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Abstract

We find a large decline in the life satisfaction of younger Canadi-
ans - those below age 35 - since the mid-2010s in the Gallup World
Poll (GWP), several different themes of the Canadian General Social
Surveys (GSS), and the Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS),
often driven by 2-3-fold increases in misery (very low responses) and
around 30% declines in very high responses. The declines appear in hap-
piness levels and relative to older Canadians. The timing of the decline
is consistent across surveys. In all cases the downward trend started
before COVID-19 and continued during the pandemic. In terms of birth
cohorts, the declines are the most dramatic for Gen Z. But Gen Y fol-
lows not far behind. Boomers, in contrast, stand out in their resilience.
The decline in younger Canadians’ subjective well-being has turned the
“midlife crisis,” captured by a U shape in the age-happiness relation-
ship and frequently seen in earlier Canadian data, into a crisis for the
young: most surveys now feature a monotonically rising age curve, with
happiness starting low and rising until the retirement age.
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1 Introduction and literature review

According to Helliwell et al. (2024) (WHR), Canada’s younger generations ex-
perienced a dramatic decline in their average self-reported happiness over the
past 15 years. The finding is based on the Gallup World Polls, which since 2005
has been asking people across the world to evaluate their lives in general on
a scale of 0 to 10. The average happiness score for younger Canadians (those
aged below 30) fell from 7.6 in the 2006-2010 period to 6.4 to in the 2021-2023
period. The large decline places Canada just above Venezuela, Lebanon, and
Afghanistan on the list of countries experiencing the greatest fall. The down-
ward trend began in the mid-2010s, well before the health, economic, and social
disruptions of the COVID-19 pandemic, which likely had further negative ef-
fects on the mental health of many young people (Mental Health Commission
of Canada, 2022).

Older Canadians (aged 60 and above) have fared much better than those
below 30. In the 2006-2010 period, the two age groups in Canada reported the
same level of happiness at 7.6. Fifteen years later in the 2021-2023 period, the
below-30 group is almost an entire point lower than those above 60 (6.4 vs 7.3).
Canada used to have a U-shape age-happiness relationship featuring a “midlife
crisis”. Now, the crisis is with the young, who have displaced the middle-aged
to become the least happy group.

Canada is not alone in this absolute and relative decline of younger genera-
tions’ subjective well-being. In the United States, younger Americans lost 1.1
points from a 2006-2010 base of 7.3, compared to Canada’s 1.2-point loss from
a base of 7.6. Declines in a wide variety of mental health indicators corroborate
the decline in well-being of U.S. youth during the 2010s (Twenge, 2020). The
dramatic fall recorded in the Gallup World Poll warrants further verification
and deeper analysis made possible using the much larger, more detailed sur-
veys conducted by Statistics Canada, specifically the General Social Surveys
(GSS) and the Canadian Community Health Surveys (CCHS). Together, the
GSS and the CCHS have a sample of 80,000 respondents per year, compared to
the Gallup World Poll samples of 1,000 per year. The Statistics Canada surveys
offer a variety of themes and question orderings, thereby giving us a number of
valuable robustness checks, as well as the chance to look in more detail at who
has been most affected. If we find consistent evidence across different surveys,
given their scale and variety, we can have more confidence in our findings.

Strikingly, we find in both GSS and CCHS a similar pattern of absolute
and relative declines in younger Canadians’ subjective well-being. Even the



magnitudes of the declines are comparable, in terms of standard deviations,
to those found in the Gallup World Polls (GWP). The Canadian surveys also
confirm the timing observation in Gallup: that the decline started well before
COVID-19 and continued through the pandemic at the same rate, so that the
pandemic cannot be the only or even the most important contributing factor.
The three different surveys also show consistent patterns of happiness change
by birth cohorts, with Gen Z Canadians leading the way downward, and Gen
Y following closely behind.

A few Statistics Canada reports have also found declines in youth well-being.
Garriguet (2021), for example, reports a decline in the self-reported mental
health of youth between 2003 and 2020, particularly among females. More
recently, Statistics Canada (2023) reports that “hopefulness declined among
young Canadians” from 2016 to 2021/2022, and that fewer young adults re-
ported high levels of life satisfaction in 2022 than in 2021. But there has been
no systemic examination of younger Canadians’ subjective well-being over a
longer period based on many different surveys. In part this lack of literature
reflects how recent the phenomenon is. As recently as 2022, Blanchflower and
Graham (2022) described the well-being U-shape—which means a midlife crisis
and thus a relatively happier youth—as “among the most striking, persistent
patterns in social science”. In light of more recent data, however, the U-shape
pattern no longer holds in Canada. Helliwell et al. (2019) look at the age hap-
piness relationship in general and confirm the U-shape relationship in multiple
countries including Canada. That, again, is an outdated observation.

Beyond its intrinsic importance, the decline in subjective well-being among
younger generations may also carry consequences for political behavior and
social stability. Coming on the heels of the well-documented “deaths of de-
spair” crisis ravaging the middle-aged white working class in the U.S. (Case
and Deaton, 2015), the parallel declines in subjective well-being among U.S.
and Canadian youth raise the chilling possibility that some forms of despair may
be ravaging younger generations in the two countries. In the U.S., such unhap-
piness has become closely identified with declining trust and anti-establishment
political upheaval. Disaffection has been shown to fuel support for anti-incumbent
candidates as early as the 2012 election (Ward et al., 2020), and the 2024 pres-
idential election shows a large swing of young voters away from the incumbent
Democratic Party to the challenger Republican Party (Moore, 2024, November
8 at NPR). Similar dynamics have been observed in Europe, where youth sup-
port for populist parties predates the shift in U.S. politics (Ward, 2020; Algan



et al., 2025; Lindholm et al., 2025). These patterns coincide with declining sup-
port for democracy itself among younger cohorts in both the U.S. and Europe
(Foa and Mounk, 2016). Is there a similar epidemic of discontent emerging
among younger Canadians?

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. First we will describe the
multiple surveys we use, their well-being measures, and challenges that we
need to address in order to make valid comparisons over time. We then present
the key findings, putting surveys side by side for a bird’s eye comparison view
whenever possible. The last section concludes.

2 Data and Methodology

2.1 Surveys and their measures of well-being

We use the GWP’s Canadian surveys, six themes of the GSS, and the CCHS.
Each of the six GSS surveys will be regarded as a separate survey due to
their vastly different set of survey questions before the question on subjective
well-being. Table 1 shows key information about the surveys including the
exact well-being questions, sample size, and the years when the surveys were
conducted. We start from the mid 2000s, until the latest GWP (in 2024) and
GSS (in 2022). For the CCHS, we use data from 2015 to 2021 because the survey
experienced substantial redesigns in 2015 and in 2022; we do use data in the
2009-2014 period to study the earlier trends. Both the GWP and GSS focus on
population aged 15 and over. Although the CCHS has younger respondents (12
and over), we limit our attention to those 15 and over to increase comparability
with the other surveys.

2.2  Survey contents, sampling differences, and other chal-
lenges that affect comparisons over time

We are interested in changes in younger Canadians’ survey happiness (life eval-
uation or life satisfaction). Proper comparisons should take into account what-
ever might affect the validity of comparisons over time. We discuss several such
factors here: survey contents, sampling variations and changes in Canadian
demographics, changes in survey design, and changes in the response scales for
the well-being questions.

First, the survey content effect. In our context, this relates to survey theme
and the ordering of questions within the surveys. Changes in survey content is a



Table 1: Surveys and their measures of well-being
Survey Sample size per year Years used Measure

GWP - Canada
~1,000 2005 - 2024 Cantril ladder (0-10)
GSS - All Themes
~20,000 2005 - 2022 life satisfaction (1-10, and 0-10)

Time Use: 2005, 2010, 2015, 2022
Victimization: 2009, 2014, 2019
Social Networks/Identity (SN/I): 2008, 2013, 2020
Giving, Volunteering and Participating (GVP): 2013, 2018
Family: 2006, 2011, 2017
Caregiving and Care Receiving (Care): 2012, 2018
CCHS ~60,000 2009 - 2021 life satisfaction (0-10)

Note: (1) GWP stands for Gallup World Poll, GSS stands for the Canadian General Social
Survey, CCHS stands for Canadian Community Health Survey. (2) The GSS surveys listed
in the table cover all the GSS over the 2005-2022 period, except for GSS Canadians at
Work and Home, which has only one round of surveys in 2016 and thus provides no data for
changes.

(3) Question wording:

GWP’s Cantril ladder (0-10): “Please imagine a ladder, with steps numbered from 0 at the
bottom to 10 at the top. The top of the ladder represents the best possible life for you and
the bottom of the ladder represents the worst possible life for you. On which step of the
ladder would you say you personally feel you stand at this time?”

GSS’s life satisfaction from 2008-2010: Using a scale of 1 to 10 where 1 means “Very
dissatisfied” and 10 means “Very satisfied”, how do you feel about your life as a whole right
now? From 2011 on, the scale changes from 0 to 10, and the words “right now” are removed.
CCHS?’s life satisfaction: “Using a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 means “Very dissatisfied” and
10 means “Very satisfied,” how do you feel about your life as a whole right now?”



key feature of the GSS surveys, which follow rotating themes, and always place
the life satisfaction question late in the survey. As a result, Bonikowska et al.
(2014) found large theme effects in the GSS surveys, that “[aJsking time-use
questions before the life satisfaction question tends to reduce the reported level
of life satisfaction by 0.25 points. Asking victimization questions before the life
satisfaction tends to increase the reported life satisfaction by 0.28 points”. They
attribute the differences to what they called the “time-crunch” effect and the
“no-victim” effect. Specifically, the time-uses questions have negative effects by
remind survey respondents of the various time pressure they face in life, while
the victimization questions remind many of them that “nothing ‘bad’ happened
to them during the reference period.”

The large survey content effects in the GSS suggest that there is little point
of comparing life satisfaction in GSS with different themes. Fortunately, the
GSS themes follow a roughly 5-year cycle, meaning that a time-use survey
is usually followed by another time-use survey in 5 years. This means that
we can compare surveys that have the same theme and are roughly 5 years
apart. This will be our approach. In effect, we will treat the GSS surveys
not as one single survey, but as six distinct surveys. In our view, the theme
change provides much valued robustness test. Finding a consistent pattern
across vastly different themes is more robust than finding the pattern without
any perturbations.

In contrast, the GWP always has the question on life evaluation (WP16,
or Cantril ladder to be exact) as the first substantive question, preceded only
by some initial screening questions, informed consent, and, in telephone inter-
views in some countries, a question on geographic regions. The CCHS between
2015 and 2021 also asks the life-satisfaction question early in the survey, after
questions on basic demographic information, main activity (work, school, re-
tirement, etc), and general health conditions. There are changes in 2105 and in
2022; we will focus primarily on CCHS between 2015 and 2021 in part to avoid
those complications.

The 2015-2021 CCHS survey has its own survey content framing, by ex-
plicitly framing its life satisfaction question as part of a self report on health.
After some demographic and main-activity questions, the survey questionnaire
proceeds with a statement that “[tJhe next questions are about your health.
By health, we mean not only the absence of disease or injury but also physical,
mental and social well-being.” This is followed by a question on general health
conditions, then by the life satisfaction question that we focus on. This framing



of life satisfaction as a health report likely inviting respondents to examine their
life from an almost clinical perspective. As it turns out, the CCHS is the only
survey, among all those we study in this paper, that shows younger Canadians
to be much happier than retirement-age Canadians (see one of our later figures
showing the age-happiness curve). We suspect that the health focus reminds
the young of their good health, and the old of the opposite, which then colors
their responses to the life satisfaction question.

The CCHS experienced a major redesign in 2015 that appears to have in-
creased average satisfaction in 2015 compared to 2014 for all age groups. Ac-
cording to the Statistics Canada, the 2015 re-design covers sampling method-
ology, sample frame, health content, and target population.! Another major
change occurred in 2022, when, among other changes, the CCHS added multiple
questions before its life satisfaction question. These additions include queries
on perceived mental health, stress in life and at work, and sense of belonging
question. In this study we pay heed to the StatCan warning that “caution
should be taken when comparing data from previous cycles to data released
for the 2015 and 2021 and for data released 2022 and onwards” by primarily
focusing on the 2015-2021 data.

Now the change in the scale of the happiness question. As seen in Table
1, the GSS had a change in the response scale to the life satisfaction question,
from a 1-10 scale before 2011 to 0-10 in later surveys. Bonikowska et al. (2014)
finds the effect to be “negligible’, because a comparison of distributions before
and after the change shows that adding 0 at the very bottom “affects primarily
response patterns at the lowest point of the scale”. Specifically, it appears to
split the responses of 1’s, which are about 0.7% of the total before the scale
change, into 0’s (0.5%) and 1’s (0.2%) after the change. This leads to about
0.005-point decline, a negligible change.

Last but not least, there may be what we call the composition effects. This is
an effect arising from sampling variations, or composition of survey respondents,
that are not fully corrected in the weighting process. The composition variation
can also reflect real changes in Canadian population due to cyclical conditions or
secular forces, such as in the shares of employed /unemployed population, share
of foreign born population, share of population speaking minority languages
at home, and so on. Such differences can affect the comparison over time if
those social-economic characteristics are correlates of subjective well-being. To
remove the composition effects, we will compare raw statistics against adjusted

Thttps://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p2SV.pl?Function=getSurvey&SDDS=3226



ones that take into account survey respondents’ observed features. Specifically,
we will regress individual level self-reported life evaluation/satisfaction on a
set of commonly-used demographic and social-economic controls including sex,
marital status, employment /unemployment status, educational enrollment and
attainment, income, immigration status or home languages, and religious affil-
iation, regions of residents, etc. The exact set of controls differs across surveys
depending on information availability. We then focus on the regression residuals
that are free of the contributions from (or correlations with) those individual
features. Statistics based on this residual may be better suited to answer the
question whether Canadians have become less happy over time regardless of
their social-economic background. The regression-based approach is widely
used in the literature, including Bonikowska et al. (2014), which uses a regres-
sion approach to account for differences in observed individual characteristics
“to net out sampling variability and actual aggregate changes”, and Di Tella
et al. (2001), which studies the preferences over inflation and unemployment
using a country-year panel of “residual macroeconomic well-being measure,”
i.e., the “mean residual life satisfaction” not explained by individual personal
characteristics.

3 Empirical findings

3.1 Full time series with finer age brackets

We use multiple surveys in this study, and will try to provide birds eye view by
setting different surveys in a side-by-side context. To do that, however, we have
to adopt some compromises for presentation reasons by collapsing age groups
or years. Before we do all those, we would like to use this first sub-section to
report the full time series with finer age breakdowns. Figures 1-3 present age-
specific trajectories of life evaluation/satisfaction, respectively, from the GWP,
GSS and the CCHS, with Table 2 showing the relevant summary statistics. All
three figures have five age groups: age 15-24, 25-34, 35-54, 55-64, and 65 and
above. With five lines in the figures, some of which closely bunch together, we
choose not to show confidence intervals. We report instead the range of standard
errors in Table 2, making clear that in all cases the younger age groups’ changes
over time are well beyond what can be expected within statistical margins of
error. In later figures when we have fewer lines to plot, we will show those
confidence intervals to drive home this point.



Figure 1, from the GWP, shows that in the earlier years up to the mid-
2010s, the two youngest age groups (15-24 and 25-34) and the oldest age group
(65 and over) reported the highest average satisfaction. But a clear divergence
emerges in later time period, with the two youngest groups beginning to report
a steadily decline satisfaction, while the oldest group maintain a largely stable
trajectory. By 2024, there is a large gap between the youngest and the oldest
groups. We also observe that the declines in happiness extend beyond the
youngest. All young and middle-aged groups suffer substantial declines. It is
only the oldest group that clearly stands out with its resilience over the period.

Table 2: Summary Statistics

GWP (N=19) GSS (N=18) CCHS (N=13)
Age group Mean SD Stder Range | Mean SD  Stder Range | Mean SD  Stder Range
Age 15-24 720 051  0.12-0.26 777 043  0.03-0.14 8.13 0.09  0.02-0.05
Age 25-34 7.08 043  0.13-0.20 7.75 0.39  0.03-0.08 8.09 0.08  0.03-0.04
Age 35-54 718 0.36  0.08-0.16 772 0.34  0.02-0.05 795 0.08  0.02-0.03
Age 55-64 729 025  0.12-0.22 7.85 0.33  0.03-0.07 797 0.06 0.03-0.04
Age 65 and over | 7.57 0.17  0.10-0.24 814 0.26  0.02-0.05 8.04 0.06  0.02-0.03

Notes: (1) The standard deviations are standard deviation of yearly averages. Not standard
deviations from the micro sample. The column “Stder Range” reports the range of the
standard errors of the estimated yearly averages.

Figure 2 has six panels, one for each of the six different themes. We will
leave detailed discussion for later sub-sections. Here we note that five of the
six different themes show a clear pattern of downward trajectories starting in
the middle of the 2010s. This suggests that most of the decline happened quite
recently. The decline is not a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, since the
two 2018 surveys (namely the Caregiving and Care Receiving survey, and the
Giving, Volunteering and Participating survey) and the 2019 survey (Victim-
ization) all show declines, and they happened before 2020. In all of the GSS
themes, one or both of the two below-35 age groups show the largest declines.

Before describing CCHS in Figure 3, we note two features of the survey.
First, the CCHS’s yearly time series have a much narrower range than those of
the GWP and GSS. The GWP plot has a y-axis that range from 6 to 8. The
GSS range is 6.5 to 8.5. Thus the GWP and GSS surveys both have a range of
2 points. The CCHS range, on the other hand, is merely half a point, ranging
from 7.8 to 8.3. This difference will become obvious later when we place CCHS



and other surveys on a common scale for presentation. A second feature of
the CCHS results is a sudden jump in life satisfaction that coincides with the
2015 survey redesign. All age groups experienced an increase from 2014 to 2015
that is about two standard deviations of the overall time series. This sudden
and large change justifies the need to heed Statistics Canada’s warning to be
cautious when comparing data from before and after the 2015 survey changes.

Despite the scale differences, Figure 3 shows an unmistakable picture of
steady decline between 2015 to 2021. In comparison, the happiness trajectory
within the 2009-2014 period is largely flat, consistent with GWP and GSS
observations. Also consistent is the observation that the two youngest age
group (15-24 and 25-34) suffer the greatest declines in their life satisfaction
after 2015.

3.2 Age-happiness relationship: disappearance of U shape

Figure 4 summarizes the relative decline in younger Canadian’s happiness, with
the help of age-happiness curves that plot average happiness on the y axis
against age brackets on the x axis. A well established finding in the existing
literature is a U-shape pattern. Specifically, subjective well-being starts at
a high level at young age, falls into a low of “midlife crisis,” before picking
up again at or near the retirement age (see Blanchflower and Graham (2022),
Helliwell et al. (2019), and most recently Oparina et al. (2025)). The U-shape
however, might have changed or disappeared in Canada. To show that, Figure 4
plots and compares the age-happiness curves at different points in time, pitting
the mid 2010s against the most recent years, the late 2010s and early 2020s
depending on surveys. Figure 4 has many panels, one for the GWP, six for the
GSS, and one for the CCHS, plus one more that is for the averages taken across
all the six GSS themes. All of them are plotted on a common scale. With only
one average in each panel, we can show the confidence intervals as well.

First the GWP panel. In the 2012-2014 period, the youngest (15-24) and
the oldest (65 and over) age groups reported higher life evaluations than the
middle-aged groups, i.e., there was a clear U shape. In the most recent period
(2022-2024), however, the U shape disappears, completely driven by a large fall
among younger age groups. Instead of a midlife crisis, we now have a crisis of
the young. The two below-35 age groups have replaced the middle-aged groups
to become the least happy. The 65-and-over age group, on the other hand,
stays on top. Instead of a U, we now have a steep mountain to climb, with life
beginning at the valley, rising gradually until peaking at the retirement age.



Because the U shape had already been shown to depend on the social contexts
at home, at work, and in the community (Helliwell et al., 2019), it is likely
that some of these aspects of life have become relatively less favourable for the
young.

Moving on to the GSS themes, we observe that the six different themes
do not always have the same age-happiness relationships, let alone a U shape,
in the earlier period. To illustrate, Time Use and Social Networks/Identify
themes tend to show higher life satisfaction for the old and lower satisfaction
for the young, while Caregiving and Care Receiving, as well as the Giving,
Volunteering, and Participating tend to have happier younger age groups. Per-
haps different survey contents remind people of their advantages and concerns.
The younger age groups may be facing a greater time pressure, more socially
anxious but are also more socially engaged at the same time, and less likely to
worry about healthcare. For older age groups, the opposite is true, thus lead-
ing to the different age-happiness relationship across themes. Yet even among
the noises, there is evidence of relative decline of the young, especially in the
Victimization surveys (2019 vs 2014), Social Networks/Identity surveys (2020
vs 2013) and Time Use surveys (2022 vs 2015).

To provide a summary measure for the GSS surveys, we took the average of
the six themes over the years from 2017 to 2022, and compared the resulted age-
happiness curve again a curve that is derived from exactly the same 6 themes
over the years from 2011-2015. This is the panel with the sub-title “GSS - All
themes”. Here a clear pattern emerges. On average, the GSS does show a U-
shape age-happiness relationship in the 2011-2015 period, in the sense that the
35-54 age groups reported the lowest life satisfaction. In the 2017-2022 period,
however, the U shape disappears completely just like in the GWP. Now it is
the 15-24 age group that reports the lowest satisfaction, followed by the 25-34
group. The U is replaced with a mountain for the young to climb.

The last panel of Figure 4 is for the CCHS, showing the 2015 survey against
the 2021 survey. In 2015, the two below-35 age groups were substantially hap-
pier than the older age groups. There is no U though, because there is no
up-pick after the middle life stage. The oldest groups is as unhappy as the mid-
dle group. We attribute this to the explicit health focus of the CCHS, which
asks respondents to consider the life satisfaction as part of a report on their
“health”.? From 2015 to 2021, however, the age-happiness curve tilts to the

2Recall that the CCHS instructs its respondents that “[t]he next questions are about
your health. By health, we mean not only the absence of disease or injury but also physical,
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disadvantage of the young. As a result, the young are as unhappy as the old.

As a side note about the CCHS, we note that Figure 4’s common scale also
demonstrates that the variations in the CCHS, both in terms of changes over
time and in differences between age groups, are much smaller than those ob-
served in the GWP and the GSS. This is not a result of the CCHS having a
bigger sample size, because the GSS has large samples as well, especially after
we combine the GSS themes together in the “GSS average of all themes” panel.
In any case, the sample sizes in most of our surveys are big enough to draw
strong statistical conclusions, as indicated by the narrowness of the confidence
intervals relative to the changes over time. More likely, it is the CCHS’s health
focus that causes the difference, which may have reduced people’s urge to com-
plain or to enthuse as some might if they were told it was a social or opinion
survey.

3.3 Combing the two youngest age groups together

The two youngest age groups (namely the 15-24 and the 25-34 groups), though
exhibiting some differences, by and large follow similar trajectories as demon-
strated in the movements of the age-happiness curves in the various panels of
Figure 4. In almost all cases, the two age groups move in the same direction
by comparable amounts. Collapsing them into one single group does not lose
too much information, while simplifying the presentation substantially across
8 different surveys. This is what Figure 5 does. It plots the combined group’s
average life evaluation/satisfaction from the GWP, GSS and CCHS in three
side-by-side panels. One benefit of having only one line to plot is that we can
now show all the six GSS themes in the same panel, using theme lines to connect
comparable pairs.

Figure 5 shows a clear decline of the below-35 group’s average life satisfac-
tion. In terms of magnitudes, the GWP and some themes of GSS are largely
comparable (1.2 for GWP, 1 for Time Use, 0.8 for Social Networks/Identity, 0.6
for Victimization). The CCHS decline is much smaller at 0.33. We note how-
ever that the CCHS time series also have much smaller standard deviations. If
we measure the change in terms of standard deviations, so that large changes in
volatile time series are scaled down while small changes in smoother time series
are scaled up, the declines have consistent magnitude: a 3 standard-deviation
drop in GWP compared to a drop of 4 standard deviations in the CCHS (see

mental and social well-being” before asking a general health question, then the life satisfaction
question.
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left-hand panel of Figure 6). The timing is also consistent. In both the GWP
and the GSS, no substantial decline occurred until the mid 2010s. The same is
true for the CCHS results (see earlier Figure 3 for the full time series).

The lower three panels of Figure 5 re-plot the trajectories using adjusted
levels of happiness that are free of the possible composition effects described in
the methodology section. We first regress individual respondents’ happiness on
a set of commonly used demographic and social-economic controls, using only
the below-35 respondents and without age itself on the right-hand side. We
then remove the control variables’ contributions by focusing on the regression
residuals. The lower panels in Figure 5 show yearly averages of these residuals.
We report the underlying regression results in Table 5. As commonly found in
the literature, higher income is a positive factor, as is having a job, being mar-
ried or living with a partner, living in dwelling owned by household members,
being a student, and having a religious affiliation. The negative factors include
being unemployed, and not speaking one of the official languages at home.?

The removal of composition effects does not have any major impact, as
the happiness trajectories without and with adjustment are largely identical.
We can thus conclude that the happiness decline of the young is not due to
some statistical sampling variations or because of secular demographic changes
in Canada such as in the share of foreign-born individuals and the share of
Canadians with religious affiliation. Instead it reflects a general decline in
happiness regardless of the social-economic background of younger Canadians.

Finally, we note that Figure 6, where we present all the survey statistics
on a standardized scale (units of time-series standard deviation), has a right
hand panel. Its intention is to capture the relative decline of the below-35
age group. We do so by first calculating the well-being gap, defined as the
average satisfaction of the below-35 group minus that of the above-35 group.
We then plot the well-being gap again on a standardized scale in units of time-
series standard deviation with initial means removed. The resultant trajectories
show an unmistakable relative decline of the below-35 group. The data thus
show that the happiness crisis occurred to younger Canadians both in absolute
terms and in relative terms.

3In the few GSS surveys where employment, unemployment and homeowner status can-
not be determined based on survey questions, we use an imputation process, using all the
demographic and social economic information to predict the values used in the regressions.
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3.4 Distributions and extremes

Next we look beyond changes in average levels to examine changes in the dis-
tributions of happiness responses from Canadians below the age of 35. Figure 7
plots the distributions along the 0-to-10 point scale to show how the (weighted)
share of responses have changed, comparing the most recent surveys against
those in the mid 2010s. All the surveys, except the Family survey (2017 vs
2011), show a decline in the share of responses between 8 and 10, and an in-
crease in the share of responses that are between 0 and 5.

Table 3 shows the shares of responses that we consider as extremes: those
indicating misery (0-4) at one end and those indicating jubilance (9-10) at the
other. The choice of 0-4 as misery is justified by the very small shares that
these responses commanded together in the earlier period, which ranges from
1.3% to 4.9% depending on surveys. The share almost triples over time in the
GWP from 4.7% to 14.4%. The 10 percentage-point increase is followed by
the 6.5 percentage point increase in the Time Use survey, and a 6.4 percentage
point increase in the Social Network/Identity. In the Victimization survey, the
misery share increases by 4.5 percentage points, which appears small until we
realize that the initial level was only 1.8%. So the rise to 6.3% in fact represents
a greater than 3-fold increase.

On the opposite end of the distribution is jubilance (9 and 10). In GWP,
the initial share in the mid-2010s was only 22%. But in some themes of the
GSS, the share is much higher, up to 46% in the Victimization survey, which
likely is due to the “no-victim” effect described in Bonikowska et al. (2014).
The GSS theme with the lowest initial jubilance share is the Time Use survey,
likely the result of the “time-crunch” effect described in (Bonikowska et al.,
2014). Regardless the initial level, the shares of these very high responses fall
across the board over time, by about 9 percentages points in Time Use survey
(2015 to 2022) and in CCHS survey (2015 to 2021), by 10 percentage points
in the GWP (2012-14 to 2022-24) and Giving, Volunteering and Participating
(2013 to 2018), 13 points in Social Network/Identity Surveys (2013 to 2020)
and Victimization surveys (2014 to 2019). Taking simple averages across all
the 8 surveys, we can report an average of 2.5-fold increase in misery, and an
average of 26% decline in jubilance.
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Table 3: Changes in shares of misery (0-4) and jubilance (9-10)

Survey Periods Misery Jubilance
Earlier Recent | Earlier Recent

GWP 2012-14 vs 2022-24 4.7 14.4 21.6 11.0
Family 2011 vs 2017 2.0 24 40.8 38.6
Caregiving and Care Receiving 2012 vs 2018 2.4 6.4 35.8 28.5
Giving, Volunteering and Participating 2013 vs 2018 2.4 5.0 38.5 28.4
Victimization 2014 vs 2019 1.8 6.3 46.3 33.4
Social Networks/Identity 2013 vs 2020 4.6 11.0 32.3 19.7
Time Use 2015 vs 2022 4.9 114 24.4 15.8
CCHS 2015 vs 2021 1.3 2.3 42.6 34.0

3.5 Cohorts and genders

Next we explore changes in happiness by birth cohort, breaking down the pop-
ulation into four broad cohorts: Gen Z (those born between 1997 and 2012),
Gen Y (born between 1981 and 1996, also known as Millennials), Gen X (born
between 1965 and 1980), and Boomers and older (those born before 1965). By
doing so, we hope to understand whether the fall in younger Canadians’ happi-
ness is mostly a Gen Z story. The mental health of Gen Z has been the focus of
intense media and public-health discussion. For example, Haidt (2024) argues
that the rise of smartphones and social media, which replaced a “play-based
childhood” with a “phone-based childhood”, has caused substantial damage to
youth mental health, particularly among Gen Z. Here our cohort analysis al-
lows us to follow Gen Z in our surveys over time, and equally important, other
generations as well, especially Gen Y. If Gen Y also experience large decline in
happiness, then the problem is perhaps more than just the use of phone and
social media in formative years.

Figure 8 collects the cohort plots from all the surveys. The sample size for
Gen 7 was particularly small in early years in the GWP; we use three-year
averaging so that each point represents the average of current and last 2 years
in the GWP time series. Smoothing is used only for GWP, because sample size
is not a problem for other surveys. But three GSS themes are missing Gen
7Z in their earlier rounds due to the cohort’s young age at the time.* Finally,

4GSS targets population 15 and older. In the early 2010s, most Gen Z are below that age.
The GSS Family theme, for example, has its earlier round in 2011. So even though it has Gen
7 respondents in its 2017 survey, it is missing the 2011 information to make a comparison
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we note that due to the many lines that sometimes bunch closely together, we

avoid showing confidence intervals but instead report the declines and standard

errors of the estimated declines in Table 8.

Table 4: Changes in happiness by birth cohort

Survey Period Cohort Change Stderr
GWP 2012-14 to 2022-24 Boomers | -0.28 0.08
GWP 2012-14 to 2022-24 Gen X -0.51 0.11
GWP 2012-14 to 2022-24 Gen'Y -0.90 0.11
GWP 2012-14 to 2022-24 Gen Z -1.37 0.21
Family 2011 to 2017 Boomers | 0.04 0.03
Family 2011 to 2017 Gen X 0.02 0.04
Family 2011 to 2017 Gen'Y -0.14 0.05
Caregiving and Care Receiving 2012 to 2018 Boomers | -0.32 0.03
Caregiving and Care Receiving 2012 to 2018 Gen X -0.54 0.05
Caregiving and Care Receiving 2012 to 2018 Gen'Y -0.54 0.06
Giving, Volunteering and Participating 2013 to 2018 Boomers | -0.27 0.04
Giving, Volunteering and Participating 2013 to 2018 Gen X -0.52 0.06
Giving, Volunteering and Participating 2013 to 2018 Gen'Y -0.35 0.08
Victimization 2014 to 2019 Boomers | -0.22 0.03
Victimization 2014 to 2019 Gen X -0.48 0.05
Victimization 2014 to 2019 Gen'Y -0.57 0.05
Victimization 2014 to 2019 Gen Z -0.87 0.13
Social Networks/Identity 2013 to 2020 Boomers | -0.32 0.03
Social Networks/Identity 2013 to 2020 Gen X -0.41 0.05
Social Networks/Identity 2013 to 2020 GenY -0.95 0.06
Social Networks/Identity 2013 to 2020 Gen Z -1.14 0.14
Time Use 2015 to 2022 Boomers | -0.32 0.05
Time Use 2015 to 2022 Gen X -0.46 0.06
Time Use 2015 to 2022 Gen'Y -0.62 0.08
Time Use 2015 to 2022 Gen Z -0.71 0.16
CCHS 2015 to 2021 Boomers | -0.06 0.03
CCHS 2015 to 2021 Gen X -0.21 0.04
CCHS 2015 to 2021 Gen'Y -0.31 0.04
CCHS 2015 to 2021 Gen Z -0.52 0.05

Notes: The “Stderr” reports the standard errors of the estimated change.

A consistent message emerges across the many surveys: the Gen Z cohort,

over time. The Giving, Volunteering and Participating and Caregiving and Care Receiving
themes are missing Gen Z comparisons as well, because we maintain a minimum cell size
threshold when requesting data from the Research Data Centre (RDC) for confidentiality
reasons, which means we have to drop Gen Z observations in these surveys’ earlier years.
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whenever meaningful comparisons exist, always has the greatest decline over
time. Their average life evaluation falls by 1.37 points in the GWP, 1.14 points
in the Social Networks/Identity survey, 0.87 points in the Victimization survey,
and 0.52 points in the CCHS. In all cases, the declines are greater than for
other cohorts. At the other end are Boomers and older, who show the least
decline across all surveys. Could the decline in Gen Z happiness may be at
least partly a result of their becoming young adults? In 2014, the age range
of Gen Z is 15-17. In 2024 the range becomes 15-27. Thus the average age
increases. Can this “aging” explain the 1.37 point decline in the GWP? No.
The estimated age curve over that phase of life is simply not that steep. In
the GWP the differences in average life evaluation between those of ages 15-17
and those of age 15-27 is about 0.15 in the pre-2015 surveys. So assuming that
Gen Z follows the age-happiness relationship commonly seen before the mid
2010s, the process of getting several years older explains less than one-sixth of
the actual decline.

Given the intense interest in Gen Z mental health that emphasizes the role
of social media and the potential differential impacts of social media on male
and female youths (Twenge et al., 2018; Twenge, 2020; Haidt, 2024). Figure 9
splits male and female Gen Z and plots their happiness trajectories separately.
By and large, the figure does not show substantial gender differences. The
GWP has a greater fall for female Gen Z than for male Gen Z, but that is
largely a result of the survey reporting a relatively level of happiness for male
Gen Z in the earlier years. Those earlier years, in turn, have small Gen Z
sample sizes and large standard errors. Starting from the mid-2010s, there is
little difference between the genders in the GWP. The GSS Time Use survey,
in contrast, suggest a greater fall for Gen Z males, though it too suffers from
large standard errors especially in the most recent year. In other surveys,
the gender differences are minimal or non-existent. The evidence as a whole
thus shows no major differences between Gen Z males and females. This may
suggest that social media impact is not as gender biased as sometimes thought,
and that males in Gen Z face their own challenges in life over recent decades,
including a greater risk of being “left-behind” in schools (Fortin et al., 2015),
the influence of online “manosphere” that amplifies the sense of “betas” and
“Incels” insecurity (Ging, 2019), as well as economic challenges, as they grow
into young men, including the decline of some traditionally male-dominated
industries that overturn young men’s “relative economic stature /[.../ versus
young women” (Autor et al., 2019).
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We would also like to emphasize that happiness crisis is not just a Gen Z
phenomenon. Gen Y suffers substantial decline as well, roughly 60% of what
is found for Gen Z, by 0.9 point in GWP, 0.71 in Time Use surveys, 0.55 point
in Victimization surveys, 0.54 point in Social Networks/Identity surveys, and
0.31 in the CCHS. Again, the aging process, ie the fact that Gen Y have grown
older over the past decade, explains only a tiny part of the decline, because the
age-happiness relationship does not feature such a steep drop between those of
age of 18-33 (how old Gen Y were in 2014) and those between 28 and 43 (how
old they are in 2024).

We can now address the question whether the decline in happiness among
younger Canadians is purely a result of declines among the Gen Z. The answer
is no. In the 2012-2014 period, Gen Z account for 10% of Canadians below 35
in the GWP. Their share increases to 54% in 2024. If we take the midpoint,
32%, and multiply it by Gen Z’s decline in happiness, which is 1.37, we get
0.44, the approximate contribution from Gen Z alone. We do the same for Gen
Y. Its population share among the below-35 was 8% in 2012-2014 period, and
45% in 2024. Taking the midpoint 60%, and multiplying it by 0.87, Gen Y’s
decline, we have 0.52. So the Gen Y decline makes at least as large a contri-
bution as does that of Gen Z. The calculation is similar using other surveys.
The data thus suggest that the happiness crisis among younger Canadians is
more than just a Gen Z phenomenon. We have to try to understand the chal-
lenges facing older cohorts of the younger Canadians as well, such as Gen Y
who bore the brunt of the Great Recession and the subsequent slow-down in
Canadian economies. All working cohorts have faced changing job prospects,
large increases in housing costs, COVID-19 pandemic disruptions to school and
work, and the subsequent cost-of-living squeeze. The decline in their happiness
is perhaps more than just from the rise of social media, and reasons may vary
for different age cohorts. The recession and economic slowdowns are known
to have disproportionate impacts on young people’s employment opportunities
(Bell and Blanchflower, 2011), which have a direct bearing on mental health
outcomes (Ganson et al., 2021). There is also an extensive literature on the ris-
ing cost of housing in big cities, including evidence that struggling with housing

5The difference along the age-happiness curve is about 0.1 in the GWP, explaining one-
ninth of the observed decline.

5In the three GSS themes that have Gen Z respondents in their mid-2010 round, the
average of Gen Z decline is about 1, Gen Y decline is about 0.6. The relative ratio is exactly
the same as in the GWP. The CCHS has exactly the same ratio of declines as well, 0.52 for
Gen Z, and 0.31 for Gen Y.
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costs in early adulthood can negatively impact financial and mental wellbeing
over a decade later (Roberts et al., 2025).

4 Conclusions and call for further research

In this paper we pull together eight distinct surveys conducted in Canada
over the two decades to see how younger Canadians’ subjective well-being has
changed over time, focusing on those aged 35 and below. A consistent picture
emerges. Starting from the mid-2010s, these younger Canadians have increas-
ingly reported lower levels of satisfaction with their lives. In the GSS Victim-
ization survey, for example, the share of misery (reporting life satisfaction at
4 or less) rose 1.8% to 6.3% from 2014 to 2019, while in the Gallup World
Poll, the highest scores (9 and 10) fell from 22% to 11% between 2012-14 and
2022-24.

Our findings are remarkably robust across multiple surveys. The surveys
used in this study vary substantially in survey themes and question ordering.
The Gallup World Poll starts with the life-evaluation question right away. In
contrast, each of the six distinct themes of the General Social Survey asks vastly
different sets of questions before getting to the life satisfaction question. The
Community Health Survey places its life satisfaction question in a group of
self reports on health status. The survey content and question-ordering effects
are substantial. We separate surveys by theme and structure to enable valid
comparisons to be made, and almost universally find declining life satisfaction
among younger Canadians. The absolute and relative declines are compara-
ble between the Gallup survey and the GSS surveys. The Community Health
Survey, perhaps due to its health framing, tends to show the highest satis-
faction level for young Canadians and the smallest decline over time, but the
smoothness of its times series means that it has the biggest decline in terms
of standard deviations. In other words, its decline over time stands out more
sharply against its lesser year-to-year fluctuations.

Our second conclusion is about the timing of the decline. All surveys in-
dicate a downward trend that starts around the mid 2010s, well before the
COVID-19 pandemic. The data thus suggest that the pandemic led to a con-
tinuation, but not to any increase, in the rate of decline. We should therefore
not expect a fast recovery after the pandemic. The Gallup surveys in 2023 and
2024 show no evidence of recovery.

The third conclusion we draw is that the decline in younger Canadians’
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subjective well-being is not just driven by worsening mental health of Gen Z
Canadians. Yes, Gen Z experience the greatest decline in their life evaluations,
beyond what can be expected from the growing-up process of becoming young
adults. But we observed substantial Gen-Y declines, too, that are often not far
behind. The observation of Gen Y malaise does not over-turn the hypothesis
that social media and smartphone use contributed to a youth mental health
crisis. But it does suggest the need to look beyond that. Young Canadians
over the past decade have faced a myriad of life challenges, include the labour-
market challenges after the 2008-09 crisis, the slowing down of the Canadian
economic over the past decade, the high cost of housing in big cities, rising
inequality among the young exacerbated by inheritance and parental supports,
and other potential causes. There is no lack of suspects and the culprits may
be multiple.

Our last observation is that there is little difference in the declines of Gen Z
female vs Gen Z male. Both genders suffer, and suffer to a remarkably similar
degree, a finding that is robust across most of the surveys. The absence of
substantial differences by genders confirms the widespread nature of the hap-
piness crisis, and again points to the multi-faceted nature of the phenomenon.
Social media may have been more damaging to girls’ anxiety and depression,
but the virtual world’s attraction might have withdrawn more boys from the
real world (Haidt, 2024). Boys are also more likely to struggle at school (Fortin
et al., 2015) and are more influenced by the “aggrieved manhood” culture on-
line (Ging, 2019). The loss of manufacturing jobs may be more devastating for
young men than for young women (Autor et al., 2019).

Regardless of the causes, the declines in the subjective well-being of young
Canadians are generally greater than those of older generations, especially those
of retirement ages. As a result we no longer observe, in most of the recent
surveys, a U shape in age-happiness relationship that features a midlife crisis
and higher happiness at both the younger and the older ends of the age curve.
The current data show an almost monotonically rising age curve, with happiness
starting at or near the lowest point, and rise gradually until the retirement
age. To answer the question asked in this paper’s title: Yes, there is indeed a
happiness crisis among younger Canadians that have affected the youth as well
as younger adults, females as well as males.

One important question requiring future study is the extent to which changes
in life satisfaction have been matched by changes in political behaviour, as re-
flected by political views and voting intentions. In many countries, there has
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been a large gender gap in the attraction of far-right political ideas and party
voting, with young and middle-aged males being twice as likely as females to
vote for extreme-right parties (Finnsdottir, 2022). In Canada, this is echoed
in a gender gap in voting intentions for the 2025 federal election, with younger
females twice as likely as males to vote for Carney rather than Poilievre (An-
gus Reid Poll, April 21, 2025). How does this square with the drops in the life
satisfaction of younger Canadians, which have been equally large for males and
females? Perhaps the extent and direction to which lower happiness is matched
by changes in voting behaviour and behaviour depends on the particular sources
of the declines in happiness, since these are arguably different for males and
females. This seems quite plausible, and also amenable to more detailed anal-
ysis of the social and economic circumstances of Canadians of different ages,
gender, education, and employment prospects.

Preliminary evidence from the U.S. suggests that even within Gen Z, pat-
terns of political disaffection may be diverging. Younger members of the cohort,
who were in high school during the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, appear
more receptive to populist or right-leaning political messages, while older Gen
Z voters tend to resemble Gen Y in their political behavior (Yale Institute of
Politics, 2025). If confirmed, such divergence would point to lasting effects
of pandemic-era social disruption, and underscore the importance of account-
ing for within-cohort heterogeneity in age and formative life experiences when
analyzing declines in subjective well-being.

Previous research using Canadian data (Helliwell et al., 2019) has shown
that the shape of the curve relating happiness and age depends on the quality
of social contexts such as workplaces, neighbourhoods, and family life. The
relative decline in life satisfaction among younger Canadians very possibly re-
flects that, since the mid-2010s, these circumstances have worsened more for
school-age and young adult Canadians than for older Canadians. Gender differ-
ences in political preferences may similarly reflect different social and economic
realities for young men and women. These are research questions of policy ur-
gency and importance. The breadth and depth of Statistics Canada surveys,
including repeated life satisfaction measures, should enable us and others to dig
much deeper. With the passage of time, the large sample sizes in these surveys
will allow for clearer distinctions between Gen Z and the emerging Gen Alpha,
offering further insight into how these patterns evolve.
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Table 5: Estimated models behind the regression adjust-
ment of life ladder (GWP) and life satisfaction (GSS and
CCHS) - respondents aged between 15 and 34

GWP GSS CCHS

Female 0.103  -0.015  -0.025 **
(0.066)  (0.021)  (0.010)

Married or domestic partner 0.136 0.541***  0.445***
(0.071) (0.024) (0.012)

Separated, divorced or widowed -0.553*  -0.273** -0.157***
(0.220) (0.078) (0.044)

University degree 0.044 -0.001 -0.021
(0.064) (0.023) (0.012)
Logarithm of income 0.267* 0.086 ***
(0.042) (0.007)
Personal income bottom 30% -0.037
(0.033)
Personal income 30%-60% -0.133***
(0.031)
Personal income 80%-90% 0.100**
(0.034)
Personal income top 10% 0.035
(0.053)
Employed 0.147**  0.100***
(0.029) (0.014)
Unemployed -0.496***  -0.273**  -0.506"**
(0.134) (0.043) (0.026)
Not in labour force -0.060
(0.096)

Continued on next page
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Table 5 — continued from previous page

GWP GSS CCHS

Student 04117  0.276***
(0.029)  (0.014)

Homeowner 0.294**  0.242*
(0.022) (0.012)
Has religious affiliation 0.332**
(0.022)
Home language is English 0.058
(0.037)
Home language is French 0.281**
(0.052)
Foreign born -0.117  0.156™**
(0.035) (0.012)
Atlantic 0.109**  0.128***
(0.030) (0.023)
Quebec 0.070 0.206***
(0.048) (0.014)
Prairies 0.100*  0.031**
(0.028) (0.014)
British Columbia 0.068**  -0.031*
(0.032) (0.016)
Constant 4.195***  6.858"*  6.615"**
(0.446) (0.060) (0.074)
Observations 3629 73,213 75600
R2 0.044 0.054 0.049

Standard errors in parentheses
*p <0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p < 0.001
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Figure 1: Gallup World Poll: average Cantril life ladder by 5 age groups
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Figure 2: General Social Surveys: average life satisfaction by 5 age groups
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Figure 3: Community Health Surveys: average life satisfaction by 5 age groups
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Figure 4: Age-happiness relationship: changes over time
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Figure 5: Average life ladder /satisfaction of the below-35 age group (combining
15-24 and 25-34)
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Figure 6: The below-35 age group’s absolute and relative decline in unit of
time-series standard deviations
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Notes: In this figure, we scale the original times series by dividing them with their own
standard deviations, so that large fluctuations are tuned down in volatile time series, while
smaller fluctuations in smoother time series are amplified. We further remove the level
differences by subtracting from the GWP and GSS time series their respective 2009-2010
averages, and, from the CCHS time series, the 2015 value.
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Figure 7: Distributions of life ladder /satisfaction of the below-35 age group
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Figure 8: Average life ladder/satisfaction by birth cohort
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Figure 9: Average life ladder/satisfaction of Gen Z, by gender
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