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Executive Summary

	— A country's economic, scientific and institutional progress only makes sense if, ultimately, it 
serves to increase the well-being of its citizens. Spain's progress over the last four decades 
has contributed to this purpose: according to the latest available data, more than 85% of the 
population considers themselves to be "satisfied" with their life, ranking us above the EU 
average and among the "happiest" countries in the world. 

	— Our strengths include our good health, the quality of our leisure time and our personal 
relationships. However, we still have an issue to be resolved - namely, the high levels of 
economic and job-related dissatisfaction, which stems from high levels of unemployment and 
job insecurity. Dissatisfaction in these areas is creating a notable gap among the population 
and is preventing us from converging with the most advanced countries in Europe.   

	— Between now and 2050, the evolution of how satisfied we are with our lives will depend 
on our ability to face the social, economic, environmental and technological challenges and 
opportunities set out in this Strategy. To secure our place among the happiest countries in 
Europe, we will have to move towards a pattern of economic growth based on productivity 
gains, the creation of quality jobs and the sustainable use of natural resources. Only in this 
way, we will be able to finance the social safety nets and public services we need to ensure 
that the population is satisfied with its life. 

	— Among other things, the quality and coverage of health and care services will need to be further 
expanded and aligned to new social realities such as increasing longevity, the prevalence of 
mental disorders and loneliness. We should also focus on education as a way to teach basic 
socio-emotional skills and tackle problems such as smoking, consumption of antidepressants 
and obesity early on. Similarly, redistributive and social protection mechanisms should 
continue to be strengthened to mitigate phenomena such as poverty and inequality.

	— New technologies and the ecological transition will be key allies in this process. Well used, they 
will serve to improve our health, facilitate the work-leisure balance, better assist the elderly, 
and allow us to enjoy greener and more liveable spaces. 
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The past: achievements

Enjoying a good life is one of the main aspirations of human beings and facilitating it should be 
the ultimate goal of any government.1 This was recognised under the first Spanish Constitution 
(drafted in Cadiz in 1812), Article 13 of which states: "The object of Government is the happiness 
of the Nation, since the purpose of every political society is none other than the well-being of 
the individuals who compose it."2 Economic growth, technological development and legislative 
advances are tools to achieve that purpose. For this reason, more and more people are calling 
on governments to go beyond indicators such as Gross Domestic Product (GDP)3 or the United 
Nations Human Development Index 4 when defining the progress of nations, and instead place the 
well-being of citizens at the heart of designing, implementing and evaluating public policies. 

Today, many of the goods and services that are essential to our daily lives - such as instant 
messaging applications, email and Wikipedia - have little impact on the calculation of GDP, although 
they provide us with considerable personal well-being.5 Similarly, GDP does not incorporate 
dimensions such as environmental protection and sustainability or inequality,6 which have very 
significant impacts on the well-being of present and future generations. In fact, in recent years, 
proposals for alternative measures to GDP have, in addition to income, looked at consumption, 
inequality, life expectancy, leisure, care, environmental quality, public safety, political freedoms, 
social cohesion, generosity, social support, and corruption, as variables that represent the well-
being of citizens.7

The first challenge in placing well-being at the centre of public policies consists in defining the 
population’s “subjective well-being” in a specific and functional way. This is not easy,8 since it is a 
complex experience that relates to present issues (what we experience today), but also to future 
issues (such as expectations about tomorrow). Furthermore, it has to do with emotions (emotional 
reactions - positive or negative) as well as the extent to which people are satisfied with their 
life, when we assess the progress of our lives, compare ourselves with others and analyse how 
we are doing in achieving our goals.9 In this chapter, we will take levels of satisfaction with life as 
the main point of reference, as it is a reliable indicator of people's experience of well-being. It is 
also sensitive to factors that public policies can influence.

In this light, we ask ourselves: Are the citizens of Spain satisfied? According to the available 
data, most of them are. In 2019, more than 85% of people in our country considered themselves 
satisfied with their lives,10 compared to 15% who said they were not. This represents a notable 
improvement compared to previous decades, despite the deterioration noted during the years 
of economic crisis. It highlights the real impact of the social and economic progress experienced 
by the country since the transition to democracy [Fig. 1]. 
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Fig. 1. Proportion of people satisfied with their life in Spain according to different sources 
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Source: Authors' own, based on data from the European Commission, World Values Survey, European Social Survey and INE. 11

As discussed in previous chapters of this Strategy, over the last 40 years, Spain's per-capita 
income has doubled, the employment rate has risen by more than 15 points, the educational level 
of the population has improved significantly, public benefits and services have greatly increased 
their coverage and quality, and life expectancy has continued to grow [Figs. 2 and 3]. Society 
has also reached very high levels of freedom, tolerance and security, and has strengthened its 
institutions, all of which have a positive impact on the well-being of its citizens.

Fig. 2. Per-capita income and satisfaction with life 
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Fig. 3. Life expectancy at birth and satisfaction with life 
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As a result, Spain is today among the "happiest" countries in the world, with levels of 
satisfaction with life that are above the European average (EU-27) and neighbouring countries 
such as France and Italy [Fig. 4].

Fig. 4. Satisfaction with life (% of population), 2019
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The present: ways to improve

In spite of the progress recorded over the last four decades, there are still many material and 
immaterial issues that negatively affect the well-being of citizens in Spain and which prevent 
the country from catching up with the EU's most developed countries - grouped here under the 
label "EU-8" 15 [Fig. 4]. Here we point out three issues to be resolved.

The first is to do with the proportion of people who still say that they are dissatisfied with their 
life: in 2019, 10% of the population considered themselves to be "not very satisfied" and 2% "not 
at all satisfied". Reducing these figures is a challenge in itself, especially if we are to catch up with 
European countries that have higher levels of well-being.

The second issue to be resolved has to do with the fragility of subjective well-being in Spain 
- something that is very sensitive to economic crises. They impact both the magnitude of 
recessions when they occur and the time it takes to recover to previous levels. Thus, levels of 
satisfaction with life prior to the 1992 crisis did not recover until 5 or 6 years later, whereas in 
2016 (8 years after the 2008 financial crisis), satisfaction levels were still far below those 
at the beginning of the decade. The destruction of employment and the reduction of income, 
together with an increase in uncertainty about the future brought about by economic recessions 
in our country, explain this deterioration in subjective well-being and is something that particularly 
affects people in insecure and low-skilled jobs.16 

Our third issue to be resolved is closely linked to the previous one and is to do with the 
heterogeneity among the Spanish population's level of satisfaction with the different areas that 
explain it. These are grouped here into 1) economic and labour situation, 2) physical and mental 
health, and 3) social capital.17 The latter refers both to the relational environment closest to the 
person (family, friends) and to aspects linked to society's general behaviour (norms and values, 
spirit of cooperation and trust in institutions).18 Although many of the factors that make us more 
or less happy are still unknown, it is known with certainty that the following three domains are 
key to how satisfied people are with life: the countries with the greatest well-being are those in 
which the majority of the population have a good job, good health and good social relations with 
their nearest environment and community. 

In Spain, a positive scorecard in these three domains is not achieved - mainly due to people’s 
dissatisfaction with their economic and labour situation, which offsets the better ratings for health 
and personal relationships and is to a certain extent conditioned by those in leisure 19 [Fig. 5]. If 
by 2050 we want to converge in terms of satisfaction with the happiest countries in Europe, 
we will need to register significant improvements in the areas of income and employment. 
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Fig. 5. Average satisfaction by domain of life in Spain
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Source: Author's own, based on Iglesias de Ussel et al data.20 

I. Economic and labour situation

If the Spanish population is not as satisfied with their lives as their equivalents in Scandinavian 
countries, it is mainly because of their economic and labour situation. In Spain, 
structural unemployment is high, temporary employment rates are unusually high [see chapter 7] 
and labour productivity growth is lower than in more advanced countries [see chapter 1]. This 
translates into comparatively low wages and longer working hours than our European 
neighbours. If we add to this the impact that economic crises have in terms of job 
destruction and deterioration of the business sector, it is not surprising that their economic 
and employment situation is the main source of dissatisfaction for Spanish citizens. Raising our 
per-capita income and at the same time improving working conditions are essential for 
increasing our population's levels of satisfaction with life in the future. 

Whilst it is true that money cannot buy happiness, income is one of the key factors for people's 
subjective well-being - especially when it is low and uncertain.21 Uncertainty is especially 
important for the middle classes. For people on low incomes, the total amount of income is the 
determining variable. People with higher income tend to be more satisfied with their lives than 
those with lower income.22 In Spain, 37% of people earning less than 1,000 euros per month are 
dissatisfied with their lives, while among those earning 2,500 euros or more, the proportion 
of dissatisfied people falls below 12% [Fig. 6]. 
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Fig. 6. Monthly household income and percentage level of satisfaction with life, on average, in Spain 
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Source: Author's own, based on Iglesias de Ussel et al data.23

This positive relationship between income and subjective well-being hides some issues that are 
closely related to each other and which are fundamental to designing public policies.

First issue: differences in levels of satisfaction with life are greatly reduced between people 
with high and very high income.24 For example, among those earning 4,500 and 6,000 euros per 
month in Spain, the level of dissatisfaction is practically the same. This suggests that, beyond a 
certain point, more money does not bring more happiness and that, if we want to increase well-
being of society as a whole, it may be more efficient to direct income increases to the poorest 
segments of the population in order to reduce the risk of poverty.25 

Second issue: the economic situation creates asymmetrical effects in terms of satisfaction with 
life. Where income falls, perceived well-being levels fall sharply, as it is often accompanied by 
job losses, increases in poverty and greater uncertainty. However, when income rises, well-being 
rises relatively little. The latter is, on the one hand, due to the fact that, above a certain level 
of income, subjective well-being does not increase ("satiety" effect); and, on the other hand, to 
the fact that the population is adapting to the new income situation and other aspects that are 
equally important for their quality of life begin to come into play.26 This particular phenomenon 
can also be seen when people assess whether or not their income is sufficient.27 Thus, Spaniards 
who are dissatisfied with their financial situation display a lower level of well-being than those 
who are satisfied with it.28 

Third issue: for gains in well-being to be sustained, it is not only income gains that matter, but 
also how those gains are achieved (whether they are socially and environmentally sustainable) 
and where the additional resources go. This last point is directly related to the way in which public 
policies are oriented.29 
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Beyond people's economic situation, their employment situation is equally key to satisfaction 
with life.30 Employed people in Spain are more satisfied with their lives.31 Satisfaction drops 
among those who perform household chores and are retired, and falls markedly among the 
unemployed [Fig. 7]. This is because unemployment not only determines current income32 and 
future income expectations, but also affects other issues that are fundamental to well-being, 
such as health (lack of routines and greater propensity to loss of self-esteem, anxiety, depression 
or alcoholism33) and leisure (the unemployed tend to opt for more passive leisure activities).34 

Fig. 7. Employment situation and levels of satisfaction with life in Spain (% of total), 2016-18
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Source: Authors' own, based on European Social Survey data.35

Even if job stability is a determining factor for how satisfied people are with life, by reducing 
uncertainty about future income, this does not invalidate the fact that work can and should be a 
source of satisfaction in itself, insofar as it fosters learning, personal development, self-esteem 
and social interactions.36 However, in our country, employment insecurity and long working hours 
mean that it is perceived by a significant part of the population as a "necessary evil", and more 
than half of employed people suffer stress in their jobs (a higher proportion than the EU and 
OECD average).37 Therefore, if Spain wants to achieve well-being levels similar to those of the 
most advanced countries in Europe, it must significantly improve the levels of motivation38 and job 
satisfaction among its population. These levels are currently lower than those of the EU-8 [Fig. 8]. 

Fig. 8. Percentage of people satisfied with their job, 2016
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II. Physical and mental health

Health (physical and mental)40 and subjective well-being are closely linked: the former has 
a direct impact on the latter and, conversely, well-being contributes to improved health and 
perception of health.41 In general, satisfaction with health in our country is quite high [Fig. 9].42 

Fig. 9. Percentage of people satisfied with their health, 2016
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The data support this. Spain is today one of the countries in the world with the highest life 
expectancy at birth, enjoys more years in good health44 at older ages, and has one of the most 
advanced health care systems,45 in spite of the cuts in public health expenditure in over the last 
decade and the shortcomings evident during the Covid-19 pandemic. This does not, of course, 
mean that the health of the Spanish population is perfect, nor that there is not much to be done 
to reduce inequalities between different groups [see chapter 5]. Physical illnesses such as back 
and neck pain, cardiovascular problems, Alzheimer disease and cancer (to name but a few) reduce 
the quality of life of hundreds of thousands of Spaniards every day. 

As do mental disorders such as depression and anxiety.46 Several studies suggest that these 
reduce our satisfaction with life to a greater extent than physical illnesses.47 In 2017, 13% 
of the Spanish population was diagnosed with some type of mental disorder: 5.3% suffered 
from anxiety, 3.5% from depression, and 1.5% had disorders associated with consumption of 
drugs.48 However, the incidence of these problems and their manifestations varies greatly between 
groups and is substantially higher among women (the data show that they suffer from depression 
and anxiety twice as much as men of the same age), people who are unable to work and are 
unemployed, and people with a low level of education.49 

The prevalence of this type of disorder and psychological problems in Spain is not higher than 
it is in other European states. Nor is the number of deaths due to alcohol, drugs or suicide (in 
fact, suicide rates are substantially lower than in EU-8 countries such as Denmark, Belgium and 
Austria) [Fig. 10]. However, it should be noted that our consumption of antidepressants and 
anti-anxiety drugs has sky-rocketed in recent years, 50 placing Spain above the OECD average 
in the use of these drugs [Fig.11].
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Fig. 10. Deaths due to suicide, alcohol and drug 
abuse, 2016

Source: Author’s own based on data from the OECD.51

Fig. 11. Consumption of anti-depressants 

Source: Author’s own based on data from the OECD.52

Changes in our lifestyle, loneliness53 and the greater frustration we feel in the face of everyday 
problems may explain part of this increase, although the way in which mental disorders are 
treated in our country also has a great influence. In most cases, medication54 prescribed by 
primary care doctors (rather than by professionals with expertise in mental health)55 is used 
instead of other methods such as psychotherapy or positive psychology techniques. The excessive 
consumption of these drugs and the potential side effects they cause when they are not correctly 
administered constitute a source of risk for the health and future well-being of our citizens. 
And it is one that should be corrected.

III. Social capital

Satisfaction with life does not come exclusively from material goods. Human are social beings 
and need people around them to provide emotional support, approval, a sense of belonging and 
affection.56 Subjective well-being has, therefore, a relational dimension57 that is nourished by 
two sources: on the one hand, the satisfaction that comes from the interpersonal relationships 
(family, friends, work colleagues); and, on the other hand, the satisfaction that comes from the 
society in which we live. In Spain, citizens seem to obtain a great deal of satisfaction from the 
former and somewhat less from the latter, although close relationships have a greater impact on 
well-being than general social capital.58 

Our closest social circle is a great source of satisfaction with life for Spaniards, and is one of 
Spanish society's unique strengths. More than 85% of citizens are satisfied with their family and 
social life [Fig. 12], and 93% have a friend or relative they can confide in when they need to - one 
of the highest percentages among OECD countries [Fig. 13]. These good data, however, should 
not lead us to downplay the need to continue improving them in the future, and focusing, above 
all, on people who still obtain a low level of satisfaction in their close relationships.   
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Fig. 12. Percentage of people satisfied with family and social life, 2012
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Fig. 13. Percentage of people with relatives or friends they trust, 2018
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An essential issue that we must focus on is the persistence of old gender roles that negatively 
affect the way people see themselves and relate to each other.61 They perpetuate archaic 
prejudices and stereotypes, transform sexual difference into social inequality, and lead to all kinds 
of social phenomena that dent happiness. One of the most serious is violence against women. This 
takes various forms - from psychological violence (harassment, threats) to physical and sexual 
violence.62 It is estimated that, in Spain, half of women (57.3%) aged over 16 have suffered some 
of these forms of violence during their lives.63 In fact, in 2019 alone, more than 4 million women 
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in Spain suffered from it.64 These kinds of violence have all kinds of consequences: depression, 
shame, fear, anxiety, frustration, and even changes in the way people use public spaces.65 
Although to a less severe extent, the persistence of old gender roles also affects thousands of 
men, victims of a traditional vision of masculinity associated with glorifying competitiveness, 
toughness, aggressiveness and physical strength66 that often limits the development of good 
self-esteem and prevents healthy management of emotions.67 

In clear contrast with the high levels of satisfaction gained from those closest to them, Spaniards 
show a relatively high degree of disaffection with society,68 which has worsened in recent 
decades. This trend, which is shared by other countries in Southern Europe,69 is reflected in 
indicators relating to general confidence and relating to people's involvement in civic life. For 
example, less than half of Spaniards believe that most people can be trusted, which places Spain 
in an intermediate position in terms of "social trust" - far below countries such as Denmark, Finland 
and Sweden, where trust levels are between 60% and 70%.70 With regard to social participation, 
the percentage of people who involved in an association in our country barely reaches 31%, 
whereas at the beginning of the 1990s it was over 70% [Fig. 14]. This proportion places us far 
behind countries such as Denmark, the Netherlands, Germany and Finland, where more than 70% 
of the public participate in associations.71 In fact, the OECD's Civic Commitment Index - which, 
in addition to electoral participation, incorporates citizens' involvement in government decision-
making - ranks Spain among OECD countries that have a low level of civic engagement.72 

Fig. 14. Percentage of Spaniards who belong to at least one association
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Source: Authors' own, based on World Values Survey data. 73

Low levels of trust and civic engagement have crucial repercussions for a country's 
development, as they impact citizens' willingness to put the general interest before their own 
interests and to accept far-reaching economic and social reforms. But they also have a direct 
influence on social cohesion and well-being, resulting in people being less satisfied with their 
lives and more frustrated with the world. Their disaffection means that they do not feel the need 
to take part in processes of change.74
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Well-being synergies

It is important to bear in mind that subjective well-being is not just "the result" of issues such 
as economic and employment status, health and social capital. It is also a catalyst that affects 
these situations, and transforms them. For example, empirical evidence shows that students 
who are satisfied with their lives perform better academically and tend to stay in school longer, 
thus contributing to a more skilled workforce and a better educated, more involved and less 
unequal population.75 It has also been shown that satisfied workers generate increased customer 
loyalty, take less time off work, tend to be more creative and are also more productive.76 People 
with a high level of subjective well-being live longer and are ill less often, which helps to reduce 
pressures on health spending.77 They also tend to take part more in the life of their community,78 
fostering a greater sense of belonging and social cohesion.79 More broadly, the data show that 
countries that have a higher quality of life tend to attract more foreign investment and talent. This, 
in turn, affects their ability to innovate and grow over the long term.80

This means that there is a symbiotic relationship between the major challenges facing our 
country and achieving national well-being. The social and economic improvements achieved in 
recent decades are the basis on which Spain's well-being is based. At the same time, well-being 
is an essential aspect of ensuring that these improvements are consolidated and continue to 
expand in the future. 

For this symbiotic relationship to be strengthened over the coming decades, Spain will have to 
implement far-reaching reforms that will enable substantial progress to be made in the main 
areas of life that define how satisfied the population is with life. Among other things, we will 
need to address our economic and work-related weaknesses, strengthen health gains, resolve 
emerging health challenges, and continue to strengthen social ties to consolidate Spain's position 
as a prosperous, sustainable and socially cohesive country. 
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The future: possible outcomes

The short term: subjective well-being in the time of coronavirus

Although we will need to wait years to ascertain the true nature and magnitude of the impact 
of the coronavirus pandemic on the well-being of the Spanish population, incoming data allow 
us to anticipate its effects.81 Some studies refer to considerable psychological damage82 that 
could have affected all age groups - although older people were the hardest hit by the virus. It is 
estimated that 1 in 3 people in Spain had significant symptoms of anxiety, depression or post-
traumatic stress disorder during the March 2020 lockdown. This was seen more frequently 
among women, young people83 and people who already had underlying psychological problems.84 
Spanish children also suffered the effects of social isolation. In fact, a third of parents picked up 
a greater sense of irritability, nervousness, feeling of loneliness and, above all, a greater absent-
mindedness85 among their children during the months of lockdown. 

A year after the start of the pandemic, there are two results that lead us to anticipate a decline 
in well-being over the medium term. First: a significant loss of trust among the general public 
("social trust") has been detected. Second: there is a significant deterioration in people's mood 
("pandemic fatigue") - especially among young people, who have seen their routines greatly 
disrupted and have been through three economic crises in a relatively short period of time.86 

How long-lasting will these psychological effects be? That will depend on the use and effectiveness 
of vaccines, and on whether or not the pandemic leads to drastic and permanent changes in 
how people interact socially. Previous studies suggest that human beings have a great capacity 
for recovery, and that we tend to overcome very traumatic episodes (such as terrorist attacks) 
within about six months.87 In any event, this information refers to the general population. Victims 
or people who had to deal with the issue more directly often experience significantly slower 
recoveries. For example, two and a half years after the 2003 SARS crisis, 1 in 3 patients who 
survived the virus still showed some kind of psychiatric disorder (mostly post-traumatic stress 
disorder and depression).88 Similarly, hospital staff who fought the virus on the front line reported 
more emotional problems and increases in alcohol consumption.89 In the case of Covid-19, initial 
studies in Spain reveal rates close to 50% of hospital staff manifesting significant symptoms of 
depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress and emotional exhaustion, and with a greater impact 
among female healthcare workers.90

The duration of the psychological damage from coronavirus will also depend on how severe and 
prolonged the effects of the economic downturn turn out to be. The main risk is that the increase in 
unemployment and inequality 91 will become chronic, and the education gap will not be corrected 
[see chapters 2, 7 and 8]. In that case, the negative effects on our country's long-term well-being 
will be very high. On the one hand, the degree of public dissatisfaction with their economic and 
labour situation will grow. And, on the other, the state of health of the most vulnerable groups 
will deteriorate sharply.92 This was indeed the case following the 2008 crisis, which had severe 
psychological effects on a significant portion of the population, raising rates of depression and 
reducing levels of satisfaction with life in Spain for years.93

Spain's population will, in any case, eventually overcome the setback and may even emerge 
stronger from it. There are studies that show how some of the most traumatic episodes of the 
past contributed to an improvement in the society, strengthening individuals and institutions, and 
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resulting in an increase in behaviour that is empathetic, altruistic and philanthropic.94 Although 
we cannot anticipate what will happen in this case, it is possible that the pandemic will have a 
similar effect over the medium and long term, instilling among the public a greater desire for that 
which is public and collective; the need to rethink urban spaces; the connection between cities 
and the rural areas; improve the care system for the elderly; tackle the issue of climate change 
forcefully; and begin to prepare for similar crises.

The medium and long term: the challenges for increasing our country's well-being  

When Spaniards are asked about their expectations for living conditions over the next 15 years, 
only 21% expect them to be better than they are now [Fig. 15]. This pessimism about the future 
is shared by most countries in Western Europe and, although it is partly explained by a distorted 
perception typical of the most developed countries around the world, it may also reflect a legitimate 
concern on the part of people regarding the evolution of some essential issues for well-being. 

Fig. 15. The citizens´ views on how living conditions will evolve in the future, 2017
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As we have seen, people's satisfaction is affected by a range of objective realities (employment, 
health) without which it is more difficult to be happy. The data reveal that, over the last two 
decades, access to many of these material realities has deteriorated in our country. In fact, 
an OECD report released prior to the pandemic ranked Spain among the countries with the 
greatest challenges for future generations’ well-being, precisely because of the potential losses 
on these fronts96 [Fig.16]. 
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Fig. 16. Gains and losses relating to resources for future well-being compared to the current situation 

CAP 09
Fig. 16. Ganancias o pérdidas de recursos para el bienestar futuro 
respecto a la situación actual 
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What are these challenges? Here, we highlight five: 

First, there are concerns about the future of our economy and, along with it, of our welfare 
state. As we have already discussed, unless there are deep changes in the next decade, Spain 
could experience reduced economic growth in the long term [see chapter 1]. Although economic 
growth per se is no guarantee of higher levels of well-being, the fact is that if income generation 
were to be greatly reduced, public revenues would decline also, which would make it more 
difficult to maintain current social benefits. Social transfers (e.g. retirement pensions, Minimum 
Living Income, unemployment benefits), and access to and quality of public services could be 
compromised, leading to an increase in inequality [see chapter 8] and a loss of well-being among 
the population. This would be particularly intense among the most vulnerable groups and those 
who at a greater risk of poverty. 

The second challenge for our future well-being is related to weaknesses in our labour market. 
If  over the coming decades we fail to resolve current issues such as high levels of structural 
unemployment and employment insecurity (temporary and part-time work) and long working 
hours, technological changes and new forms of work could lead to a further deterioration in 
working conditions in our country [see chapter 7]. This would further increase job dissatisfaction, 
which is, as we have seen, already the key source of frustration in Spain. 

The third challenge for the future well-being of the Spanish people may be due to population 
ageing. Older age does not necessarily imply a substantial increase in dissatisfaction with life 
- even though people at older ages suffer from greater health problems or are more likely to
feel lonely [Fig. 17]. This is partly explained by their greater maturity and the improvements
seen in their quality of life over the years, but also by material issues such as the economic
and psychological support provided by the pension system. Or the fact that the vast majority of
Spaniards over 65 own the home in which they live. However, these material realities could change 
in the future [see chapters 5 and 6]. If the necessary reforms are not carried out, the quality of
our social protection could experience a significant setback, insofar as many of the social benefits 
of our welfare state are linked to employment. It is not out of the question that future working
careers will become more erratic and discontinuous [see chapter 7]. Similarly, the difficulty many 
young people face today in accessing housing could mean that, by 2050, the proportion of older
people owning a home will fall considerably [see chapter 6]. Rental payments would reduce
their availability of income for other expenses or savings, and this could result in lower levels of
satisfaction with their economic situation.
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Fig. 17. The Spanish population's satisfaction with life, by age, 2018
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Furthermore, although life expectancy in "good health" is expected to continue to increase over the 
coming decades [see chapter 5], the prevalence of certain diseases - and especially common 
mental disorders -  could become a source of dissatisfaction among our population (both for those 
suffering from them and for their families). The changes in certain social patterns (for example, 
smaller households and greater inter-territorial mobility) and the population's distribution across 
the country (such as the depopulation of rural areas) could also lead to a decrease in social 
interactions and a possible increase in loneliness caused, among other reasons, by families’ 
geographical remoteness. 

The fourth challenge for the future well-being of the Spanish population is climate change and 
environmental degradation. If we do nothing, the environmental impacts that occur in the coming 
decades will worsen our quality of life.99 In fact, air pollution in Spain is already among the top ten 
risk factors for health,100 and the evidence shows that rising temperatures and deteriorating air 
quality do indeed reduce well-being.101 Spain in 2050 will be warmer and more arid. There will be 
more droughts, more fires, more heat waves, more torrential rains and more disease transmission 
through food, water and animals [see chapter 4]. These are all issues that could reduce the well-
being of our citizens. 

Finally, the well-being of the Spanish people could be diminished by the changes that will 
occur in the way the population is distributed around the country between now and 2050. On 
the one hand, depopulation and the loss of economic and employment dynamism in many rural 
areas could negatively affect the well-being of the 12% of the Spanish population who will reside 
in them [see chapter 6]. This is especially true for the elderly in small towns, who will have difficulty 
accessing certain services (banking, health and transport) and will see their social interactions 
and capacity for personal and family development reduced. On the other hand, the growth of large 
cities and the possible intensifying of current challenges such as access to housing and social 
segregation could reduce the satisfaction among the urban population, prolonging and extending 
elsewhere a trend that is already visible in some large cities.102
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Opportunities in the future to increase citizens' life satisfaction levels

The threats described above can of course be avoided or mitigated if we carry out the necessary 
transformations that will enable us to guarantee a prosperous and sustainable tomorrow, thus 
bequeathing the potential for greater well-being to future generations. The key is to convert 
these challenges into opportunities, as explained in this Strategy. 

If we are able to base our economic growth on sustained productivity gains, we will not only be 
able to avoid a scenario of reduced growth, but also minimise our vulnerability during times 
of economic recession; generate better working conditions; have more time for leisure and 
human relations; and preserve and expand our welfare state, ensuring the provision of quality 
public services and greater social equality. One of the keys to increasing our future well-being 
is to achieve socially inclusive growth that reduces our high levels of poverty risk and income 
inequality. This will also require a profound reorganising of public revenues (the tax system) and 
expenditure (social benefits and public services). We will need to collect more and better in order 
to spend more and better on items that are essential to our future well-being, such as health and 
long-term care services [see chapter 8]. 

Technological change can be a key ally in this process of economic modernisation. If properly 
managed, the development and spread of technologies such as Artificial Intelligence and 
advanced robotics could translate into significant productivity gains (this, in turn, would boost 
government revenues) and deliver a dramatic improvement in working life. Such innovations could 
eliminate repetitive and physically erosive jobs; make working hours more flexible; expand the 
opportunity for teleworking; and reduce working hours, freeing up time for leisure, rest, personal 
development and social relations. All of this would have a very positive impact on the satisfaction 
of our population. We will need, however, to pay attention to the possible perverse effects that 
new technologies can have on the mental health of our population - such as stress caused by 
excessive use of social networks and being online 24/7, which blur the boundaries between work 
and private life.

Training and re-skilling our population will also be fundamental. Not only because improving 
education is the most effective way of increasing a country’s productivity and quality of 
employment,103 but also because - if approached holistically - education can enhance individuals' 
level of satisfaction with life by developing psychosocial and emotional skills such as empathy, 
critical thinking and introspection, as well as the acquisition of the knowledge necessary to lead 
a healthy life and establish positive relationships with others. For example, domestic violence, 
smoking, alcohol consumption, abusing antidepressants, and childhood obesity104 - all of which 
are serious threats to the future health of Spain's population - can be corrected from an early age 
through educational programmes. For this reason, schools should be viewed not only as places 
where knowledge is acquired, but also as places for socialisation, where skills are taught and 
the necessary tools are offered to be happy in adult life105 [see chapter 2]. 
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To avoid a deterioration in older people's levels of satisfaction with life, it will be essential 
to strengthen the National Health System and social services. Over the last few years, Spain's 
public spending on health has stagnated: in terms of GDP, it has remained at around 6.5% since 
2012, and in per-capita terms in 2018 it was at similar levels to 2009 [see chapter 5]. This has 
occurred despite the increase in the health needs of the population106 as a result of (among other 
things) progressive demographic ageing and the incorporation of new technologies and the latest 
generation of drugs. In the coming decades, we will need to break this trend: our health spending 
must be adapted to incorporate medical and therapeutic innovations as they emerge, to offer a 
quality service to the population as a whole and thus become another means of increasing life 
expectancy in "good health". We must also commit to creating a leading system, which meets the 
growing needs of a long-living society and which increasingly prioritises autonomy, personalised 
care and the “home” model in residential care homes services [see chapter 5]. Strengthening 
professional and guaranteed social services and promoting interpersonal relationships in the 
community will also be essential to reduce loneliness and dissatisfaction among the population.  

The green transition could also result in a less polluted country, with greener and more liveable 
cities, and citizens with better health and with access to more alternatives for leisure. The 
natural environment has a direct impact on well-being,107 meaning that all the improvements 
that occur within it will result in greater levels of satisfaction with life. For example, the availability 
of natural spaces and green areas helps to reduce stress, encourages physical exercise, and 
facilitates social interaction and a sense of community.108 To minimise the potential impacts of 
climate change and move towards a carbon-neutral and resource-sustainable economy, we will 
need to change the way we move around, produce goods and services, and consume. If the green 
transition is executed well, fairly and equitably, these changes should not result in increased public 
dissatisfaction, but rather the opposite. 

The changes anticipated in our country could also result in greater well-being. Technology 
will help to close part of the service gap that exists today between cities and rural areas, bringing 
employment, training, medical and leisure opportunities to even the smallest villages. This could 
lead to a significant improvement in opportunities and quality of life in rural areas, along with 
improved levels of life satisfaction. At the same time, the proposed reforms could result in an 
increase in the number of cities that are more liveable, community-oriented and cohesive, leading 
to improved well-being, especially among the elderly and the most vulnerable households [see 
chapter 6].

 How can we make these improvements happen? In the following pages we suggest a number 
of measures to supplement those described in previous chapters.
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What can be done to achieve greater well-being

Spain's main medium- and long-term goal must be to preserve the levels of subjective well-
being that have been achieved in recent decades and to continue increasing them, to ensure 
its position as one of the "happiest" countries in the world in 2050. To achieve this, it will be 
essential to successfully overcome the challenges set out in this Strategy, developing a pattern of 
growth based on increased productivity, environmentally sustainability and an inclusive society, 
strengthening income redistribution mechanisms, and adapting our welfare state to megatrends 
such as technological change and demographic ageing, so that it can continue to promote social 
cohesion. Improving levels of economic and job satisfaction [see chapters 1 and 7] is crucial to 
raising Spanish citizens’ levels of life satisfaction, while preserving the high levels of satisfaction 
achieved in other areas of life such as close social relations and preventing low levels of satisfaction 
among some groups from becoming chronic. 

Goal 50. Progressively raise the extent to which the Spanish population is satisfied with life, to 
approach the current levels seen among the EU-8 by 2050. 

Table of indicators and targets 109

Targets

Average
2015-2019

or latest
data available*

PlaceIndicators

205020402030

83%

82%

92%

86%

-

-

89%

-

-

92%

-

-

Spain 

EU-27

EU-8

Percentage of people 
satisfied with their life109

50

Below we offer some recommended measures to complement those set out in previous chapters 
and enhance their impact on subjective well-being:

Front 1: Put well-being at the heart of public policy and develop new tools to measure it 
The State must ensure that decisions at all times, and above all, pursue the well-being of citizens. 
We therefore suggest:

	– Introducing the protection and expansion of citizens' well-being as an explicit and 
fundamental objective when designing, implementing and evaluating all public 
policies. A decisive step in this direction would be to establish a "well-being budget," 
similar to the way New Zealand has recently done.110

	– Improve measurement tools. Several countries (such as Germany,111 Austria,112 the UK,113 
and New Zealand114) have started to develop metrics and new tools to quantify and track 
the well-being of their populations more closely.115 Spain should do the same, expanding 
the availability of data116 and longitudinal studies associated with well-being, and creating 
a dashboard that is regularly updated,117 so that there is a system of national well-being 
measurements that complement the traditional metrics of GDP and national income.

http://www.statistik.at/web_en/statistics/------/hows_austria/index.html
http://www.statistik.at/web_en/statistics/------/hows_austria/index.html
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Front 2: Improve job satisfaction among citizens
This involves correcting the major deficiencies of our labour market (unemployment and temporary 
jobs) and improving working conditions for the entire population, so that work is not an impediment 
to good physical and mental health, family life, leisure and participation in the community. In this 
regard, the following will be important:

	– Being more rigorous about combatting practices such as overwork and encouraging 
greater flexibility in regard to working hours, harmonising the criterion of productivity 
with workers' well-being. We need once and for all to overcome the culture of having to be 
present, and promoting an efficient use of working time as well as supporting the idea of 
setting aside time for leisure activities and/or social and family relations.118 An interesting 
example of this is the UK’s Flexible Working Act119.  

	– Promoting practices among companies (including SMEs) that incorporate well-being 
into human resources management and the value that is placed on the private sector's 
contribution to society.120

Front 3: Ensure the quality of the National Health System by improving the prevention and 
treatment of physical illnesses and mental disorders that undermine people's well-being. 
In addition to the measures proposed in chapters 4 and 5, we highlight the following: 

	– Strengthen the provision of mental health services delivered by primary care and by 
care services that are accessible to the general population (such as social services) and 
special groups (for example, people in prisons) - with a view to: 

	• Reduce waiting times for mental health diagnosis and care. Although there are 
notable variations between regions, it is common for waiting times to exceed 30 days 
for the first consultation in the National Health System's specialist centres. We need 
to reduce this waiting time and bring it into line, at least, with that of other primary 
care health services.

	• Provide minimally adequate mental health treatments to reduce the use 
of psychotropic drugs. Today, only 25% of people with a clinical problem of 
depression receive "minimally adequate" treatment. The goal should be that at least 
2 out of 3 people receive these effective treatments to comply with international 
recommendations.121 

	• Substantially reduce the percentage of people who do not receive any treatment 
within 12 months. 

	• Reduce health inequalities between different social groups.
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To achieve these changes, it will be necessary to strengthen the integration of mental 
health care into the “National Health System Portfolio of Services”,122 incorporating 
staged procedures for psychological intervention ranging from low-intensity interventions 
to interventions that require specialist mental health services.123 At present, all that 
exists are pilot projects or projects of limited scope for providing psychological care 
within some health centres in certain regions. Most of these show good results in terms 
of cost and outcomes.124 

	– Introduce training programmes for teachers and health personnel to identify mental 
health issues early on.125 Half of the most common mental health problems arise before 
the age of 15 and 75% start before the age of 25.126 Proactive policies are therefore needed 
for prevention, detection and effective treatment of these problems from childhood,127 
within educational and health environments as well as in the community.

	– Increase the number of mental health professionals in the National Health System. 
The Spanish system's psychological care in mental health is still in its early stages. In 
clinical psychology, there are 6 professionals per 100,000 inhabitants compared to 18 
per 100,000 inhabitants in the rest of Europe.128 The number of psychiatrists (10.9 per 
100,000 inhabitants) is also among the lowest in the EU-27 (above only Poland and 
Bulgaria).129 

Front 4: Promote "education for well-being" within our educational plans
Over the next few years, our schools and colleges (primary, secondary and tertiary) will need to 
introduce the acquisition of socio-emotional and humanistic knowledge and skills into their 
curricula to help students better manage their emotions, deal with phenomena such as failure, 
success, and pain, to lead healthy lives,130 maintain positive interpersonal relationships, and "be 
happy". This type of training is already being used in Spain, but is not formally or extensively 
included in educational plans. Research shows that it not only improves the quality of teaching 
and student outcomes and engagement,131 but also helps foster a sense of community in schools, 
reduces conflict (such as bullying) and reduces teacher dissatisfaction.132 We therefore suggest 
the following: 

	– Introduce socio-emotional skills into autonomous communities' education legislation 
and teacher training so that education offers skills for quality human relations, greater 
enjoyment of leisure time, responsible exercise of citizenship, respect for and appreciation 
of diversity, health care, sensible eating habits, and environmental conservation, among 
other things.   

	– Include these programmes in school curricula and teaching programmes, education 
faculty curricula and training for active teaching staff through teacher training centres 
(including management teams). 
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	– In line with the recommendations of the Council of Europe,133 introduce and apply 
positive parenting programmes, preferably in school or social/health care settings,134 
to include teaching effective communication skills, positive reinforcement, conflict 
management based on non-violence, and problem solving, with educational content 
adapted to different educational stages. 

	– Implement programmes to encourage peaceful coexistence and training on non-sexist 
values aimed at the population as a whole, with greater emphasis on the adolescent 
population. This would involve developing coeducation programmes based on values, in 
which schools and families themselves should participate. It is also necessary to reflect 
on the role models conveyed by the media (for example, different attitudes adopted when 
presenting the same event, and hyper-sexualisation) and look at the behavioural models 
portrayed in new media (such as Twitch and Instagram).
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