology. Wellbeing policy
does not feature an intrinsic focus on disadvantaged groups nor on the ill. Instead, appropriate
emphasis arises naturally in policy based on the efficacy of interventions in improving lives. From
the point of view of life satisfaction cost-benefit frameworks, the only reason health matters is the
degree to which it improves mental experience, accounted in wellbeing-years (Frijters and Krekel,
2021).

Not a values-first “wellbeing economy” agenda: Wellbeing policy does not begin from an agenda
of predefined mechanisms, such as righting specific wrongs, advocating for worker ownership,
rhetorically blaming capitalism, or other normative objectives, nor can it begin from vague rhetoric
around healthy ecosystems. Specific economic and social policies may emerge as priorities where
they demonstrably improve people’s lives, but they are evaluated instrumentally, based on their
empirically estimated effects on wellbeing, rather than asserted as ends in themselves. Where
evidence on wellbeing cannot in principle guide policy, other conceptual rationale are necessary.

Not reducible to happiness in a narrow sense: Wellbeing is not simply momentary pleasure or
positive affect; it reflects a broader evaluation of life as a whole.

Not paternalistic preference-setting: The aim is not for governments to define the “good life,”
but to use population-level evidence to identify the conditions under which people tend to report
better lives.

Not a sufficient measure for sustainability: Using evidence on the determinants of wellbeing is
a wholly insufficient approach to managing risks of long-run or complex threats to ecological (or
other) sustainability. Cost-benefit tradeoffs for long-run, complex outcomes cannot be calculated
with the same precision as investments and policies with payoffs in the near future or to the current
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generation. Therefore, another rationale is needed to address sustainability policy (Barrington-
Leigh, 2021).

In short, wellbeing is best understood as an outcome space — how people’s lives go — op-
erationalized through measurement and causal inference, rather than a branding of existing sectoral
frameworks or a vehicle for advancing predetermined policy goals.

Conceptual foundations

In the economics of happiness, wellbeing is typically defined as individuals’ self-reported life satisfaction
— a global assessment of one’s life as a whole. These assessments are carried out using a single survey
question, usually a close variation of the OECD (2025) guideline: “Overall, how satisfied are you
with life as a whole these days, on a scale from 0 to 10?” Decades of empirical work show that
these measures are:

• Informative: They capture aspects of welfare not reflected in income or consumption (e.g.,
mental health, social relationships, security).

• Comparable: Responses are sufficiently stable and comparable across groups to support policy
inference.

• Policy-relevant: They respond predictably to changes, e.g., in employment, health, environment,
governance, and inequality.

Intervention experiments, natural experiments, and statistical inference about differences and changes
in life conditions comprise the evidence base of the economics of happiness. This evidence informs sys-
tems of cost/benefit (or “cost/wellbeing”) analysis that quantitatively predict return on investment for
different policies — i.e., how wellbeing will change, and for whom, across the population.

This measurement and evaluation approach is used across countries and cultures around the world,
and accommodates cultural variation in the determinants of wellbeing. For instance, measures of
social connection appear to be universally strong predictors of life satisfaction around the world, while
connection to land and ecology and more generally measures of cultural continuity loom larger in some
cultures, notably many Indigenous populations.

From the economist’s point of view, collective wellbeing is nothing more than the distribution (or
collection) of individuals’ wellbeing, since only individuals experience life. This is true even though many
of the determinants of individual wellbeing are collective circumstances and community attributes.
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The Canadian approach

“Wellbeing policy” refers to a systematic approach to public
decision-making that evaluates success not only by economic
outcomes, but by how people’s lives are actually going. In
Canada, this approach is operationalized through the federal
Quality of Life (QoL) Framework (Sanmartin et al., 2021),
which integrates evidence on subjective wellbeing — including
life satisfaction — with a broader dashboard of social, eco-
nomic, environmental, and institutional indicators. Canada’s
QoL Framework reflects a hybrid model:

1. A unifying outcome: Life satisfaction serves as a central, or overarching, indicator, along with
sense of meaning and purpose, and future outlook. This “umbrella measure”, provides an empirical
anchor for assessing whether policies improve people’s lived experience or, more proximally, allows
the factors contributing to, or detracting from, well-being to be identified (Sanmartin et al., 2021).

2. A multidimensional dashboard: Indicators are grouped into five domains (prosperity, health,
environment, society, good governance). These indicators are “evergreen”, in that they may
evolve as evidence about what matters evolves. They provide a bridge between objective policy
outcomes and the summary indicator, and they align with both capabilities- and determinants-
based perspectives.

3. Distribution and sustainability: The framework leaves the complex questions of distribution
and of sustainability out of the discrete set of indicators, since these rightly belong as cross-cutting
lenses.

4. Integration into policy processes: Departments are expected to assess how proposals affect
QoL indicators. Budgeting and reporting increasingly reference these metrics.

Two starting points for information about the federal framework are available from
the Treasury Board Secretariat and at the Statistcs Canada’s Quality of Life Hub.

What makes a policy a “wellbeing policy”?

A policy qualifies as “wellbeing-oriented” if it:

• Targets outcomes that matter for people’s lived experience, not just economic aggregates.

• Uses causal evidence (including from life satisfaction data) to prioritize interventions with the
largest impact on wellbeing.

• Accounts for trade-offs across domains and across groups.

• Tracks results using a coherent measurement system, including both subjective and objective
indicators.

https://www.canada.ca/en/government/system/government-wide-reporting-spending-operations/government-spending/quality-life-framework-canada.html
https://www.statcan.gc.ca/hub-carrefour/quality-life-qualite-vie/index-eng.htm
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In practice, this shifts policy appraisal from “How does this affect one or two narrow outcomes?” to
“How does this affect people’s lives, and for whom?”

Role of life satisfaction

Even in a dashboard framework, life satisfaction plays a distinctive role:

• It provides a common unit for comparing disparate outcomes (e.g., unemployment vs. air pollu-
tion).

• It enables cost-effectiveness analysis in wellbeing terms, informing resource allocation.

• It serves as a validation tool: if improvements in indicators do not translate into higher life
satisfaction, policy assumptions may need revisiting.

• Its centrality in a framework also plays a communication role, succinctly signaling that govern-
ments are charged ultimately with improving lives.

Key implications for decision-making

• Prioritization: Evidence consistently shows large wellbeing gains from improving mental health,
reducing unemployment, strengthening social connections, and enhancing trust in institutions —
often exceeding gains from marginal income growth.

• Prevention and early intervention: Policies that reduce downstream harms (e.g., chronic
illness, social isolation) yield high wellbeing returns.

• Equity focus: Wellbeing policy is inherently distribution-sensitive; improving outcomes for the
worst-off often produces the largest aggregate gains.

• Rat-race economics: Growth in some kinds of conspicuous consumption can have a negative
effect on wellbeing by fueling zero-sum status races, redirecting productive energy away from
investments in social connections and collective progress. Cost-effective investment in public
goods, by contrast, often affects everyone positively.

Bottom line

“Wellbeing policy” in Canada is best understood as an evidence-based, multidimensional approach to
governing for how people’s lives go, anchored by life satisfaction research. It complements traditional
economic metrics with a richer account of human welfare, and embeds that account into budgeting,
policy design, and evaluation.
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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.

Contents

SDGs 1

Urbanism 2

Poverty Reduction Strategy 2

Loneliness & Vivre Ensemble 3

GBA+ 3

Equity 3

National Housing Strategy 3

Net-Zero Carbon Strategy 4

Health in all Policies 5

Truth and Reconciliation 5

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.

Contents

What’s been learned? 1

Costs in terms of wellbeing 2

Data 3

Death 3

We are social beings 3

Non-cognitive skills 3

Decisions: recovery 4

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?
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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.

Contents

Previous efforts 1
Why this one may last 2
Limitations 2
Distributions 3
The environment 3
Disaggregation 4
SWB and cost-benefit 5
“Overall quality of life” 5
Measurement 5
Capitals and dynamics and policy 6
Minor details 6
Conclusion 6

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

https://wellbeing.research.mcgill.ca/publications/Barrington-Leigh-POLICYBRIEF2020-panjurisdictional-SWB.pdf
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