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I. Introduction 
The role of wellbeing within the field of 

economics has received increased attention to 

the extent that it has been referred to as a 

distinct subfield.1 Whilst the exact parameters 

 
1 Dalziel, Paul, and Trudi Cameron. “Well-Being 
Economics.” Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Global 
Public Health, 2021. 

of wellbeing economics are not yet defined, 

this study finds wellbeing economics 

consistently understood as economic theory 

and policy with a primary objective of 

wellbeing.2 Empirically, this is premised upon 

2 McGregor, J Allister, and Nicky Pouw. “Towards an 
Economics of Well-Being.” Cambridge Journal of 
Economics, vol. 41, no. 4, 2017, pp. 1123-1142; Cylus, 
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Wellbeing economics has emerged in economics literature in recent years, 

gaining attention in climate economics due to the need for economic policy 

intervention to address climate change. New Zealand (in Māori, Aotearoa) 

was internationally recognised as a first mover by implementing wellbeing 

as the key objective of the country’s national budget in 2019. This study first 

undertakes a semi-systematic literature review to identify two distinct 

paradigms in wellbeing economics, namely wellbeing economics policy 

practice (WEPP) and the wellbeing economy vision (WEV). This research 

then examines the extent to which the WEV concept is present in New 

Zealand’s budget framework. Through a thematic analysis of primary and 

secondary interview and document data from key stakeholders, this research 

finds that WEV is only present on the margins of the framework’s policy 

implementation. The budget system is dominated by a WEPP view. While 

there is evidence of movement toward WEV over time, this is not attributed 

to institutional or academic literature, but to the strong influence of the 

Māori worldview on governance in New Zealand. The study identifies a gap 

between vision and implementation in wellbeing economics, supporting the 

need for further research on wellbeing frameworks as they relate to policy 

intervention. 
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the use of a wider set of indicators besides 

gross domestic product (GDP) growth to 

measure economic progress.3 This is due to 

multiple factors, including growing evidence 

of GDP’s ineffectiveness as a wellbeing 

measure; data has indeed shown a lack of 

correlation between GDP growth and 

wellbeing beyond a certain threshold.4 Whilst 

wellbeing economics was born out of the 

argument that growth and wellbeing are not 

synonymous concepts,5 wellbeing frameworks 

have re-emerged in recent years as a climate 

solution due to the centrality of sustainable 

resource use and socioecological wellbeing in 

their more recent applications.6 

 

Wellbeing economics is still a developing field 

of inquiry and is characterised by 

disagreements in practice.7 As such, the aims 

of this research are twofold. First, this article 

undertakes a comprehensive review of the 

literature to better synthesise the field of 

wellbeing economics, resulting in the 

identification of two distinct 

conceptualisations. Then, the bulk of the 

research explores the topic area, testing the 

two theories identified and the links between 

them through a case study cited as an example 

of both. This design was deemed most 

effective for developing a novel subject 

through its ability to address both literature 

synthesis and topic exploration in policy 

practice.8 

 

A. Two Interpretations 

The literature review undertaken in this study 

identifies that despite interchangeable 

terminology use, two distinct approaches to 

wellbeing economics have emerged at varying 

 
Jonathan, and Peter Smith. “The Economy of Wellbeing: 

What Is It and What Are the Implications for Health?” 
British Medical Journal, vol. 369, 2020. 
3 Stiglitz, Joseph, et al. Beyond GDP: Measuring What 
Counts for Economic and Social Performance. OECD, 2018. 
4 Kubiszewski, Ida, et al. “Beyond GDP: Measuring and 

Achieving Global Genuine Progress.” Ecological 
Economics, vol. 93, 2013, pp. 57-68; Easterlin, Richard. 
“Does Economic Growth Improve the Human Lot? Some 

Empirical Evidence.” Nations and Households in 
Economic Growth, pp. 89-125. 
5 Costanza, Robert, et al. “Development: Time to Leave 

GDP Behind.” Nature, vol. 505, no. 7483, 2014, pp. 283-

levels of departure from traditional economic 

policy: 

 

1) Wellbeing economics policy practice 

(WEPP): understood throughout this 

article as economic policy maximising 

human wellbeing within a growth-centred 

paradigm; institutionally facilitated by the 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation 

and Development (OECD). 

 

2) Wellbeing economy vision (WEV): 

understood in this paper as economic 

policy with the primary objective of 

socioecological wellbeing; institutionally 

facilitated by the Wellbeing Economy 

Alliance (WEAll). 

 

These two approaches are developed in the 

literature review and tested throughout the 

study. A simplified conceptual map is provided 

in Figure 1, below, with WEPP’s conceptual 

positionality being closer to traditional 

economic policy than that of WEV. 

 

In identifying these two interpretations of 

wellbeing economics, this study highlights a 

gap in assessment of their application in 

policy. This is exacerbated by the fact that 

wellbeing is often used as an umbrella term 

regardless of theoretical underpinnings. 

Notably, a group of countries has been 

identified in the literature as first movers in 

wellbeing economics due to their 

implementation of wellbeing monitoring 

frameworks.9 These have been widely cited by 

both the OECD and WEAll, in addition to 

academic literature, as facilitating a policy 

85; Ward, James, et al. “Is Decoupling GDP Growth From 

Environmental Impact Possible?” PLoS ONE, vol. 11, no. 
10, 2016, e0164733. 
6 Wellbeing Economy Alliance, 2022. 
7 Waddock, Sandra. “Wellbeing Economics Narratives for 
a Sustainable Future.” Humanistic Management Journal, 

vol. 6, no. 2, 2021, pp. 151-67. 
8 Schwab, Simon, and Leonhard Held. “Different Worlds 
Confirmatory Versus Exploratory Research.” 

Significance, vol. 17, no. 2, 2020, pp. 8-9. 
9 Exton, Carrie, and Michal Shinwell. “Policy Use of Well-
Being Metrics: Describing Countries’ Experiences.” 

OECD, 2018. 
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transition to wellbeing economics.10 Given the 

difference in these two theories regarding 

defining wellbeing economics, however, this 

study aims to investigate the extent to which 

each interpretation is actually present on the 

ground. 

 

New Zealand was identified as the best case 

study for analysis due to reference as the most 

advanced implementation of wellbeing 

economics by both streams of thought.11 This 

is because New Zealand implemented a 

wellbeing vision as the objective of the 

country’s Budget framework in 2019,12 making 

New Zealand the first OECD country to 

allocate public expenditure against a 

wellbeing objective. 

 

While both WEPP and WEV are referenced as 

present in the framework, it is expected that a 

policy practice view would be further 

implemented in the budget policy framework 

than a more visionary conceptualisation. 

Therefore, the research question addressed by 

this study is shown below: 

 

To what extent is the wellbeing economy vision 

reflected in the practice of wellbeing economics 

operationalised in New Zealand’s Budget 

framework? 

 

This study sets out a series of objectives in 

answering the research question: 

 

1) Conducting a comprehensive literature 

review of wellbeing economics to better 

synthesise the field, presented in Section 

II. 

 

2) Providing background information for the 

case study, including how it relates to the 

 
10 Trebeck, Katherine. “A Wellbeing Economy Agenda to 
Help Shape the Post-Coronavirus Economy.” Eurohealth, 
vol. 26, no. 3, Jan. 2020, pp. 6-9; Fioramonti, Lorenzo, et 

al. “Wellbeing Economy: An Effective Paradigm to 
Mainstream Post-growth Policies?” Ecological Economics, 
vol. 192, 2021, 107261. 
11 Dalziel, Paul. “Wellbeing Economics in Public Policy: A 
Distinctive Australasian Contribution?” The Economic 
and Labour Relations Review, vol. 30, no. 4, 2019, pp. 

478-97; Wellbeing Economy Alliance (n 6) supra. 

approaches identified. This is presented in 

Section III. 

 

3) Selecting an effective research design to 

analyse the extent of WEV’s presence in 

the Budget framework. This consists of a 

thematic analysis spanning across 

primary interviews, secondary interview 

data and secondary document data, and is 

presented in Section IV. 

 

4) Analysing the extent of WEV’s presence in 

the Budget framework across the themes 

identified from the data, identifying areas 

of alignment and misalignment between 

stakeholder views. This is presented in 

Section V. 

 

5) Discussing the results in relation to the 

original conceptualisations identified and 

existing literature, drawing lessons and 

identifying areas for future research and 

policy direction. This is presented in 

Section VI. 

 

6) Concluding the study with a summary of 

key components, a reflection on 

limitations and an outlook for future work, 

to be found in Section VII. 

 

II. Literature Review 
A. Wider Environmental Context 

The scale of environmental crises present 

today is broadly accepted as unprecedented.13 

Climate change is perhaps the most 

acknowledged, but not the only existential 

challenge:14 Rockstrom et al. have 

demonstrated significantly worse breaches of 

a ‘safe operating space for humanity’ in 

planetary boundaries for biodiversity loss and 

disruption to the nitrogen cycle (see Figure 

2).15 

12 Anderson, Michael, and Elias Mossialos. “Beyond Gross 
Domestic Product for New Zealand’s Wellbeing Budget.” 
The Lancet, vol. 4, no. 7, pp. E320-E321. 
13 Annual Report 2021. UN Environment Programme, 
2021. 
14 ibid. 
15 Rockström, Johan, et al. “Planetary Boundaries: 
Exploring the Safe Operating Space for Humanity.” 
Ecology and Society, vol. 14, no. 2, 2009, pp. 472–475. 
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These concerns have increasingly brought the 

environment to the forefront of economic 

policy decision-making,16 as environmental 

degradation is closely linked to expanding 

economic activity.17 Growing resource use, 

exacerbated by a growing global middle class 

and correspondingly rising production and 

consumption patterns, is projected to further 

double the human footprint on the planet by 

mid-century.18 This is expected to cause 

socioenvironmental catastrophe under a 

business-as-usual scenario (Figure 3).19 

 

Various economic policy mechanisms have 

been employed in an attempt to address these 

challenges, most notably decoupling economic 

growth from resource intensity.20 However, 

green economic policy has been criticised on 

the grounds of infeasibility,21 especially 

surrounding gaps in the ability to achieve the 

absolute decoupling necessary to meet 

environmental targets.22 As it is widely 

acknowledged that this decade is crucial in 

preventing the worst impacts of climate 

change and biodiversity loss, among other 

environmental issues,23 gaps in available 

solutions highlight potential benefits for the 

field of climate economics from increased 

understanding of and the exploration of the 

feasibility of innovative solutions.24 

 
16 Rajamani, Lavanya, and Jacqueline Peel. The Oxford 

Handbook of International Environmental Law. Oxford 
University Press, 2021. 
17 ibid; Hoekstra, Arjen, and Thomas Wiedmann. 

“Humanity’s Unsustainable Environmental Footprint.” 
Science, vol. 344, no. 6188, pp.1114-1117. 
18 Global Material Resources Outlook to 2060. OECD, 

2019. 
19 Assessing Global Resource Use, UN Environment 
Programme, 2017. 
20 ibid. 
21 Parrique, Timothée. “From Green Growth to 
Degrowth.” Global Policy, 2021; Semertzidis, Theodoros. 

“Circular Economy: From Panacea for Sustainability to 
Conceptual and Resource Realities.” The Impossibilities 

of the Circular Economy: Separating Aspirations from 
Reality, edited by Harry Lehmann et al., Routledge / 
Taylor & Francis, 2022. 
22 Haberl, Helmut, et al. “A Systematic Review of the 
Evidence on Decoupling of GDP, Resource Use and GHG 
Emissions, Part II: Synthesising the Insights.” 

Environmental Research Letters, vol. 15, no. 6, 2020; 
Ward, James, et al. “Is Decoupling GDP Growth From 
Environmental Impact Possible?” PLoS ONE, vol. 11, no. 

10, 2016, e0164733. 

B. Development of Wellbeing Economics 

Wellbeing economics is one such innovation, 

encouraging an expansion of the economic 

indicators prioritised in policy 

implementation.25 The subfield emerged from 

literature following the 2008 Financial Crisis 

critiquing existing definitions of economic 

progress.26 Sen, Stiglitz and Fitoussi argued in 

a high-profile report that the use of GDP as a 

wellbeing measure was misplaced, instead 

recommending the development of alternative 

indicators for measuring wellbeing.27 This 

catalysed the creation of the Better Life Index 

in 2011, a wellbeing monitoring framework 

that set the foundation for the development of 

wellbeing economics at the OECD.28 The OECD 

is an international organisation comprising 38 

primarily high-income member countries 

committed to democracy and increasing 

economic trade.29 

 

The Better Life Index has gained significant 

traction amongst OECD members, but the 

roots of wellbeing indicators had already been 

established in earlier research.30 GDP has been 

criticised for its ineffectiveness in measuring 

wellbeing since its inception in the 1930s, as it 

had originally only been intended as a 

production measure.31 Complementary 

indicators have been developed for decades, 

23 Sixth Assessment Report: Impacts, Adaptation and 

Vulnerability. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC), 2022. 
24 Millward-Hopkins, Joel, et al. “Providing Decent Living 

With Minimum Energy: A Global Scenario.” Global 
Environmental Change, vol. 65, 2020, 102168; Costanza, 
Robert, et al. Sustainable Wellbeing Futures: A Research 

and Action Agenda for Ecological Economics. Edward 
Elgar Publishing, 2020. 
25 Dalziel, Paul, and Caroline Saunders. “Wellbeing 

Economics: A Policy Framework for New Zealand.” New 
Zealand Sociology, vol. 30, no. 3, 2015, pp. 8; Coscieme, 
Luca, et al. “Overcoming the Myths of Mainstream 

Economics to Enable a New Wellbeing Economy.” 
Sustainability, vol. 11, no. 16, 2019, pp. 1-17. 
26 Harari, Daniel, et al. “Wellbeing Economy Approach to 
Meeting Climate Goals.” House of Commons Library, 
2021. 
27 Stiglitz, Joseph, et al. “Report by the Commission on 
the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social 
Progress.” European Commission, 2009. 
28 Harari et al. (n 26) supra. 
29 New Zealand Economic Survey. OECD, 2022. 
30 Exton & Shinwell (n 9) supra. 
31 Costanza et al. (n 5) supra. 
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including the Genuine Progress Indicator 

(GPI), the Human Development Index (HDI) 

and Green GDP, among others.32 What changed 

following the Sen-Stiglitz-Fitoussi report, 

however, was increased policy attention to the 

potential relevance of these indicators in 

addressing modern economic policy 

challenges.33 

 

The Wellbeing Economy Governments 

Partnership (WEGo) was founded in 2018 to 

enable collaboration and information-sharing 

between countries active in the development 

of wellbeing economics.34 Founding members 

included New Zealand, Iceland, Scotland and 

Wales; Finland and Canada have since joined 

the group.35 WEGo is affiliated with the 

Wellbeing Economy Alliance (WEAll), a 

membership organisation with a mission of 

assisting a policy transition toward wellbeing 

economics.36 These are supplemented by a 

variety of other initiatives active in the 

institutional development of the field.37 

 

Modern wellbeing economics draws on a 

diverse input of academic literature, spanning 

across economics, environmental science, 

sociology, public health, international 

development, and psychology, among other 

fields. Fioramonti et al. have noted the 

positive aspect of this interdisciplinarity: 

namely, diverse engagement with and 

universal appeal associated with the wellbeing 

concept.38 However, Birkjaer and 

Gamerdinger have identified the associated 

downside, namely that wellbeing economics 

lacks “a common language”.39 

 
32 Van den Bergh, Jeroen, and Miklós Antal. “Evaluating 
Alternatives to GDP as Measures of Social Welfare / 

Progress.” WWW for Europe, 2014. 
33 Harari et al. (n 26) supra. 
34 Wellbeing Economy Governments Partnership, 2022. 
35 ibid. 
36 Wellbeing Economy Alliance (n 6) supra. 
37 Waddock (n 7) supra. 
38 Fioramonti et al. (n 10) supra. 
39 Birkjær, Michael, and Alexander Gamerdinger. 

“Towards a Nordic Wellbeing Economy.” The Happiness 
Research Institute, 2021. 
40 Wellbeing Budgets and the Environment: A Promised 

Land? New Zealand Parliamentary Commissioner for the 
Environment, 2021; Cylus & Smith (n 2) supra. 

This is exacerbated by the fact that wellbeing 

as a concept has been “difficult to define and 

even harder to measure”.40 Wellbeing is 

differentiated from welfare as traditionally 

discussed in economics, and understood as a 

broader and beyond-material concept.41 It is 

influenced by factors such as health, social 

connection and environmental sustainability, 

none of which can effectively be measured in 

GDP terms.42 King et al.’s review found that 

wellbeing is most commonly and effectively 

assessed through a combination of objective 

data (e.g., life expectancy) and subjective 

survey data (e.g., self-reported life 

satisfaction).43 However, Shrivastava and 

Zsolnai note the importance of understanding 

and measuring wellbeing not only as a human, 

but as a socioecological phenomenon.44 This is 

due to the foundational nature of the 

environment to human wellbeing, especially 

relevant in the context of climate change and 

other modern environmental crises.45 

 

How the relationship of the environment to 

wellbeing is understood has huge implications 

for the ways in which a wellbeing objective is 

implemented in economic policy. Through 

analysis of literature in this field, this study 

identifies two primary conceptualisations 

within modern wellbeing economics. These 

can broadly be understood as the spheres of 

vision and practice. 

 

C. Literature Review Approach 

A semi-systematic literature review approach 

was employed in this study to synthesise the 

different components of the field and enable 

41 Costanza, Robert. “Ecological Economics in 2049: 
Getting Beyond the Argument Culture to the World We 

All Want.” Ecological Economics, vol. 168, 2019, 106484. 
42 ibid. 
43 King, Megan, et al. “The Concept, Dimensions and 

Assessment of Human Well-Being within a 
Socioecological Context: A Literature Review.” Social 

Indicators Research, vol. 116, 2013, pp. 681-698. 
44 Shrivastava, Paul, and Laszlo Zsolnai. “Wellbeing-
Oriented Organisations: Connecting Human Flourishing 

with Ecological Regeneration.” Business Ethics, The 
Environment and Responsibility, vol. 31, no. 2, 2022, pp. 
386-397. 
45 Sandifer, Paul, et al. “Exploring Connections among 
Nature, Biodiversity, Ecosystem Services, and Human 
Health and Well-Being.” Ecosystem Services, vol. 12, 

2015, pp. 1-15. 
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further analysis.46 This consisted of a 

traditional keyword search across academic 

engines in addition to institutional and media 

sources, followed by a systematic analysis of 

definitions, key principles and academic 

origins, as well as proposed policy 

instruments and measurement indicators. 

This approach identified the emergence of two 

key conceptualisations, wellbeing economics 

policy practice (WEPP) and the wellbeing 

economy vision (WEV). WEPP and WEV share 

the main principles of wellbeing economics 

outlined earlier but are shown to 

operationalise these in different ways. 

 

Given the prevalence of institutional literature 

in the field, key ‘hubs’ were identified in the 

formation of knowledge in each of these two 

areas. These were the OECD and WEAll, 

respectively. The interface between these 

organisations and their associated 

interpretations of wellbeing economics is 

explored throughout this paper (see Figure 4). 

 

D. Wellbeing Economics Policy Practice (WEPP) 

The WEPP conceptualisation shares close links 

with economic literature and especially that of 

sustainable development.47 A sample of 

definitions of wellbeing economics from WEPP 

literature is presented in Table 1, below. 

 

This conceptualisation can be summarised as 

developing public policy to maximise human 

wellbeing within a growth-centred paradigm. 

In WEPP, the environment is measured as a 

means to the end of achieving human 

wellbeing. Notable here is the idea of 

ecosystem services, or the services provided 

 
46 Snyder, Hannah. “Literature Review as a Research 
Methodology: An Overview and Guidelines.” Journal of 
Business Research, vol. 104, 2019, pp. 333-339. 
47 Sen, Amartya. “Capability and Well-Being.” The Quality 
of Life, edited by Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen, 

Routledge, 1993, pp. 30-53. 
48 Sandifer, Paul, et al. (n 45) supra; Costanza, Robert, 
Lew Daly, et al. “Modelling and Measuring Sustainable 

Wellbeing in Connection With the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals.” Ecological Economics, vol. 130, 
2016, pp. 350-55. 
49 Fairbrass, A, et al. “The Natural Capital Indicator 
Framework (NCIF) for Improved National Natural 
Capital Reporting.” Ecosystem Services, vol. 46, 2020, 

pp. 1-8. 

by the natural world such as food and air 

which are necessary to sustain life.48 The 

environmental aspect is also often referenced 

as natural capital stocks: natural assets 

necessary for economic activity but that have 

traditionally been omitted from economic 

analysis.49 The concept of incorporating 

externalities, or the uncounted costs of 

economic activity, is central to this 

perspective.50 This is due to the view that 

economic policy that internalises 

environmental costs and benefits is less likely 

to lead to unsustainable resource depletion.51 

It is also less likely to omit measuring the 

plethora of ways in which humans benefit 

from a functioning environment.52  

 

WEPP policy design is comparatively 

advanced, having gone beyond policy vision to 

implementation throughout OECD member 

countries. WEPP places significant emphasis 

on statistical wellbeing monitoring to inform 

policy decision-making.53 As such, many OECD 

countries’ statistical agencies now employ 

composite indicators of objective and 

subjective population wellbeing.54 The OECD’s 

framework for measuring wellbeing is shown 

in Figure 5, below. 

 

E. Wellbeing Economy Vision (WEV) 

The WEV conceptualisation gained attention 

in large part through the establishment of 

WEAll in 2018 but draws its roots from 

academic literature in ecological economics.55 

Conceptual links have also been identified 

with wellbeing concepts implemented around 

the world, as well as Indigenous knowledge.56 

Various definitions have been proposed for 

50 Fairbrother, Malcolm. “Externalities: Why 
Environmental Sociology Should Bring Them In.” 
Environmental Sociology, vol. 2, no. 4, 2016, pp. 375-84.  
51 ibid. 
52 ibid. 
53 How’s Life? OECD, 2017. 
54 Exton & Shinwell (n 9) supra. 
55 Fioramonti et al. (n 10) supra; Costanza, Robert. 

Frontiers in Ecological Economics: Transdisciplinary 
Essays by Robert Costanza. Edward Edgar Publishing, 
1997. 
56 Ruttenberg, Tara. “Wellbeing Economics and Buen 
Vivir: Development Alternatives for Inclusive Human 
Security.” Community Development Journal, 2013. 
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what constitutes WEV, presented in Table 2, 

below. 

 

This conceptualisation can be summarised as 

economic policy with the primary objective of 

socioecological wellbeing. The role of the 

natural world in WEV is foundational.57 Papers 

grounded in this approach often cite the main 

principles of ecological economics, namely 

“sustainable scale, fair distribution, and 

efficient allocation” as fundamental to a 

wellbeing economy.58 This is also often 

associated with a boundaries-based 

perspective on climate change, stating that 

there are biophysical limits to planetary 

capacity that should not be breached.59 As 

such, WEV literature has become increasingly 

critical of a growth-based economic 

paradigm.60 This corresponds with a strong 

sustainability view, embedding economic and 

social activity within biophysical limits.61 

Ekins et al. have also used the terminology of 

the capital stocks model to elevate non-

renewable natural resources as “critical 

natural capital”.62 

 

Policy design in the WEV sphere is in early 

stages of development, leading to WEV’s 

classification as a vision. However, policy 

principles have been identified, most notably 

in WEAll’s Policy Design Guide. Whilst the 

Policy Design Guide lacks the specificity 

associated with the OECD’s policy 

prescriptions, the main principles of the guide 

are shown in Table 3, below.  

 

The guide cites a variety of country case 

studies as examples of WEV policy 

development, among them New Zealand’s 

Budget framework. These citations of New 

Zealand’s Budget framework as a case study of 

WEV policy development are also reflected in 

academic literature.63 

 
57 Costanza (n 41) supra. 
58 Costanza et al. (n 48) supra. 
59 Raworth, Kate. Doughnut Economics: Seven Ways to 
Think Like a 21st-Century Economist. Chelsea Green 
Publishing, 2017. 
60 Fioramonti et al. (n 10) supra. 
61 Raworth (n 59) supra. 
62 Ekins, Paul, et al. “A Framework for the Practical 

Application of the Concepts of Critical Natural Capital 

F. Research Rationale 

Notably, both WEPP and WEV literature cites 

multiple countries as leaders in wellbeing 

economics policy despite core differences 

between these concepts.64 All WEGo members 

are OECD countries (or subnational 

governments within these). It follows that the 

governments implementing wellbeing 

economics are therefore exposed to influence 

from both strands of thought. Given the 

differences between them, however, this study 

thus aims to identify the extent to which they 

are both visible in policy operationalisation. 

Given the less established and more visionary 

nature of WEV, the study specifically aims to 

investigate the extent to which WEV is being 

operationalised on the ground. 

 

New Zealand was selected as the best case 

study for analysis; in 2019, the New Zealand 

Government reorganised the Budget 

framework around a primary objective of 

wellbeing.65 This effectively combined the 

wellbeing vision of the Ardern Government 

elected in 2018 with the practice of wellbeing 

economics policy already conducted by the 

New Zealand Treasury.66 The Wellbeing 

Budget framework is acknowledged as a major 

policy innovation, marking the first time an 

OECD country has organised public 

expenditure around a wellbeing objective.67 

 

G. Conclusion and Limitations of Review 

Approach 

This literature review approach provided a 

conceptual synthesis in a complex field and 

laid the foundation for further analysis. Whilst 

the concepts above are broadly separated into 

two approaches, these should not be 

understood as a strict dichotomy but rather as 

a spectrum. The broad nature of these 

conceptualisations notably prevents an 

analysis of the nuances within them in the 

and Strong Sustainability.” Ecological Economics, vol. 44, 
no. 2–3, 2003, pp. 165-85. 
63 Fioramonti et al. (n 10) supra; Costanza (n 41) supra. 
64 Exton & Shinwell (n 9) supra; Wellbeing Economy 
Alliance (n 6) supra. 
65 Wellbeing Budget 2019. New Zealand Treasury, 2019. 
66 ibid. 
67 Dalziel (n 11) supra; Wellbeing Economy Alliance (n 6) 

supra. 
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scope of this article. However, it was deemed 

useful to differentiate key ideas along this 

spectrum to address research gaps 

surrounding the clarity of wellbeing 

economics terminology. As mentioned, the 

concept of wellbeing holds universal cultural 

value.68 Therefore, wellbeing-oriented public 

policy has been implemented in other national 

contexts such as Bhutan, Costa Rica and 

Ecuador, among others.69 However, these 

remain out of the scope of this analysis due to 

its focus on how OECD and WEAll-led 

wellbeing economics paradigms shape New 

Zealand’s Budget framework. A limitation of 

the wellbeing economics field and terminology 

in that it currently focuses primarily on the 

Global North. This will be addressed further in 

the article discussion in Section VI. 

 

As this is a preliminary literature review 

forming the basis for further analysis, a much 

more comprehensive review should be 

undertaken for further development and 

clarification of these two interpretations. The 

remainder of this study also aims to further 

assess the validity of these theories through 

testing them in the case study. 

 

III. Case Study: New Zealand’s Budget 
Framework 
New Zealand is an island country in the 

Pacific. The country joined the OECD in 1973, 

and ranks highly on international tables of 

governance, economic freedom, civil liberties 

and quality of life.70 70% of the approximately 

5 million population is of European descent, 

with the Indigenous Māori population 

comprising 16.5%, and 9% being non-Māori 

Pacific Indigenous.71 The country is rich in 

natural resources and internationally 

recognised for “high levels of endemic 

biodiversity”.72 

 

 
68 Fioramonti et al. (n 10) supra 
69 Dalziel (n 11) supra. 
70 New Zealand Economic Survey. OECD, 2022. 
71 ibid. 
72 “New Zealand: Country Profile.” Convention on 

Biological Diversity, 2022. 
73 “History of the LSF.” New Zealand Treasury, 2022. 
74 Exton & Shinwell (n 9) supra. 
75 NZT (n 73) supra. 

A. Wellbeing Economics Policy Practice (WEPP) 

in New Zealand 

The foundations of WEPP were first 

introduced in New Zealand in 1999 with the 

Treasury’s objective of measuring living 

standards at the time.73 Since then, a robust 

tradition of social cost-benefit analysis has 

characterised Statistics New Zealand and the 

Treasury in measuring human wellbeing 

among New Zealand citizens.74 The Living 

Standards Framework (LSF: Figure 6), the 

indicator dashboard informing the current 

Budget framework, was first developed in 

2011 following the release of the Sen-Stiglitz-

Fitoussi report mentioned above.75 The LSF is 

based closely on the OECD’s Better Life Index 

and the capital stocks model, although the 

framework has evolved with the development 

of wellbeing research and is currently in its 

third version.76 

 

B. Wellbeing Economy Vision (WEV) in New 

Zealand 

Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern Government 

was elected in 2018 and subsequently 

announced its objective to pursue a wellbeing-

oriented economic strategy.77 Wellbeing was 

elevated to an organising principle of the 

Government and implemented as the objective 

of the Budget,78 linking directly with the 

wellbeing data already collected by the 

Treasury through the Living Standards 

Framework.79 The Budget framework is 

referred to as such because of the structural 

policy reform that took place alongside the 

announcement of the first Wellbeing Budget in 

2019,80 involving measures for greater 

collaboration across government silos and the 

passing of extensive legislation surrounding 

the government’s wellbeing reporting 

obligations.81 This expanded wellbeing 

monitoring in New Zealand beyond a process 

conducted exclusively by the Treasury to 

76 ibid. 
77 “Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern’s Wellbeing Budget 
Speech.” New Zealand Government, 2019. 
78 ibid. 
79 Wellbeing Budget 2019. New Zealand Treasury, 2019. 
80 ibid. 
81 New Zealand Public Finance (Wellbeing) Amendment 

Act 2020.  
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include a multitude of internal and external 

stakeholders.82 

 

Notably, this reorganisation of government 

priorities also concerned the Government’s 

interpretation of the Treaty of Waitangi, New 

Zealand’s founding document requiring co-

governance of the country between the Crown 

and the Indigenous Māori.83 This is significant 

because Indigenous (specifically Māori) 

governance was much more prioritised in New 

Zealand under Prime Minister Ardern’s 

Government as a result. 

 

C. The Wellbeing Budget Framework 

Four annual Wellbeing Budgets were passed 

since the framework’s inception in 2019.84 

Visible trends were noticeable in Budget 

development throughout the period of 2019 - 

2022, among them greater incorporation of 

Māori governance in the Budget process and a 

greater focus on climate-oriented 

investments.85 Data informing the Budget 

framework was continually developed during 

this period, with the latest version of the LSF 

covered in this study updated in late 2021 and 

more indicator frameworks in development at 

the time of writing.86 Budget 2022’s main 

priorities are shown in Table 4, below. 

 

D. Key Literature 

The OECD has been active in developing 

wellbeing economics literature on New 

Zealand. The 2019 National Economic Survey 

had published statistics tracking wellbeing 

measures in New Zealand from 2005, 

including recommendations for further 

improvement.87 The 2022 Economic Survey 

evaluated actions taken by the New Zealand 

Government in addressing these 

recommendations in the three years leading 

up to 2022, identifying remaining 

 
82 ibid. 
83 Treaty of Waitangi. 
84 Wellbeing Budget 2022. New Zealand Treasury, 2022. 
85 ibid. 
86 “Our Living Standards Framework.” New Zealand 
Treasury, 2021. 
87 New Zealand Economic Survey. OECD, 2019. 
88 New Zealand Economic Survey. OECD, 2022. 
89 ibid. 

methodological gaps.88 This was a continued 

area of collaboration between the NZ Treasury 

and the OECD at the time of writing.89 

 

WEAll has also published widely on the New 

Zealand case, with aspects of the Budget 

framework informing the Wellbeing Economy 

Policy Design Guide.90 However, WEAll 

similarly identified areas for improvement in 

the Budget framework. The Aotearoa Country 

Lead found that Budget 2022 left a significant 

gap between rhetoric and delivery,91 and it is 

debated whether this gap signifies a lack of 

implementation of WEV or rather the long-

term nature of changes to wellbeing 

investments.92 This is a question addressed in 

the analysis in Section V. 

 

Institutional literature and media 

commentary form the majority of 

international work addressing New Zealand’s 

Budget framework at this stage. Dalziel’s 

review of the subject shows that academic 

literature on the subject has been sparse and 

regionally focussed on New Zealand and 

Australia.93 No synthesis of these areas has yet 

been undertaken for New Zealand’s Budget 

framework, which is a major research gap 

addressed by this study. 

 

IV. Methodology 
A. Research Design 

Given the literature review and case study 

selected above, the research question 

investigated by this study was: 

 

To what extent is the wellbeing economy vision 

reflected in the practice of wellbeing economics 

operationalised in New Zealand’s Budget 

framework? 

 

90 Policy Design Guide. Wellbeing Economy Alliance, 
2020. 
91 Hughes, Gareth. “New Zealand’s Fourth Wellbeing 

Budget.” Wellbeing Economy Alliance, 2022. 
92 McKinlay, Peter. “New Zealand’s Wellbeing Budget: A 
Good PR Story or a Contributor to Improved Wellbeing?” 

Local Government Information Unit, 2022; Connolly, 
Justin. “Wellbeing Budgets not a PR Exercise.” 
Newsroom, 2021. 
93 Dalziel (n 11) supra. 
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Qualitative research methods were chosen for 

this study due to their suitability for 

understanding in-depth perspective and 

meaning,94 especially useful for analysing 

worldviews shaping not only individual, but 

normative and institutional behaviour.95 

Skarbek specifically notes the lack of 

qualitative research in economics, leaving the 

discipline ill-equipped to address important 

institutional questions that are by nature 

complex and multidimensional.96 A strength of 

creatively selecting qualitative research in this 

context was thus the knowledge gained by 

“going beyond the known means of problem 

solving”.97 

 

This research contains elements of both 

verification and exploration but takes a 

primarily exploratory approach due to the 

novelty of the subject and case study.98 Whilst 

main approaches were hypothesised through 

the literature review, flexibility and open-

mindedness characterised the research to 

allow unexpected findings to emerge.99 This 

led to the use of both deductive and inductive 

techniques with a correspondingly greater 

emphasis on inductive analysis.  

 

A strong reliance on inductive analysis 

additionally helped mitigate researcher bias 

and minimised potential limitations of 

subjectivity.100 

 

 
94 Hammarberg, K, et al. “Qualitative Research Methods: 

When to Use Them and How to Judge Them.” Human 
Reproduction, vol. 31, no. 3, 2016, pp. 498-501. 
95 Skarbek, David. “Qualitative Research Methods for 

Institutional Analysis.” Journal of Institutional 
Economics, vol. 16, no. 4, 2020, pp. 409-22; 
Hammarberg, K, et al. “Qualitative Research Methods: 

When to Use Them and How to Judge Them.” Human 
Reproduction, vol. 31, no. 3, 2016, pp. 498-501. 
96 Skarbek, David (n 96) supra; Ostrom, Elinor. 

Understanding Institutional Diversity. Princeton 
University Press, 2009. 
97 Konecki, Krzysztof. “Creative Thinking in Qualitative 
Research and Analysis.” Qualitative Sociology Review, 
vol. 15, no. 3, 2019, pp. 6-25, at p. 10. 
98 Stebbins, Robert. “Exploratory Research.” The SAGE 
Encyclopaedia of Qualitative Research Methods, edited by 
Lisa Given, SAGE Publications, 2008, pp. 327-330. 
99 ibid; Konecki (n 97) supra. 
100 Sutton, Jane, and Zubin Austin. “Qualitative Research: 
Data Collection, Analysis, and Management.” Canadian 

B. Primary Data Collection 

Semi-structured interviews were chosen for 

this study due to their suitability for 

understanding participants’ perspectives on 

multifaceted and conceptual issues.101 

Shadman et al. also note the key role of 

stakeholder worldviews in influencing policy 

development, which was prioritised in this 

study.102  

 

The Budget framework was continually 

developing at the time of writing, reflecting 

emerging research and stakeholder 

feedback.103 Interviews with key policy and 

academic stakeholders were thus selected to 

effectively analyse the framework’s 

conceptual underpinnings and evolution. 

Participants were identified through a 

purposive stakeholder sampling approach 

arising from initial research and cross-

referenced throughout the interviews.104 

Given limitations on government stakeholder 

access and small field size, some snowball 

sampling was employed to identify best-

placed interviewees.105 Expert interviews 

were also utilised as an effective scoping 

mechanism for determining the most relevant 

and impactful secondary data to complement 

these findings.106 Frequent cross-mentions of 

participants and documents by the completion 

of the study indicated sufficient sample 

saturation and helped mitigate the presence of 

Journal of Hospital Pharmacy, vol. 68, no. 3, 2015, pp. 

226-231. 
101 Kallio, Hanna, et al. “Systematic Methodological 
Review: Developing a Framework for a Qualitative Semi-

Structured Interview Guide.” Journal of Advanced 
Nursing, vol. 72, no. 12, 2016, pp. 2954-2965. 
102 Shadman, Saleh, et al. “Conceptualising the 

Sustainable Energy Security Dimensions of Malaysia: A 
Thematic Analysis Through Stakeholder Engagement to 
Draw Policy Implications.” Sustainability, vol. 13, no. 21, 

2021, 12027. 
103 Wellbeing Budget 2022. New Zealand Treasury, 2022. 
104 Palys, T. “Purposive Sampling.” The SAGE 
Encyclopaedia of Qualitative Research Methods, edited by 
Lisa Given, SAGE Publications, 2008, pp. 697-698. 
105 Morgan, D. “Snowball Sampling.” The SAGE 
Encyclopaedia of Qualitative Research Methods, edited by 
Lisa Given, SAGE Publications, 2008, pp. 815-816. 
106 Kallio et al. (n 104) supra; Azungah, Theophilus. 
“Qualitative Research: Deductive and Inductive 
Approaches to Data Analysis.” Qualitative Research 

Journal, vol. 18, no. 4, 2018, pp. 383-400.  
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sampling bias.107 Interview question guides 

were developed prior to each interview 

through the process (Table 5). 

 

Eight primary video interviews were 

conducted via Zoom. Interviewees were asked 

how they would define wellbeing economics, 

how they would evaluate the Budget 

framework, as well as their thoughts on ways 

of working in national policy, the evidence 

base informing the Budget, and the 

stakeholder advice incorporated by the 

Treasury. More detailed follow-up questions 

were included in all of these categories 

depending on participants’ areas of expertise. 

Reflective questions were also included in this 

study, such as an assessment of the successes 

and challenges of the framework and ways in 

which participants would have liked to see it 

develop in the future. 

 

Due to the relevance of stakeholder affiliation 

in this study, the level of participant 

anonymisation was left to the discretion of 

interviewees, with a default of full 

anonymisation if unspecified. 6/8 

interviewees preferred to share their full 

identity in the data, and all chose to share 

background information. As such, roles and 

affiliations are generally shared to illustrate a 

comprehensive stakeholder landscape, but 

identities are pseudonymised to maintain data 

point consistency. Ethnicity data was only 

collected for one primary interview 

participant, who self-identified as Indigenous. 

Primary interview participants are shown in 

Table 6, below. 

 

C. Secondary Data Collection 

Given broad study scope and limited 

stakeholder access, secondary data was added 

to provide sufficient information power.108 

This especially addressed a limitation of the 

 
107 Malterud, Kirsti, et al. “Sample Size in Qualitative 
Interview Studies.” Qualitative Health Research, vol. 26, 

no. 13, 2015, pp. 1753-60. 
108 ibid. 
109 “Workforce Data.” New Zealand Public Service 

Commission, 2022; Mcallister, T, et al. “Why Isn’t My 
Professor Māori? A Snapshot of the Academic Workforce 
in New Zealand Universities.” MAI Journal, vol. 8, no. 2, 

2019. 

primary interviews regarding Indigenous 

representation. An Indigenous perspective 

was sought out due to the strong impact of 

Indigenous knowledge on the development of 

the Budget framework. However, despite co-

governance between the Crown and Māori in 

New Zealand, Māori comprise only 16.4% of 

the Public (Civil) Service and 5% of academic 

faculty, with Pacific Indigenous 

representation even lower.109 Limited 

Indigenous participation thus posed a 

significant limitation of this research. This 

was exacerbated by the positionality of the 

author as a Western researcher and time 

constraints surrounding Ethics processes 

required for further study. The author is 

mindful of the ways research often furthers 

Indigenous marginalisation within the 

dominant academic paradigm.110 This research 

therefore uses publicly available secondary 

interview data collected by the Treasury in an 

effort to mitigate this limitation.111 Secondary 

data sources were identified through initial 

research and confirmed through primary 

interview scoping. Secondary interviews were 

also used to incorporate the insights of a key 

participant who was unavailable for a primary 

interview (Table 7). 

 

This study then went on to cross-reference all 

interview data with official documents for 

greater theme generalisability, shown below 

in Table 8.112 These were similarly identified 

through initial research and confirmed 

through primary interview scoping. Though 

all secondary data is publicly available, in-text 

codes were utilised throughout the sample to 

maintain consistency. 

 

D. Data Analysis 

Thematic analysis is considered especially 

suitable for exploratory research and 

systematically mapping relationships between 

110 Smith, Laurajane. “Ethics or Social Justice? Heritage 
and the Politics of Recognition.” Australian Institute of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies Australian 
Aboriginal Studies Journal, vol. 2010, no. 2, 2010, p. 60. 
111 “Conversations About the Future.” New Zealand 

Treasury, 2021. 
112 Azungah (n 106) supra. 
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complex phenomena.113 Regarded as ‘a popular 

and foundational method of analysing 

qualitative policy data’, it was selected for this 

study despite still limited use in wellbeing 

economics.114 A qualitative content analysis 

was considered, but ultimately omitted 

because of its greater focus on specificity and 

frequency of codes.115 The lack of detail 

explored in specific themes poses a limitation 

of this study, although generating an 

overarching thematic network was prioritised 

in the interest of topic exploration given 

limited project scope. It is hoped that further 

research will be undertaken into different 

components of the identified thematic 

landscape. 

 

Thematic analysis was conducted across the 

above 15 sources. Codes were drawn both 

deductively from the literature review and 

inductively from the data, although inductive 

codes were prioritised in integrating these for 

theme generation.116 Themes were latently 

identified to provide an in-depth conceptual 

analysis.117 The full data analysis process is 

illustrated in Figure 7, below. 

 

This analysis identified five overarching 

themes, with subthemes within each. Results 

are presented and explained in Section V. 

 

V. Results 
A. Themes: Three Interpretations  

Five main themes were identified through this 

research: 1) defining wellbeing economics, 2) 

weakness in the environmental domain, 3) the 

challenge of evidence-based policy, 4) defining 

‘beyond GDP’, and 5) the significance of the 

Wellbeing Budget framework. Each of these 

themes contained subthemes, with some 

subthemes expanded further into additional 

 
113 Herzog, Christian, et al. “Analysing Talk and Text II: 

Thematic Analysis.” The Palgrave Handbook of Methods 
for Media Policy Research, edited by Van den Bulck, H., et 
al, Palgrave Macmillan, 2019, pp. 385-401; Braun, 

Virginia, and Victoria Clarke. “Using Thematic Analysis 
in Psychology.” Qualitative Research in Psychology, vol. 
3, no. 2, Jan. 2006, pp. 77–101. 
114 Herzog, Christian, et al. (n 101) supra; Loveridge, 
Robin, et al. “Measuring Human Wellbeing: A Protocol 
for Selecting Local Indicators.” Environmental Science & 

Policy, vol. 114, 2020, pp. 461–69. 

supporting themes. It is important to note that 

the themes identified are not fully distinct, but 

rather inform each other through complex 

intersections in the Budget framework. 

 

These results reflected the two approaches to 

wellbeing economics identified in the 

literature review, in addition to identifying a 

third: the Indigenous perspective. In the New 

Zealand context, a Māori worldview was 

especially seen as “a constitutionally and 

normatively important conception of 

wellbeing and the environment” (D2, 2021, p. 

2). Most notably, the Indigenous perspective 

shared significant similarities with WEV. This 

strongly informed the results of the study. 

 

These three approaches do not necessarily 

pose themes themselves but rather are present 

as underlying theories visible throughout the 

thematic maps and sources’ understanding of 

the field. A conceptual spectrum is provided in 

Figure 8, below. 

 

The following subsections subsequently 

develop the main themes, including a thematic 

map and key components organised in the 

order of viewpoints above. Each theme 

includes an analysis of the presence of WEV in 

the corresponding area of the Budget 

framework. Reflecting the lack of clarity in 

terminology in the field, the terms ‘a 

wellbeing economy’, ‘a wellbeing approach’, 

‘wellbeing economics’, and ‘wellbeing 

frameworks’ were used interchangeably by 

participants and sources throughout the data 

sources analysed. 

 

B. Theme 1: Defining Wellbeing Economics 

This theme can be illustrated with the 

conceptual map in Figure 9. 

115 Stemler, Steve. “An Overview of Content Analysis.” 

Practical Assessment, Research & Evaluation, vol. 7, no. 
17, 2001, p. 17; Vaismoradi, Mojtaba, and Hannele 
Turunen. “Content Analysis and Thematic Analysis: 

Implications for Conducting a Qualitative Descriptive 
Study.” Nursing and Health Sciences, vol. 15, no. 3, 2013, 
pp. 98–405. 
116 Azungah (n 109) supra. 
117 Braun, Virginia, and Victoria Clarke. “Using Thematic 
Analysis in Psychology.” Qualitative Research in 

Psychology, vol. 3, no. 2, Jan. 2006, pp. 77–101. 
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Wellbeing was defined by most sources as an 

anthropocentric experience, shaping sources’ 

subsequent approach to wellbeing economics 

(P1, P3, P5, P7 and P8, 2022; S3; 2021; D1, 

2022). 

 

“Wellbeing, in its deepest sense, is about 

individuals and communities being able to live 

the lives they value” (S3, 2021). 

 

“A wellbeing economy would be one that is 

geared towards the maximum wellbeing of New 

Zealand citizens, both current and future” (P1, 

2022). 

 

P3 (2022) correspondingly noted a ‘huge 

degree of consistency’ regarding the definition 

of wellbeing as anthropocentric in economic 

policy. Nevertheless, some policymakers 

defined wellbeing economics in 

socioecological terms (P2, P4; 2022; Table 9). 

 

However, only 1 participant mentioned WEAll 

as a driving force in the development of New 

Zealand wellbeing economics (P4, 2022). 

Whilst the above participants made a 

distinction between people and planet, others 

with a socioecological view did not see 

humans and the natural world as a diad (P6; 

2022; D2, 2021). The Māori view of wellbeing 

was explained through the principle of 

whakapapa, namely that all living and non-

living things share an ancestral relationship 

with each other (D2, 2021). Three key aspects 

of wellbeing were defined from a Māori 

perspective: 1) the health of individuals, 2) the 

wellbeing of the natural environment, and 3) 

the wellbeing of communities (P6, 2022). 

 

The Budget’s official definition corresponds 

with the majority anthropocentric view (NZ 

Treasury, 2022). As summarised by D2: 

 

‘Wellbeing in the Budget framework “means 

giving people the capabilities to live lives of 

purpose, balance and meaning to them’. It 

appears to be something multidimensional and 

separate from material living standards, and - 

in the context of Budget processes - a property 

of individuals rather than groups or societies 

(or plants, animals or ecosystems)’ (D2, 2021). 

As a result of this dominant anthropocentric 

approach to wellbeing, human wellbeing data 

was noted as advanced by international 

standards (P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, P7, P8; 2022). 

This was especially seen in the development of 

statistics in child wellbeing and cultural 

wellbeing, both unique areas of empirical 

strength beyond indicators measured widely 

by the OECD (P1, P3, P7; 2022). 

 

Whilst some participants expressed 

stakeholder views aligning with WEV, WEV 

was not present in the core mechanisms of the 

Budget regarding defining wellbeing 

economics. Notably, Indigenous perspectives 

on wellbeing seemed to have a much greater 

impact on the framework than literature 

associated with WEV. 

 

C. Theme 2: Weakness in the Environmental 

Domain 

The Wellbeing Budget 2022 incorporated a 

higher prioritisation of the environmental 

domain than preceding budgets (D1, 2022). 

However, many sources noted that the 

advanced level of conceptual understanding 

and empirics on human wellbeing did not yet 

extend to the environmental domain (P1, P2, 

P3, P4, P6, P7, and P8, 2022; D2, 2021). 

 

‘This is, I think, probably the single biggest 

measurement gap on the wellbeing and 

sustainability measurement side of things. We 

just don’t have the data, and we’re very thin 

even on conceptual frameworks for managing 

the data we do have’ (P3, 2022). 

 

Theme 2 can be illustrated with the conceptual 

map in Figure 10. 

 

1. Conceptual Challenges 

Conceptual prioritisations of the environment 

varied widely. Some participants expressed a 

low level of environmental relevance and 

importance to human wellbeing outcomes (P3, 

P5; 2022; Table 10). 

 

The majority of sources, however, emphasised 

the importance of the environmental domain, 

mostly because of its great relevance to 
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intergenerational human wellbeing (P1, P2, P4 

and P7, 2022; D2, 2021; D3, 2019).  

 

Participants stressed the need for measuring 

externalities for this purpose, and the 

environment was referred to frequently in 

terms of preserving natural capital stocks (P1,  

P2, P3 and P7, 2022; D2, 2021; D3, 2019). This 

reflected the LSF’s original basis on the capital 

stocks model and thus the Treasury’s 

prioritisation of the environment as such 

(Treasury, 2021; D2, 2021). 

 

The capital stocks model was also critiqued for 

being ‘too economic’ of a conceptualisation for 

the environmental domain (P4, 2022). Sources 

viewed this stakeholder feedback as having 

prompted the removal of capital stocks 

language from the latest update of the LSF 

(Treasury, 2021; P4, 2022). The Budget 2022 

had also renamed the category of ‘Natural 

capital: our environment’ to ‘Natural 

environment’, signifying movement away from 

the capital stocks model over time (D1, 2022). 

 

However, multiple sources believed that the 

conceptualisation of the environmental 

domain in the Budget framework still did not 

sufficiently address environmental targets 

(P4, P6 and P7, 2022; D2; 2021). Some sources 

especially viewed the lack of a boundaries-

based approach as a key weakness of the 

framework (P4, 2022; D2, 2021; Table 11). 

 

Yet another view echoed the Indigenous 

conceptualisation that a separation between 

society and the natural world was 

inappropriate (P1, P6 and P7, 2022; D2, 2021; 

Table 12). The Māori view of the environment 

was seen as being in direct opposition to that 

of the LSF (P6, 2022; D2, 2021). 

 

It was believed that the disagreements 

surrounding the conceptualisation of the 

environmental domain had contributed to 

poor selection of indicators in the LSF (P7, 

2022; D2, 2021). 

 

2. Empirical Challenges 

The ability to measure natural systems was 

also seen as a primary challenge for the 

Budget framework (P1, P2, P3, P4 and P5, 

2022; D2, 2021). The complexity of the natural 

world was viewed as posing significant 

barriers for data collection (P1, P2, P3 and P4, 

2022; D2, 2021; Table 13). 

 

3. Presence of WEV 

There is some evidence of movement toward 

WEV on the margins of the environmental 

domain of the Budget framework. This is 

visible in the conceptual debates expressed by 

many participants, including within the 

Treasury (P1, P3, P4, P6; 2022). The update of 

the LSF away from the OECD’s capital stocks 

model and Budget 2022’s higher prioritisation 

of environmental issues also demonstrates 

this (Treasury, 2021; P4, D1, 2022). However, 

WEV is not currently present in environmental 

measurement. 

 

As summarised by P1 (2022): ‘It does happen, 

you know, we (Treasury) do have those 

narratives as part of our discussions about 

managing environmental issues. But for the 

most part we’re, I would say, to be frank… it’s 

mostly a human centric approach’. Importantly, 

by ‘those narratives’, P1 was referring to 

Indigenous views and not WEV. 

 

D. Theme 3: The Challenge of Evidence-Based 

Policy 

The need for a stronger evidence base 

appeared throughout the data (P1, P2, P3, P4, 

P6, P7, P8; 2022). However, this was also 

perceived as a foundational challenge (P1, P2, 

P4, P6, P8; 2022). Wellbeing economics was 

referred to by one participant as ‘quantitative 

analysis of the intangibles’ (P3, 2022). 

 

This theme can be illustrated with the 

conceptual map in Figure 11. 

 

Many sources viewed translating the 

complexity of wellbeing domains into data 

useful for policy analysis as a challenge (P1, 

P3, P4 and P8, 2022; D4, 2021). Sources noted 

the importance of an optimal balance between 

comprehensiveness and simplicity in indicator 

frameworks that policymakers could use 

(Table 14). 
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1. Budget Methodology 

Multiple participants also viewed the 

Treasury’s methodology of converting 

wellbeing data to Budget investments as an 

area for improvement due to its novelty (P1 

and P3, 2022; D4, 2021; Table 15). The lack of 

centralisation and accessibility to quantitative 

evidence in many areas was seen as causing 

‘haphazard’ policy conversion (P1, P3; 2022). 

 

“We (Treasury) obviously want to have 

evidence-driven policy, or evidence-informed 

policy, but many times the evidence 

surrounding the likely impacts of an initiative 

doesn't exist because it's (almost by definition) 

a new type of initiative, or a new type of 

approach being taken to a novel policy 

problem” (P1, 2022). 

 

The Treasury was reported as primarily using 

meetings and discussions to formulate Budget 

investments, with a supplement of 

quantitative modelling utilised where possible 

(P1, 2022). This qualitative focus was due to 

the distinct lack of a “model of sufficient 

robustness to be able to handle [these] kinds 

of trade-offs” (P1, 2022; D4 2021). CBAx, the 

social cost-benefit analysis model used by the 

Treasury for this purpose, was only viewed as 

useful “for initiatives [with] a long duration in 

the gestation, so that you have time to build 

and test and socialise the model” (P1 2022). As 

such, this was reported as “relatively limited” 

and “pretty rare” (ibid.). 

 

2. Broadening the Evidence Base 

This reflected the widely held view that 

quantitative analysis may not be possible in all 

cases (P1, P3, P6 and P8, 2022; S3; 2021). This 

led some participants to question the primacy 

of quantitative evidence in this context (P4, 

P6; 2022). 

 

‘We can spend all our efforts in trying to refine 

and improve these measurement methods, 

whereas at the same time, I kind of feel like we 

just need to get on with saving this planet’ (P4, 

2022). 

 

Such a perspective was especially prominent 

in an Indigenous worldview (P1, P4, P6; 2022). 

From a Māori perspective, it was seen as 

objectively impossible to quantify the 

‘intrinsic’, ‘metaphysical’ and ‘spiritual’ value 

of wellbeing (P6, 2022). In order to 

meaningfully implement Māori perspectives 

into the Budget framework, broadening the 

definition of evidence was thus viewed as 

necessary (P6, 2022; S2, 2021; Table 16). 

 

He Ara Waiora, a new indicator framework 

informing the Budget, is an effort to translate 

Māori values into empirical domains (P6, D1, 

2022; D2, 2021; D3; 2019). Whilst the LSF and 

He Ara Waiora were both considered in 

parallel by the Treasury, their conflicting goals 

posed challenges for policy conversion (P6, 

2022; D2, 2021; D3; 2019). 

 

3. Presence of WEV 

The use of primarily qualitative 

methodologies to allocate Budget investments 

demonstrates some presence of the holistic 

evidence model of WEV. However, this was not 

perceived as a choice but rather as a necessity 

(P1, 2022; D4, 2021). That being said, the 

existing use of these approaches creates a 

baseline for the potential incorporation of a 

broader evidence base over time (P6, 2022; S2, 

2021; D3; 2021). The development of He Ara 

Waiora especially signifies a move in this 

direction (P6, D1, 2022; D3, 2019). 

 

E. Theme 4: Defining ‘Beyond GDP’ 

It was noted that economic policy in New 

Zealand was dominated by a narrow focus on 

the fiscal balance for decades (P3 and P6, 

2022; D2, 2021). This was seen to have evolved 

significantly since the implementation of the 

first Wellbeing Budget (ibid.). Participants 

agreed that using indicators beyond GDP is 

essential to measure wellbeing (P1, P2, P3, P5, 

P6, P7, P8; 2022). However, the relative 

importance of GDP to other indicators was 

interpreted differently by different sources. 

This disagreement among policy stakeholders 

was seen as reflecting academic uncertainty in 

wellbeing economics regarding this issue (P7, 

2022). 

 

As summarised by P7 (2022), ‘What does it 

mean to move from volume to value?’ 
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This theme can be illustrated by the following 

conceptual map in Figure 12. 

 

Some participants viewed wellbeing 

economics as a natural evolution from welfare 

economics, just with a broader set of 

indicators (P3, P5; 2022). This view generally 

fit within a growth-centred paradigm (ibid.). 

 

‘There is no ‘the economic’ to be traded off 

against ‘the social’’ (P3, 2022). 

 

Other participants deprioritised GDP growth 

from a primary objective and rather viewed it 

as ‘part of a suite of things that you might look 

at in looking at how your economy is 

performing’ (P2, 2022). In this view, GDP 

could increase or decrease without great effect 

depending on other criteria of wellbeing 

(ibid., P7; 2022). 

 

“GDP will be what it will be …ultimately, it's 

about people and planet. What are the impacts 

of this type of economic activity on people and 

planet? If it's bad for wellbeing, even if it 

increases GDP, it can’t be good” (P7, 2022). 

 

Yet other participants more distinctly 

considered wellbeing economics a departure 

from neoliberal economic policy (P6, 2022; S2, 

2021; Table 17). In this view, environmental 

degradation was directly attributed to a focus 

on growth, and OECD wellbeing economics 

was criticised as Thatcherism in a new form 

(P3, 2022). 

 

1. Presence of WEV 

The Budget framework explicitly goes beyond 

a sole focus on GDP, but was notably averse to 

GDP decreases (P7, 2022; Treasury, 2022). 

Indeed, multiple sources attributed the future 

success of wellbeing economics to its ability to 

succeed in traditional macroeconomic terms 

(P6, P7; 2022). Due to the novelty of a 

Wellbeing Budget framework, the political 

risk of damage to traditional macroeconomic 

measures was deemed too high (ibid.). 

Participants expected the Government to lose 

the next election in the case of GDP losses 

(ibid.). Therefore, whilst WEV was present in 

the heated debates among core stakeholders, 

it was not present in the core of the Budget 

framework in this theme. 

 

F. Theme 5: The Significance of the Wellbeing 

Budget Framework 

“There’s a few different reasons to have a 

wellbeing framework. One of them is to change 

the way decisions are made within government, 

and one of them is to change the way that the 

public, community, society perceive it” (P5, 

2022). 

 

This theme can be illustrated by the 

conceptual map in Figure 13. 

 

Sources widely agreed that the 

implementation of the Budget framework in 

2019 has not translated to significant policy 

change (P1, P2, P3, P5, P6, P7 and P8, 2022; 

D2, 2021; Table 18). The Budget framework 

was classified as an effort to ‘optimise 

component points’ rather than to ‘redesign our 

systems’ (P4, 2022). Whilst some policy areas 

were identified as incremental progress, the 

primary significance of the framework was 

seen as a rhetorical one (P1, P2, P3, P5, P6, P7 

and P8, 2022; D2, 2021). 

 

Nevertheless, incremental policy change was 

noted in a few areas. One of these was the 

implementation of measures directed at 

combating government silos (P2, P4; 2022). 

This included a joint venture structure 

whereby multiple ministries could work 

together on cross-reaching issues (P4, 2020). 

It also included mechanisms where multiple 

ministries could bid for and spend Treasury 

funds collectively (P2, 2022). Sources viewed 

the coherent overarching framework of 

wellbeing as a significant improvement in 

directing policy design compared to previous 

Budget objectives (P3, P4; 2022). 

 

Incremental policy change was also noted in 

the greater centralisation of Māori 

worldviews in later Budgets, both regarding 

values and empirics as seen in the 

development of He Ara Waiora (P4, and P6, 

2022; S2, 2022). Many aspects of Indigenous 

knowledge were viewed as inherently better 

suited to a wellbeing objective than traditional 
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government policy (P6, 2022; S2, 2021). 

However, participants noted the ongoing need 

for greater Indigenous participation 

throughout the development of the Budget 

framework (P6, P7; 2022). 

 

A notable case described by multiple sources 

was the government’s decision to cease issuing 

licences for oil and gas exploration in the 

Taranaki region, despite the economic benefits 

associated with extraction (P2, P4, P7; 2022). 

A wellbeing approach was subsequently 

highlighted in the government’s involvement 

with affected communities to provide 

retraining for affected employees in 

accordance with support for a just energy 

transition (ibid.). 

 

Beyond these cases, however, changing the 

narrative was generally seen by participants 

as “the greatest strength” of the Budget 

framework (P4, 2022). This aspect of public 

engagement was indeed seen by the Treasury 

as a vital component of actual policy change: 

 

“In a democratic system, of course, that's the 

ultimate way of cementing these things. If you 

bring the public along and they get engaged in 

the evidence, that provides the incentives for 

politicians over time to pay more attention to 

the evidence” (P1, 2022; D4, 2021). 

 

However, the strong public narrative around 

wellbeing was also identified by participants 

as causing political risk. Because of an active 

Government vision, the Budget framework has 

been perceived as politicised and associated 

with the current Government (P2, P5, P6, P8; 

2022). The politicisation of wellbeing has also 

been identified in local legislation (P4, 2022). 

This was seen by stakeholders as a significant 

challenge due to the especially short election 

cycles in New Zealand and long-term nature of 

wellbeing changes (P2, 2022). 

 

1. Presence of WEV 

The findings associated with Theme 5 indicate 

that the WEV is largely not present in the core 

policy mechanisms of the Budget framework. 

However, there is evidence of movement in a 

WEV direction in the policy sphere. Notably, 

whilst the framework has not yet resulted in 

major policy changes, it has caused significant 

narrative changes. These have strongly 

facilitated the move towards WEV but have 

also raised the risk of a temporary change due 

to political uncertainty. 

 

VI. Discussion 
A. Main Findings 

The research question posed by this study 

was: 

 

To what extent is the wellbeing economy 

concept reflected in the practice of wellbeing 

economics operationalised in New Zealand’s 

Budget framework? 

 

The findings show that whilst WEV was very 

present in the rhetoric surrounding the 

development of the framework, it was largely 

not present in core Budget mechanisms. 

However, there was evidence of some 

movement toward WEV and the incorporation 

of WEV principles over time. Sources made it 

evident, however, that this movement was 

largely not due to institutional or academic 

literature associated with WEV. It was rather 

the result of Māori influence on New Zealand 

culture, which moved the Budget framework 

in this conceptual direction. The New Zealand 

cultural and political context is relatively 

unique in terms of co-governance between 

Māori and the Crown. This does not pose a 

very transferable context to other OECD 

countries with wellbeing frameworks, but 

offers valuable lessons nonetheless. 

 

The findings confirm the existence of the two 

strands of thinking identified in the literature 

review, WEPP and WEV, visible in sources’ 

understandings of the issues raised. The 

research also introduced a third interpretation 

impacting the development of wellbeing 

economics in New Zealand, namely the 

Indigenous perspective. The Indigenous 

perspective interestingly shared stronger 

similarities with WEV than WEPP did, despite 

interchangeable use of wellbeing terminology 

in WEPP and WEV literature. This significantly 

validated the gap between WEPP and WEV 

identified in the literature review. It also 
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identified some important implications for the 

development of WEV. 

 

B. Development of WEV 

Due to the very different worldviews of WEPP 

and the Indigenous perspective, WEV’s 

positionality between these makes it well-

placed to overcome conceptual differences in 

New Zealand. The findings show that WEV is 

currently much less developed in the New 

Zealand context than both WEPP and the 

Indigenous perspective are. Whilst WEAll 

frequently cites the New Zealand case, 

stakeholders in New Zealand were not very 

familiar with WEAll. This demonstrates a lack 

of translation of WEV from the academic 

realm to the policymaking and civil society 

realm, at least in New Zealand. Due to the 

significant conceptual debates unfolding in 

the Budget framework at the moment, 

however, WEV’s positionality between the two 

dominant approaches may serve as an 

effective middle ground. This poses a major 

opportunity for WEAll’s work in New Zealand 

and WEV more generally. 

 

On a broader level, the extent of similarity 

between WEV and Indigenous knowledge is a 

key finding and area for future research. 

Similarities between a WEV view and the 

Indigenous perspective were most notable in a 

socioecological approach to wellbeing and a 

de-prioritisation of GDP. These linkages also 

suggest a possibility of greater similarity 

between WEV and other wellbeing concepts 

globally than is currently accounted for by 

WEAll in its focus on OECD countries. A better 

understanding of parallels to Indigenous 

knowledge and other similar paradigms may 

be of interest to WEV stakeholders due to their 

universality. 

 

C. Universality: A Double-Edged Sword? 

Wellbeing economics has been lauded for its 

universal transferability.118 This has been seen 

as a strength of wellbeing terminology in its 

ability to resonate well with diverse groups of 

stakeholders. It has thus been proposed as a 

galvanising vision by some WEV authors as the 

 
118 Fioramonti et al. (n 10) supra. 
119 ibid. 

most effective way to transition toward a more 

environmentally sustainable economic 

system.119 

 

At the same time, these findings have also 

shown universal acceptability to be wellbeing 

economics’ greatest flaw. This allows for 

drastically different interpretations to be 

subsumed into the same terminology, leaving 

a notable lack of clarity regarding stakeholder 

objectives. One of the study participants 

expressed a view that a distinction between 

weak and strong sustainability is insignificant 

because environmental outcomes are 

considered in either case (P3, 2022). However, 

the overall findings of this study would 

suggest otherwise. In New Zealand, major 

conceptual disagreements on the value of the 

environment to wellbeing were indeed viewed 

as barriers to effective policy strategy (P4, P6, 

P7; 2022). Furthermore, the strong 

sustainability view associated with WEV has 

become increasingly linked to post-growth 

economic theory.120 This cannot be ignored if 

clarity is to be achieved regarding terminology 

in wellbeing economics. 

 

Wellbeing economics can be perceived as a 

sort of meta-paradigm, incorporating many 

concepts in the field of sustainability 

depending on the interpretation chosen. 

However, if this is the case, further research is 

necessary into the different streams of 

thought identified to understand and 

differentiate between these more effectively. 

This study confirms Birkjær and 

Gamerdinger’s finding that a ‘common 

language’ in wellbeing economics has yet to be 

developed.121 Moreover, wellbeing economics 

in public policy is shown to be distinctly 

OECD-driven and path-dependent. Therefore, 

if WEV stakeholders aspire to deliver on 

different goals, more intentional 

differentiation from this paradigm will be 

required. 

 

D. Is WEPP a Transition towards WEV? 

It has been suggested that WEPP is a natural 

transition stage towards the implementation 

120 Costanza (n 41) supra; Fioramonti et al. (n 10) supra. 
121 Birkjær & Gamerdinger (n 39) supra. 
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of WEV, and therefore the universal nature of 

the wellbeing concept is an asset in building 

stakeholder coalitions.122 In some regard, this 

is supported by incremental movement 

towards WEV in the Budget framework. 

However, this study has also identified the 

political impact of a wellbeing vision in 

government. Currently, incremental 

movement towards WEV can only be expected 

to continue in New Zealand under similar 

political leadership. This is due to a high risk 

of backlash, confirming the OECD’s findings in 

this area.123 As such, the findings strongly 

disagree with Fioramonti et al.’s point that 

wellbeing economics is ‘post-ideological’.124 In 

the New Zealand case, this study found it 

equally likely that WEPP will enable WEV as it 

did that WEPP would encourage policy 

movement in the opposite direction. 

 

The short-term nature of election cycles in 

many democratic countries is highly unsuited 

to a wellbeing approach. A key question for 

further research is therefore, how can the 

electorate be expected to trust in the 

effectiveness of wellbeing economics when 

results are not visible in a short-term 

timeframe? This poses a major challenge. 

However, if wellbeing economics is expected 

to prevent the overreach of environmental 

targets, then public acceptance must take 

place at a much quicker rate. This returns to a 

point made by many participants regarding 

the importance of narrative. Any further 

implementation of wellbeing economics will 

necessarily rely on public support, both by 

policymakers and the relevant electorate. 

 

E. Future Research and Policy Direction 

A multitude of recommendations for future 

research and policy direction were identified 

as a result of this research. 

 

Firstly, modifications to the Treasury’s current 

discount rate would enable more effective 

prioritisation of the natural capital domain for 

intergenerational wellbeing (D2, 2022). The 

New Zealand Treasury uses an especially high 

 
122 Wellbeing Economy Alliance (n 6) supra. 
123 Exton & Shinwell (n 9) supra. 
124 Fioramonti et al. (n 10) supra. 

discount rate compared to other similar 

countries, resulting in much lower valuation 

of the future than of the present in economic 

policy decisions.125 

 

Secondly, huge gaps in environmental data 

require further research (P3, 2022; D2, 2022). 

These primarily concern ecosystem services, 

the impact of contaminants on water quality 

and environmental thresholds (P3, P4 and P6, 

2022; D2, 2021). This article identifies a need 

for greater links between environmental 

economists and wellbeing economists for 

increased information sharing in this area. 

Potential linkages were also identified 

between wellbeing economics and the 

doughnut economics model regarding 

identifying a safe operating space between 

human and planetary boundaries.126 Further 

research into climate thresholds is 

recommended not only in environmental 

terms, but additionally into financial 

liabilities that are likely to result from not 

addressing these in time (D2, 2021). Framing 

these in terms of critical natural capital was 

most commonly well-received by policy 

stakeholders (P3, 2022). Forecasting and 

scenario analysis were identified as useful for 

assisting policymakers with understanding 

the future of the environmental domain (D2, 

2021). 

 

As trade-offs between different aspects of 

wellbeing pose a foundational challenge, 

multi-criteria analysis and resource nexus 

research is recommended to develop these 

areas (P4, P6; 2022). Whilst further 

quantification of different aspects is 

necessary, focusing on key indicators is 

recommended in order not to overburden 

policymakers with complexity (P2, P3, P8; 

2022). This is especially the case for more 

specialised aspects of the environmental 

domain (P4, 2022). 

 

In the social domain, further development of 

social cost-benefit analysis methods is 

recommended (P3, 2022). This is especially 

125 ibid. 
126 ibid; Raworth (n 59) supra. 
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needed for a better understanding of 

subjective wellbeing, cultural wellbeing and 

community wellbeing. He Ara Waiora poses a 

useful empirical model for better 

understanding of concepts previously 

considered intangible. 

 

This article recommends both deepening and 

broadening the evidence base surrounding 

wellbeing data. Further empirical research 

can be supplemented by utilising the 

Treasury’s current focus on qualitative 

methods to also encourage more holistic and 

participatory evidence. Greater Indigenous 

participation and a grounding in place-based 

approaches to wellbeing in collaboration with 

local governments are likely to strengthen 

credibility with the public (P6, P8; 2022). 

Finally, more research is required into avenues 

for depoliticising wellbeing economics. 

 

VII. Conclusion 
A. Conclusions of Study 

This study used a combination of exploratory 

and confirmatory approaches to address the 

emerging field of wellbeing economics. The 

literature review synthesised relevant 

literature to identify two strands of thinking 

in the field, namely wellbeing economics 

policy practice (WEPP) and the wellbeing 

economy vision (WEV). The analysis then 

investigated the extent to which WEV was 

operationalised on the ground in New 

Zealand’s Budget framework. This was 

conducted through a thematic analysis of 

primary interview data, secondary interview 

data and document data from key policy and 

academic stakeholders. 

 

The study found that WEV was present on the 

margins of the Budget framework and in 

stakeholder rhetoric surrounding the 

framework’s development over time. 

However, it was not visible in the core 

mechanisms of the Budget framework itself. 

Most notably, the presence of WEV in the 

framework was not primarily due to academic 

or institutional literature, but due to the 

strong influence of Indigenous knowledge on 

New Zealand culture. This moved the 

framework toward WEV over time due to 

similarities between WEV and Indigenous 

knowledge. 

 

As a result, this article identified some key 

areas for future research and policy direction. 

Firstly, the links between WEV and Indigenous 

knowledge have yet to be better understood. 

WEV as a conceptualisation stands to benefit 

from the opportunity to bridge gaps between 

WEPP and the Indigenous perspective in New 

Zealand, in addition to links with wellbeing-

oriented policy beyond OECD countries. 

Secondly, there is a pressing need for 

environmental research in wellbeing 

economics in the New Zealand context. 

Combining this with modifying the Treasury’s 

discount rates and expanding the Budget’s 

evidence base is most likely to make a policy 

difference in the future. 

 

B. Limitations  

The primary limitation of this paper was its 

breadth. In addressing a complex mix of 

concepts, this analysis inherently omitted a 

significant amount of nuance in each area. 

This approach was undertaken due to the 

novelty of the field and the subsequent 

importance of exploring the topic. However, it 

poses a weakness in the ability of the paper to 

accurately understand and convey key points 

given project scope. 

 

Secondly, the extent to which Indigenous 

participants could be interviewed for this 

project for the most accurate and just 

representation of Indigenous perspectives was 

limited. This was due to the time limitations 

on this project, especially concerning the 

ethics processes required for further study. 

The research that was undertaken was 

inherently affected by the bias of the author as 

a Western researcher who has not been to New 

Zealand and does not speak Māori. This bias 

informed the author’s initial hypothesis that 

WEV was likely a significant contributing 

factor to the evolution of the framework away 

from a WEPP view, when this was largely 

attributable to the Māori perspective. Similar 

biases may form a limitation of some 

interviews conducted as part of this project, 

and indeed the institutions this paper has 



The Cambridge Journal of Climate Research, Vol. 2, No. 1 

234 

 

studied regarding both values and workforce 

representation. 

 

Finally, all of this research was conducted 

remotely over an 11-hour time difference to 

New Zealand. This limited access to 

stakeholders, created some barriers to 

communication, and prevented the deeper 

understanding that would have been afforded 

by conducting this study in person. 

 

C. Outlook 

Multiple steps can be taken by future research 

to address these weaknesses. Firstly, all 

themes identified in this thesis would benefit 

from further research, including into the 

interlinkages between these. It is hoped that 

the thematic landscape built by this paper 

forms only the beginning of research into 

wellbeing economics. 

 

Secondly, work by Indigenous researchers is 

needed in order to more accurately convey 

Indigenous perspectives on wellbeing 

economics and develop the links between 

wellbeing economics and Indigenous 

knowledge. Frameworks such as He Ara 

Waiora form innovative progress in combining 

Indigenous knowledge with quantitative 

economic policy advice. Further research in 

this area has potential to greatly impact the 

development of the field. 

 

One of the positive aspects of wellbeing 

economics is that it is both global and local. 

This creates a myriad of opportunities for 

further research on all scales ranging from 

international organisations to local 

communities. This paper has also not 

addressed wellbeing economics in the private 

sector, another key area for future research. 

 

D. Wider Significance 

Implementing wellbeing economics into the 

core of the Budget framework the way New 

Zealand did is a world-first. This is especially 

significant because of the international 

influence afforded to New Zealand as an OECD 

country. These circumstances made the 

Budget framework a useful case for analysing 

interactions between vision and practice in 

wellbeing economics. Prime Minister Ardern’s 

Government acted as a first mover in this 

field, and accordingly faced the challenges 

associated with such leadership in policy 

innovation. However, it is hoped that the 

lessons learned from New Zealand’s 

leadership can be incorporated into the future 

development of wellbeing economics both in 

New Zealand and elsewhere. 

 

The current environmental and institutional 

crises present worldwide make a strong case 

for exploring innovative futures. As 

summarised by D2 (2022, p. 7), “we have 

leveraged our entire civilisation on a bet that 

the life-supporting capacity of our physical 

world can sustain the demands we make of it”. 

At present, we have yet to operationalise a 

sustainable alternative. 
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Figure 1: Diagram of Key Concepts.      Figure 2: Planetary Boundaries (Rockstrom et al.). 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 3: Projected Materials Use to 2060 in Gigatons (Source: OECD). 
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Figure 4: Two Interpretations    Figure 5: WMF (Source: OECD). 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 6: Living Standards Framework Dashboard (Source: NZ Treasury). 
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Figure 7: Data Analysis Process 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 8: Spectrum of Key Concepts in Results 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 9: Map of Theme 1 
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Figure 10: Map of Theme 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 11: Map of Theme 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 12: Map of Theme 4 
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Figure 13: Map of Theme 5 

 

 

 

Author WEPP definitions 

OECD Secretary-

General, 2019 

‘The capacity to create a virtuous circle in which citizens' wellbeing drives 

economic prosperity, stability and resilience, and vice-versa, that those good 

macroeconomic outcomes allow the continuation of wellbeing investments 

over time’ 

Scottish 

Government, 2022 

‘An economy that is inclusive and that promotes sustainability, prosperity 

and resilience, where businesses can thrive and innovate, and that supports 

all of our communities… to access opportunities that deliver local growth 

and wellbeing’ 

Cylus and Smith, 

2020 

‘The principle underlying the wellbeing approach for government is that 

priorities for public spending should be guided by the extent to which a 

programme can improve population wellbeing (given its expenditure 

requirements)’ 

OECD, 2019 ‘By providing people with opportunities for greater well-being and helping 

them realise those opportunities, policy-makers are not only promoting 

well-being as an intrinsic good, they are also investing in people’s potential 

as a key driver for long-term economic growth, societal resilience and 

stability. Similarly, by paying attention to the sustainability of well-being 

over time, policy-makers can maximise the potential for long-term economic 

growth and better protect their economies from adverse shocks’ 

Finnish 

Government, 2022 

‘The aim of economic policy is to increase wellbeing and prosperity. This 

means ecologically and socially sustainable economic growth, high 

employment and sustainable public finances, as well as a level of stability in 

the economy would enable unforeseen impacts on people's wellbeing to be 

avoided.’ 

 

 

Table 1: Wellbeing Economics Policy Practice Definitions 
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Source WEV definitions 

Trebeck, 2020 ‘An economy in service of human and ecological wellbeing’ 

Fioramonti et 

al., 2022 

‘An economy that pursues human and ecological wellbeing instead of 

material growth’ 

WEAll, 2020 ‘An economy that delivers an equitable distribution of wealth, health and 

wellbeing while protecting the planet’s resources for future generations 

and other species’ 

Shrivastava 

and Zsolnai, 

2022 

‘An organising principle that ensures simultaneous flourishing of people 

and nature’ 

Costanza et al, 

2020 

‘A wellbeing economy has the fundamental goal of achieving sustainable 

wellbeing with dignity and fairness for humans and the rest of nature. This 

is in stark contrast to current economies that are wedded to a very narrow 

vision of development—indiscriminate growth of GDP. A wellbeing 

economy recognizes that the economy is embedded in society and nature. 

It must be understood and managed as an integrated, interdependent 

system’ 

 

 

Table 2: Wellbeing Economy Vision Definitions 

 

 

 

Traditional economic policy Wellbeing economy policy 

Economic growth as measured by GDP is the 

ultimate indicator of progress even when it 

comes at the detriment of human and ecological 

well-being 

Collective wellbeing is the ultimate indicator of 

progress whether or not that involves economic 

growth 

Begins with the identification of economic 

challenges, or market failures, where 

government intervention is needed  

Begins with priority wellbeing goals and 

identifies changes in the economy required to 

achieve goals 

Economic strategies developed by economists 

and senior economic policy makers 

Economic strategies developed through 

participatory and multi-stakeholder processes 

Economic policies are used to promote economic 

growth, and social and environmental policies 

are used to mitigate the negative impacts of 

growth 

All policies are adapted and designed to foster 

activities and behaviours that support social and 

ecological wellbeing 
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Policies implemented in silos, without 

coordination and consideration of related 

activities being done in the same area 

The interconnectedness of government 

agencies, the private sector, civil society and 

community activities in achieving economic 

outcomes is recognised 

 

 

Table 3: WEV Principles of Policy Design (Source: WEAll). 

 

 

Priority Area Objective 

Just Transition ‘Supporting the transition to a climate-resilient, sustainable and low-

emissions economy’ 

Physical and 

Mental Wellbeing 

‘Supporting improved health outcomes for all New Zealanders and 

minimising COVID-19 and protecting New Zealand’s communities’ 

Future of Work ‘Enabling all New Zealanders and New Zealand businesses to benefit 

from new technologies and lift productivity and wages through 

innovation’ 

Māori and Pacific 

Peoples 

‘Lifting Māori and Pacific Peoples’ incomes, skills and opportunities, 

including through access to affordable, safe and stable housing’ 

Child Wellbeing ‘Reducing child poverty and improving child wellbeing, including 

through access to safe and stable housing’ 

 

 

Table 4: Budget 2022 Priority Areas (Source: NZ Treasury). 

 

 

Interview component Purpose 

1. Questions reflecting deductive analysis 1. Verification of hypotheses identified in 

literature review 

2. Open-ended questions permitting inductive 

analysis 

2. Exploratory nature of study 

3. Tailoring above themes to specific expertise 3. Stakeholder sampling of comprehensive 

views 

4. Applying specific ethics considerations 4. For interviews with Indigenous participants 

5. Scoping of relevant secondary data 5. Verifying important secondary interviews 

and documents to cross-reference interview 

themes 

 

 

Table 5: Composition of Interview Questions. 
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Data source Participant’s 

background 

Relevant 

Affiliation/s 

Role/s Ethnicity (if 

specified) 

In-text 

code 

Primary 

interview 

Policymaker, 

economics 

New Zealand 

Treasury 

Strategic Economic 

Advisor; former 

Chief Economist 

Not specified P1 

Primary 

interview 

Policymaker New Zealand 

Treasury 

Former Policy and 

Engagement Lead, 

Office of the Chief 

Economic Advisor 

Not specified P2 

Primary 

interview 

Policymaker, 

economics 

New Zealand 

Ministry of Social 

Development, 

OECD, Statistics 

New Zealand 

Senior Policy 

Analyst (general) 

Not specified P3 

Primary 

interview 

Policymaker Various Policy Analyst 

(general) 

Not specified P4 

Primary 

interview 

Policymaker OECD Former Policy 

Analyst, Measuring 

Wellbeing and 

Progress 

Not specified P5 

Primary 

interview 

Academic, 

environmental 

economics 

Manaaki Whenua, 

New Zealand 

Government 

Environmental 

Research Institute 

Senior Leader, 

Māori Research 

Impact 

Māori P6 

Primary 

interview 

Academic, 

wellbeing 

economics 

Lincoln 

University, New 

Zealand 

Deputy Director, 

Agribusiness and 

Economics 

Research Unit 

Not specified P7 

Primary 

interview 

Academic, 

geography of 

wellbeing 

Victoria 

University of 

Wellington, New 

Zealand 

Emeritus Professor 

of Geography, 

Environment and 

Earth Sciences 

Not specified P8 

 

 

Table 6: Primary Interview Participants. 
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Data source Participant’s 

background 

Relevant 

Affiliation/s 

Role/s Ethnicity (if 

specified) 

In-text code 

Secondary 

interview (by 

the Treasury) 

Academic, 

economic 

analysis 

University of  

Waikato, New 

Zealand 

Professor of 

Demography, 

National 

Institute of 

Demographic 

and Economic 

Analysis 

Māori S1 

Secondary 

interview (by 

the Treasury) 

Academic Auckland 

University of 

Technology 

Vice 

Chancellor 

Pacific 

Indigenous 

S2 

Secondary 

lecture (to the 

Treasury) 

Policymaker, 

economics 

New Zealand 

Treasury, 

Victoria 

University of 

Wellington 

Former Chief 

Economist, 

Head of the 

School of 

Government 

Not specified S3 

 

 

Table 7: Secondary Interview Participants. 

 

 

 

Data source Title Date Author/Publisher In-text 

code 

Document (budget) Wellbeing Budget 2022 2022 New Zealand 

Treasury 

D1 

Document (report) Parliamentary Commissioner 

for the Environment Report 

2021 Upton, S. and Reid, J. D2 

Document (report) Background Paper on the 

development and content of 

He Ara Waiora 

2019 McMeeking et al. D3 

Document 

(research briefing) 

Roundtable on Anticipatory 

Public Budgeting 

2021 New Zealand 

Treasury 

D4 

 

 

Table 8: Documents Analysed. 
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Source WEV approach to wellbeing economics 

P2 ‘It’s about moving away from a single focus on profit and towards other things, 

which generally include our people and planet’ 

P4 ‘A wellbeing economy is really about an economy that does good for people and 

planet first time around, rather than focusing on economic growth and then 

trying to redistribute and to sort of fix environmental issues afterwards’ 

 

 

Table 9: WEV Approach to Wellbeing Economics. 

 

 

 

Source Lower level of conceptual importance of the environment 

P5 ‘Environmental data takes up a very small part of the wellbeing 

framework, but I think there is a conceptual difficulty there because then 

you’re moving away from the idea of wellbeing. A wellbeing framework is 

about what life is like for people… whereas when you think about 

environmental outcomes, those aren’t relating to people, they’re relating 

to natural systems’ 

P3 ‘In research, you say ‘planetary boundaries, these must never be violated’. 

In practice, we don’t know exactly where any of those planetary boundaries 

lie’ 

P5 ‘Climate change has an impact on future generations, but CO2 emissions 

don’t have a direct impact on people today’ 

 

 

Table 10: Lower Level of Conceptual Importance of the Environment.  

 

 

 

Source Environmental limits 

P4 ‘It needs to be clearer… that our economy is embedded in our social and 

environmental outcomes, and its dependency actually on that’ 

D2 ‘Feedback to the Treasury indicates that many people would prefer a visual 

representation of the environment that emphasises that all social and economic 

activity is embedded within the natural world. I myself have argued that the 

environment is prior to the economy and society’ 

 

 

Table 11: Environmental Limits. 
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Source No distinction between society and the environment 

P7 ‘Well, it’s people and planet, as what people say. And even that distinction goes too 

far, because what is it, 70% of me is made of water? So we are our environment… 

we, the human species, has grown out of the planet, just like every other species 

on earth’ 

D2 ‘In te ao Māori, the environment is respected and engaged as kin, an ancestor, an 

elder in the hierarchy of genealogical time and space’ 

D2 ‘Māori utilise a familial metaphor… to understand the world and the interactions 

between human and non-human communities. Conversely, the LSF approach uses 

a master–servant metaphor’ 

 

 

Table 12: No Distinction Between Society and the Environment. 

 

 

 

Source Empirical challenges 

P3 ‘I remember when I got back here [New Zealand], Treasury said, ‘We’re using 

the capital stocks model, cause we’re Treasury and we like to think we're the 

guardians of New Zealand's wealth, which the capital stocks represent. So we 

thought we'd start measuring them: we've got produced capital from the 

national accounts, and natural capital, you know, will be easy to do’. Natural 

capital is the hardest one to do’ 

D2 ‘Officials from agencies consistently reported that they have insufficient 

understanding about likely environmental outcomes of environmental 

initiatives’ 

P3 ‘New Zealand is particularly poor on this front. Our environmental data is a 

disaster zone – one that’s mainly characterised by gaps’ 

P2 ‘That’s a lot of complexity to think about, how to do the… environmental 

reporting. Reporting financial assets is maybe way easier’ 

 

 

Table 13: Empirical Challenges. 
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Source Indicators: Simplifying complexity 

P3 ‘It’s a war of white noise’; ‘a blizzard of indicators’ 

P8 ‘They have a whole slew of them’ 

P4 ‘It’s impossible for one policy analyst to be able to do that assessment across all 

of the different… there is not one person who can reasonably assess the impacts 

across all of these different wellbeing outcomes’ 

 

 

Table 14: Comprehensiveness vs Simplicity of Indicators. 

 

 

 

Source Conversion of data to Budget investments 

P1 ‘I wouldn’t say there’s a typical way in which it happens’ 

D4 ‘We (Treasury) do not have practical methodologies to convert information 

about wellbeing to robust budgetary advice’ 

P1 It’s ‘horses for courses’ 

 

 

Table 15: Conversion of Data to Budget Investments. 

 

 

 

Source Indigenous knowledge and quantitative data 

P6 ‘In order to inform [Treasury’s] decisions, when you've got a worldview that's 

driven on metaphysics, it's difficult to actually provide quantitative info for 

people to make those judgments’ 

S1 ‘Over time there’s been consensus built around what’s important to measure 

from a Western perspective, but the economy doesn’t exist in and of itself in 

some sort of value-neutral space. We all know that, so I think there is real value 

to be had from thinking about this differently’ 

 

 

Table 16: Indigenous Knowledge and Quantitative Data. 
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Source Departure from traditional economic policy 

S2 ‘We’ve lived through 60 or 70 years of spectacular economic growth and 

we’re now facing the consequences of financially centred decision-making, 

which has intensified climate change, which has led to water quality which 

means you can’t swim in most New Zealand rivers’ 

P6 ‘It's just been a blessing that the current Government has… acknowledged 

that the liberal experiment has failed’ 

 

 

Table 17: Departure from Traditional Economic Policy. 

 

 

 

Source No significant policy change 

P3 ‘It doesn’t actually reflect a radical departure from what’s been done in 

the past’ 

P7 ‘In terms of the fundamental framework… they aren't much different 

from what might have taken place under previous governments’ 

P3 ‘It’s not a revolution’ 

 

 

Table 18: No Significant Policy Change. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


