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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Balancing needs: young unemployed Finnish adults’ discourse on
well-being and its relation to the sustainability transformation

Tuula Helnea and Tuuli Hirvilammib

aResearch Unit, Kela (The Social Insurance Institution of Finland), Helsinki, Finland; bFaculty of Social Sciences,
Tampere University, Tampere, Finland

ABSTRACT
Meeting human needs while respecting ecological limits is one of the daunting tasks of the
sustainability transformation. To succeed in it, it is vital to discuss, to reconstruct, and to
deconstruct the dominant discourse on well-being. How young people understand well-
being is a particularly important issue since they are the prospective harbingers of change.
However, the public discourse on youth is often problem-oriented, especially regarding
youth not in employment or education. In this article, the gaze is directed at one such
group. Group-interview data of young unemployed Finnish adults are analyzed to explore
how they conceptualize well-being and how this understanding relates to the sustainability
transformation. We interpret the data with the help of a need-based theory of sustainable,
multidimensional, and relational well-being (the Having-Doing-Loving-Being framework). The
study demonstrates that the young adults’ discourse is compatible with the framework, and
differs distinctly from the prevailing policy discourse on well-being by giving far less weight
to monetary aspects, and by its emphasis on meaningfulness, ethical activities, and connect-
edness with nature. The article concludes with implications for the sustainability transform-
ation regarding consumption, employment policies, social and health services, biodiversity
and conservation, positive sustainability, and the theory of sustainable well-being.
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Introduction

Never before in human history has the hazard of
anthropogenic ecological annihilation loomed closer.
The climate crisis is intensifying, ecological over-
shoot continues to grow, biodiversity loss acceler-
ates, plastic waste continues to accumulate, and so
forth (e.g., Bradshaw et al. 2021). Yet in the public
and policy discourse, attention is often focused on
other issues, such as the so-called youth problem. In
the hegemonic European policy discourse, increasing
attention has been paid to the category of young
people described as “not in education, employment,
or training” (NEET) (e.g., Holte 2018). These indi-
viduals are mainly represented as a risk or at risk
(see, e.g., Follesø 2015), and it is therefore deemed
necessary to “activate” them to secure their entrance
into the labor market. The aim of activating and
integrating these young people into the consumerist
work society is taken for granted without consider-
ing whether all jobs and employment possibilities
are beneficial for either their well-being or ecological
sustainability. A major motive behind this hege-
monic discourse is securing economic growth—or
nowadays, “sustainable and inclusive growth”—
despite the fact that economic growth (with or

without a modifier) has solved neither ecological
nor social problems; in fact, quite the contrary holds
true (e.g., Cetin and Bakirtas 2020; Hickel and Kallis
2020). Yet in the dominant policy discourse, eco-
nomic growth is considered indispensable for aug-
menting well-being (e.g., Finnish Government 2019,
14; Llena Nozal, Martin, and Murtin 2019), the
rationale for this being linked to a materialistic
understanding of well-being.

The accumulated ecological problems do not
bode well for the future of humanity, and no one
faces this dismal prospect as palpably as the younger
generations. It is thus no wonder that young adults
experience climate and eco-anxiety (Nairn 2019;
Pihkala 2020; Wu, Snell, and Samji 2020), which
diminishes their well-being and may raise doubts
about the hegemonic economy-oriented discourse
on well-being. However, what well-being means for
young adults is seldom discussed in the context of
sustainability transformation. What would a “good
life” mean for young people on the threshold of
their adult and working life? Finding an answer to
this question is essential because how well-being is
constructed and pursued—on both the personal and
societal levels—always has ecological and societal
impacts: it can either mitigate or fuel the ecological
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crisis, and it can either keep us on the current rocky
road or open a pathway to a better future. Due to
the transformative power of language, the decon-
struction of well-being may in fact be a decisive step
in the cultural transformation toward sustainability
(e.g., Brown and Vergragt 2016).

In this article, we study young unemployed Finnish
adults’ discourse on well-being and its relation to the
sustainability transformation. We analyze group inter-
view data collected among young adults (aged 20–29)
taking part in activation programs in Finland in 2016
(see also Helne and Hirvilammi 2021; Hirvilammi et al.
2019). The purpose of our study is to explore how this
subgroup of young unemployed adults conceptualizes
well-being and to interpret their responses with the
help of our framework of sustainable and relational
well-being, which we have thus far discussed on a
mainly theoretical level (Helne 2019, 2021; Helne and
Hirvilammi 2015, 2017, 2019; Hirvilammi and Helne
2014). The theory comprises a multidimensional frame-
work that identifies four dimensions of well-being:
Having, Doing, Loving, and Being (HDLB).

When it comes to the prospects of sustainability
transformation, our interviewees who officially belong
to the NEET category form a particularly interesting
group since they are usually represented through their
deficits rather than their potential. They are, conse-
quently, portrayed as marginalized persons likely to
engage in risky behavior rather than noteworthy polit-
ical actors (see, e.g., Thompson 2011; Yates and Payne
2006). Consequently, they are not the most obvious
group of young people expected to lead the way in
the sustainability transformation (e.g., Brown and
Vergragt 2016, 313). On the contrary, discussions of
the agency of youth at the margins have mainly
focused on analyzing the factors that hinder their
attachment to education and working life (Rikala
2020, 3). To direct attention to the agency of young
unemployed adults, we shift the focus from their
problems to their notions of attaining well-being.

The article is structured as follows. In the next
section, we expound on the HDLB framework and
its theoretical underpinnings in the context of trans-
disciplinary research on sustainable well-being. In
the third section, we describe our data and analyt-
ical approach. In the fourth section and its subsec-
tions, we present our findings on each dimension of
well-being with a view to sustainability. We con-
clude with the implications of the analysis for the
sustainability transformation.

Research on sustainable well-being and the
Having-Doing-Loving-Being framework

The research literature on well-being is voluminous
as well as diverse (see, e.g., Gasper 2004, 2007).

Until recently, there has, nonetheless, been a serious
lacuna, namely the interconnection between well-
being and nature. Recent years have, however, seen
the blossoming of the field of sustainable well-being,
which connects research on well-being, nature, and
sustainability (e.g., Kjell 2011; McGregor 2014). A
large part of this effort is closely related to need-
based theories of well-being (e.g., Koch, Buch-
Hansen, and Fritz 2017; Lamb and Steinberger 2017;
Rauschmayer and Omann 2015), the best known of
which are the theories of Maslow ([1954] 1970,
[1971] 1993), Max-Neef (1992), and Doyal and
Gough (1991). The work of Max-Neef and Doyal
and Gough has been of particular interest in recent
discussions in the context of sustainability, con-
sumption, and well-being (e.g., Brand-Correa et al.
2020; B€uchs and Koch 2017; Gough 2017; Guillen-
Royo 2016; Guillen-Royo, Guardiola, and Garcia-
Quero 2017; O’Neill et al. 2018).

Our research has contributed to this field by
introducing the need-based HDLB framework of
sustainable and relational well-being. We are much
indebted to the well-being theory of the sociologist
Erik Allardt, in which he summarized the “central
necessary conditions of human development and
existence” with the “catchwords” Having, Loving,
and Being (Allardt 1993, 89). Allardt discusses
Doing as part of Being, but we have given Doing
full status as the fourth dimension of well-being.

We originally began developing the HDLB frame-
work based on Allardt’s theory without reference to
Max-Neef’s (1992) work. However, the HDLB cate-
gories resemble Max-Neef’s “needs according to
existential categories,” namely Having, Doing, Being,
and Interacting. Our framework differs from his
human-needs matrix by its simplicity: we have four
need categories, whereas beside the four existential
categories Max-Neef’s matrix includes nine “needs
according to axiological categories” (subsistence,
protection, affection, understanding, participation,
leisure, creation, identity, and freedom). Compared
to this listing, we believe that the HDLB framework
offers a more manageable research setting and
allows for greater freedom of interpretation. It is
also easy to disseminate the gist of the framework
to politicians, the media, and the general public,
which may be propitious to advancing the sustain-
ability transformation.

Traditionally, need theories have not paid much
attention to nature (e.g., Doyal and Gough 1991;
Lederer 1980). However, as in other theories of sus-
tainable well-being, a central trait of the HDLB
framework is its strong emphasis on the dependency
of human well-being on nature. The framework’s
inalienable foundation is the ecosystemic embedded-
ness of human well-being and respect for nature’s
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intrinsic value. It endorses the idea of “well-being in
coexistence;” that is, “human life quality with
respect for all life of other actors, species and sys-
tems over time” (Bonnedahl and Heikkurinen 2019,
5). Even though other research on sustainable well-
being underlines the nature-dependency of need sat-
isfaction, no other theory has, as far as we know,
rooted the different dimensions of well-being in
their ecological foundation. The ecosystemic embed-
dedness of the HDLB approach and the concomitant
attention given to the relationship between humans
and other species also differentiates this theory
from other relational theories of well-being in which
relationality usually covers only human-to-human
relationships (e.g., Atkinson 2013; Cottam 2011;
White 2017).1

The ecosystemic embeddedness of well-being
means that the need category of Having—the need
for subsistence—is perceived as dependent on the
material resources provided by ecosystems. This
brings in the element of sufficiency: well-being
requires that the need of Having is adequately met.
In Fromm’s terms ([1976] 2011, 69–70), the need
for “existential having” is then satisfied. Above that
point, the satisfaction of material needs becomes
superfluous, or excessive Having. In other words,
when well-being and sustainability are connected,
there is a limit to Having. These lower and upper
limits of Having come close to the idea of
“sustainable consumption corridors” (Di Giulio and
Fuchs 2014). They are defined by minimum stand-
ards that allow every individual to live a good life
and maximum standards for any individual’s use of
resources. Notably, the focus is not primarily on
consumer goods but on the needs to which those
goods are linked (Di Giulio and Fuchs 2014; Gough
2020; Guillen-Royo 2020). Likewise, in the HDLB
framework, the upper limit of Having not only
refers to environmental limits but is also need-
based: there is only a certain amount of material
goods any individual truly needs. Here the distinc-
tion between needs and wants becomes pivotal (see,
e.g., Doyal and Gough 1984; Helne and Hirvilammi
2019). Needs are innate, whereas wants are exter-
nally imposed.2 Not satisfying one’s wants causes no
harm, unless feeling frustrated can be counted as
such, whereas serious harm follows if one cannot
gratify one’s needs (Doyal and Gough 1991, 42).
Needs are also satiable, whereas human wants are
endless (e.g., Gough 2017, 46).

Since ours is a theory of sustainable well-being,
the need category of Doing refers to meaningful
activities that are not detrimental to one’s natural or
social environment. Defining Doing as a need cat-
egory stems from the Aristotelian tradition in which
well-being (eudaimonia) is “activity [emphasis

added] in accordance with virtue;” moreover, virtu-
ous activities are not understood by Aristotle as dull
duties but as deeply gratifying (Aristotle [384–322]
2016, 20–21, 166).

Again, due to the ecosystemic embeddedness of
the HDLB approach, the need category of Loving
differs from the most common ways of defining
relationships pertinent to well-being by including
relations not only with other humans but also with
other species, with nature, and even with future
generations. Loving also includes the relationship
with oneself, because one can hardly engage in a
balanced relationship with others unless one first
has achieved that goal with oneself.

Finally, the category of Being encompasses phys-
ical and mental health and self-actualization. In its
broadest sense, Being is a mode of existence involv-
ing presence, oneness, imaginativeness, growth, self-
knowledge, and freedom to be oneself, among other
somewhat ineffable experiences (see Fromm [1976]
2011, 139–140).

Besides ecosystemic rootedness, another signifi-
cant manifestation of the relationality of the HDLB
framework is that the dimensions of well-being are
treated as an interrelated whole, whereby well-being
manifests itself as a balanced relationship between
the actualization of the four categories of need. The
dimensions also overlap, and many activities simul-
taneously fulfill several needs; to use Max-Neef’s
(1992) term, they are synergic satisfiers of needs.
From this perspective, the HDLB approach high-
lights both the indispensability of balancing all
dimensions and the potential tensions that can arise
when striving to meet them.

Context, data, and methods

Our data were gathered in late 2016 in six group
interviews with young adults participating in activa-
tion programs run by public or non-profit organiza-
tions.3 The interviews took place in five cities in
Finland (and also the young people were city dwell-
ers). The overall context of our analysis is the
Finnish welfare state with its comprehensive social
security system.

Since the interviews were part of an earlier
research project with a focus on unemployment and
ecosocial innovations (e.g., Stamm et al. 2020), the
activation programs chosen were oriented toward
promoting sustainability. For example, one group
interview took place at a social foundation involved
in material recycling. Even though the degree of vol-
untariness of taking part in a particular program
varied (so the young people may or may not have
been ecologically oriented), choosing these programs
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may have increased the occurrence of environmental
concerns in the data.

A total of 29 young adults between 20 and
29 years of age were interviewed; 11 were male and
18 were female. All participants lived in a precarious
financial situation and semi-financial independence
from their families. Some had earlier been employed
in full-time jobs, but most had only limited experi-
ence of part-time, temporary, or seasonal work. The
interviewees’ educational background varied from
elementary school graduation to vocational school-
ing and, in one case, university studies. Most were
unmarried, and only one respondent reported being
a parent. The majority lived alone, with one partici-
pant residing with his parents. Since the interview-
ees took part in activation programs for young
unemployed adults, their sources of income con-
sisted of social benefits (different combinations of
labor-market subsidy, basic unemployment allow-
ance, social assistance, and housing allowance). The
number of participants in each group varied from 2
to 8, and the length of the interviews ranged from
65minutes to 2 hours and 22minutes. The inter-
views were recorded and transcribed. In total, the
interview data contains 171 pages of transcript
material that was coded manually.

In addition to open questions, the interview
protocol contained 14 statements related to youth
unemployment, work orientation, the relationship
between happiness and income level, nature’s role in
well-being, and the social security system. The state-
ments were used as a discussion stimulus, or
“provocative thesis” (Flick 2006, 195), to encourage
the participants to exchange ideas on different pre-
vailing discourses. For the purposes of this article,
we concentrate largely on the data from those parts
of the group discussions that were kindled by open
questions on well-being, or were inspired by the fol-
lowing statements: “The higher the standard of liv-
ing one has, the happier one is;” “Work is an
essential and important part of life;” “The economy
is primary for well-being because everything
depends on having money;” and “Nature is the
foundation of human well-being because without it
people cannot survive.”

Our analysis was premised on relational and crit-
ical constructionism (e.g., Burr 2000; Hosking 2011).
Both approaches emphasize that there are several
competing systems of meaning in society, which
puts the question of power and discursive power
struggles on the agenda. Since we were interested in
meanings and discursive struggles, our lens for read-
ing the data was critical discourse analysis (e.g.,
Fairclough 2010). In line with relational ontology,
instead of analyzing individual attitudes, we were
interested in exploring shared meanings and how

the speakers’ utterances related to public discourses
(see Wetherell 2001, 15, 17). We understood regu-
larities in the data as interpretative repertoires:
“internally consistent, bounded language units”
(Wetherell and Potter 1988, 172).

With regard to the discourse on well-being, the
analysis proceeded so that we extracted all state-
ments that had to do with well-being and then clas-
sified them according to the four dimensions of
well-being. After this, we analyzed how the young
adults constructed the meaning of well-being on
each dimension to determine the kinds of interpret-
ative repertoires that could be found on each of
them. In the next section, we present our findings
with respect to how their discourse might favor the
sustainability transformation.

The meanings of well-being

Multidimensionality

In the HDLB approach, well-being is defined holis-
tically and multidimensionally, and this was also the
case with the young adults’ discourse. Since mean-
ing-making in group discussions is collective, the
list of dimensions was often constructed collectively
and cumulatively, as in the following extract:

Interviewer: So, what do you think well-being or
the good life consists of?

Vilja4: Well, good health, keeping oneself in shape
(Being), friends and family (Loving), and…

Joni: Self-esteem (Being).

Ville: Living the life you want to live (Being).

Anni: Meaningful activities (Doing).

Sini: And a proper balance between work and fun.
You can’t live so that one or the other is absent
(Doing/Being).

The construction of well-being in group interviews
reflects the participants’ shared values. Given the hege-
monic economy-oriented and materialistic discourse
on well-being, it is noteworthy how the young adults
replied when asked to describe the good life and what
contributes to well-being. The discussion often began
with dimensions other than Having. The next inter-
viewee made her process of meaning-making explicit:

Katja: First, I thought I’d mention things like having
a roof over your head, food, clothes to wear, and
being able to wash yourself (Having)…But one has
to have a way to express oneself and one’s feelings,
also one’s bad feelings, to other people. We are, after
all, partly social animals, and it’s good to have people
with whom you can share things (Being, Loving).

In the next utterance, the material constituents of
well-being are also not the first things mentioned:

Interviewer: What is the good life?
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Juha: It’s having at least a certain number of people
who care for you and whom you care for in your
life. Being at peace, without conflicts
(Loving)…Also, physical and psychological health.
Psychological health is actually more important,
because it’s not as bad if your leg hurts as when
something’s wrong here [points at his head]
(Being). So that’s one thing. Of course, an
apartment where you feel comfortable and like
living in… So that’s about it. And maybe some
kind of source of stable income. I don’t know.
Good food and things like that (Having).

The interviewees appear united in their construc-
tion of the multidimensional and relational features
of well-being. Well-being is a whole in which all
dimensions play a role. This was particularly con-
spicuous when the respondents deliberated on the
role of work (Doing) in their lives. They wished that
they could find a job that provided the possibility of
self-realization (Being), was ethical, and benefited
others (Loving). In addition, they wished that their
future job could guarantee a sufficient income to
support themselves and their potential families,
including pets (Having). Maria’s definition summa-
rizes all this: to her, well-being means “living the
life you want to live.” Clearly, well-being for these
young people differs significantly from being a
pawn of other people’s wishes or consumer-
ist forces.

Having: moderation will do

The interviewees mainly lived on social benefits, the
level for which they considered to be too low. They
struggled to make ends meet. The fact that most
respondents emphasized that they only hoped for a
moderate disposable income and expressed no wish
of getting rich might therefore come as a surprise.
This finding, however, matches the Aristotelian
underpinning of the HDLB framework in which a
moderate standard of living and a moderate income
are viewed as a sufficient condition of well-being.

Naturally, the interviewees spoke of the material
satisfiers of Having (food, a decent amount of
money, a place to live, and so forth) as conditions
of well-being. Without them, life would be hard:

Tiina: Not having money efficiently gnaws at your
mental well-being and causes tremendous stress.
You have to count every cent; you have 1 euro 50
cents in your bank account, and the rent is due.
There’s a feeling of semi-horror.

Interviewer: And that’s stressful.

Tiina: Yes, the stress is terrible. I’m not saying,
though, that everything depends on having money,
but you need some kind of safety, a backup.

In these statements, the function of money is to
guarantee basic security. A decent income is

essential for avoiding distress. The way Tiina
describes the balance between the dimensions is
noteworthy: the feeling of safety that money brings
is a precondition of mental health. Existential
Having is thus connected to the Being dimension of
well-being.

Most of the interviewees worried about their
financial predicament but added that the amount of
money they would need to manage better is very
reasonable. The young adults thus draw a line
between existential and excessive Having. Both Tiina
and Lauri, for example, talk about “basic things,”
and how getting the bills paid would suffice. Being
able to do more is a “plus,” an appealing option but
not really necessary.

During the interviews, the participants discussed
one of the controversial premises of the hegemonic
economistic discourse: “The higher the standard of
living one has, the happier one is.” The majority felt
that happiness comes from within and “cannot be
bought with money” (Saana). Money is necessary
for survival but not for happiness:

Juha: A really high standard of living doesn’t
necessarily guarantee that you are going to be
happy. You can have problems even then. As I said,
money doesn’t bring happiness. However, you are
less pissed off. I mean, it’s more annoying to be
moneyless and sad than sad with money.

Even so, there is another side of the coin to being
penniless. Emmi talks about how financial struggles
can stimulate personal growth “in a good direction.”
She believes that had she not been forced to think
about how to make ends meet, she might have
remained in the “trap of taught values.” The optimal
situation for some young people would be to skip
thinking about money, because “it is a really stupid
thing” (Maiju), and simply to go on with their nor-
mal—and modest—life.

Even though the interviewees generally shared
the view that having money makes life more care-
free, they, perhaps surprisingly, also talked about
the flipside of being rich. Not only poverty but also
wealth can cause worries, such as how to preserve
or increase one’s assets. Rich people, too, have fam-
ily issues, may be lonely, and face uncertainty about
whether they are loved for themselves or their
money. For example, Vilja remarks that a rich per-
son can be lonely and isolated whereas a poor per-
son can be happier if “surrounded by other people
and community spirit.” Excessive Having is thus
seen as one potential obstacle to fulfilling the need
of Loving. Moreover, the notion of “poor rich peo-
ple” confirms that young adults do not see actualiz-
ing needs in the dimension of Having as a sufficient
condition for well-being but hold that meeting other
needs is (at least) equally necessary.
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The fact that most of the respondents had no
plans to make a fortune may be related to their less
than rosy image of the lives of wealthy people and
to the critical stance toward consumer capitalism
that was conspicuous in the data. Tuomas, for
example, is painfully aware of the footprints of con-
sumption on our planet:

Every act of consumption leaves a trace. Everything
you buy hurts someone. If you buy food, some
animal’s home has been trampled over to clear a
field. And if you buy electronics, somebody has
been digging for minerals with a gun pointing at
his head.

The excerpt demonstrates the speaker’s con-
sciousness of the ramifications of the human pursuit
of well-being: every form of material need satisfac-
tion has ecological or social consequences—even the
satisfaction of existential Having. This makes
Tuomas feel guilty and worried, which creates a link
between Having and Loving. For him, any act of
buying is stressful, to the extent that he wonders
whether he is “emotionally restricted.” This kind of
self-doubt is possible only in a capitalist society and
is an illuminating example of how consumerism can
burden the mental health of sensitive persons (see,
e.g., Kasser and Kanner 2004). A sensibility to the
well-being effects of unsustainable and unethical
production was also present when the interviewees
expressed their concern about the t-shirts “made by
a small child in China” (Ville) or about planned
obsolescence, which “forces us to consume, though
we otherwise would not want to” (Maiju).

Doing: meaningfulness and beneficence

Young adults are in a phase of life where they are
looking for their place in society, and this is particu-
larly true for those who are unemployed. In our
data, there is no question of not wanting to work:

Emmi: I can’t even imagine going on for a long
time without having a job — or something like
work, some kind of framework, structure,
relationships, expectations, hopes, goals, all kinds of
things I associate with working.

Working—if one is lucky to be in the right
place—enriches social life, facilitates personal
growth, and promotes mental health. As Juha puts
it, “If one doesn’t have a job, one can often become
a little depressed, left alone with one’s thoughts.”
However, as with Emmi above, work is often under-
stood in a broad sense: “work” need not be paid
and can refer to any work-like activities.

In the young adults’ discourse, work that feels
meaningful and is consistent with one’s personal
values is highly appreciated. For instance, for
Markus, “work has to be meaningful,” and Essi’s

dream job is something in which she would “be able
to spread well-being to other people as well.” The
wish for self-realization was expressed by many of
the respondents. For Joni, ideal work is “something
that corresponds with your strengths and interests,
and where you can actualize yourself.” When this is
the case, one “forgets to watch the clock” (Markus),
reaching flow—or, in HDLB terms—a mode of
Being. Of course, a regular income is necessary, but
again its role is not described as supreme: “I’ve
come to the conclusion that it’s more important
that my work is consistent with my values, and that
I could help other people” (Petra).

In the previous comments, and more widely in
the data, the ethical dimension of Doing is evident.
The young people want to benefit other people—but
not those whose activities are deemed questionable:

Vilja: I don’t shirk work, but I am really choosy in
who I want to work for. I kind of wouldn’t want to
fatten anybody else’s big pay packet anymore… I’d
like to be useful to somebody, but certainly not to
any capitalist prick.

Being useful is a wish that appears often in the
young adults’ speech. In Vilja’s comment, the
need to actualize the need of Doing in a mean-
ingful way has a political tone, a sensitivity to the
unequal features of capitalism. In general, young
adults appear to be quite aware of where and for
whom they want to work. They name occupations
they would rather avoid because they are uneth-
ical: forestry, lobbying for oil companies, telemar-
keting, and advertising.

Having to work in a place that is contrary to
one’s values is considered harmful both personally
and more broadly. There is a risk of “burnout”
(Kaisa), or, as Emmi says, doing things “half-heart-
edly. And that doesn’t do good for anybody, or any-
thing.” In both comments, the connection between
Doing and Being (in its health sense) is clear. Emmi
appears to be arguing that the fate of having to do
meaningless work reverberates out into society since
it weakens the quality of work. This insight scarcely
figures in the activation discourse in which any
work—even work that is ecologically damaging—is
seen as valuable for both individual and society
(Stamm et al. 2020). The interviewees do not paint
a very bright picture of how much enterprises or
institutions actually care about sustainability or peo-
ple’s well-being:

Tuomas: I think that working life is very tightly
connected to consumer society, partly because the
idea of the consumer society is to produce much
more than we need… It seems to me that we
would not actually have to work nearly as much as
we do to satisfy our needs…And considering the
limited natural resources, I feel that the system is
very unsustainable.
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Tiina: People are like consumer goods to
businesses; they whip them to work harder for
maximum output. And after that, if you burn out,
they’re like, “Shoo, we don’t want you here
any longer.”

The above comments describe a tension, or even
conflict, between young people’s and adult society’s
expectations and objectives, perhaps indicating the
beginning of a power struggle whose outcome
remains to be seen.

Despite the weight the interviewees accord to
useful work, they offer a caveat that involves the
balance of well-being:

Laura: Work is essential, yes, but not necessarily
the most important thing. It is also a counterweight
to free time and life outside work. A situation in
which I’d be working all the time sounds
awful…Even if it involved something really
important, like nature or well-being, I wouldn’t be
able to do it.

There is a limit to everything, even purposeful
work. In Laura’s statement, as in the HDLB frame-
work, the good life is balanced. Other interviewees
also express that they “need breaks from everything”
(Aleksi). Sometimes these breaks, such as hiking
alone for a fortnight—which is actually another
form of Doing—give space for opening up to other
people, “better balance” (Vilja), or the search for
deeper meanings and values. Doing (or not Doing)
thus merges with Loving and Being.

Loving: a two-way street

As John Donne wrote, “No man is an island, entire
of itself.” Our young interviewees were no excep-
tion. In their discourse, other people are construed
as invaluable sources of well-being. The support of
family and friends, whether through concrete finan-
cial help or mental support, is crucial for coping
and well-being. The respondents also stressed the
importance of networks and Facebook groups for
recycling things, such as clothes and furniture, or
buying food in larger quantities and sharing it: “I
ask my friends to drop by and check out my extra
stuff, and vice versa” (Emmi). This kind of mutual
exchange of goods and services diminishes con-
sumption, which bodes well for sustainability.

Animal companions also play a central role, par-
ticularly as they are “therapeutic for people with
mental health problems and for all” (Lotta), and for
“lonely people or people living alone” (Lauri). Some
young people talked sadly about how their limited
financial means prevented them from keeping a pet,
while the most dedicated animal lovers cut down on
their own expenses to feed their pets. The compas-
sionate and benevolent characteristics of Loving
were often expressed emphatically: “At least for me,

it brings well-being to see that other people feel
good” (Annika).

However, other people can sometimes be a prob-
lem. This was, in fact, another way of speaking
about Loving in the data. In this context, fellow
humans who “offload their bad feelings on you”
(Juuso) were depicted as obstacles to well-being. For
good or ill, loving is relational, as is speaking. As
Laura says, “excessive negativity” in social inter-
course decreases the well-being of others; a remark
well worth heeding.

Being: being fully human—in nature

In the HDLB framework, Being refers, simply put,
to health and self-actualization. Maria’s definition of
well-being corresponds with this notion: for her, the
good life means that “a person feels good, has zest
for life, can go on, and lives for something.” In the
young adults’ discourse, health is an integral part of
well-being and is much more essential than money.
For instance, Kaisa maintains that she would “trade
working for health any day, to be unemployed and
healthy… Losing your health is far worse than not
having money.”

As we wrote in the theory section above, Being
involves presence, oneness, imaginativeness, growth,
self-knowledge, and the freedom to be oneself. All
these elements can be found in the data. The young
adults talk about the significance of “self-esteem”
(Joni), “goals and visions” (Anu), “seeing life’s good
things” (Annika), “peace” (Otto), “simplicity”
(Maiju), avoiding hurrying and finding “empty
space” (Emmi), and “being present in the moment”
(Saana). Being is related to mindfulness, the promo-
tion of which may lead to greater personal well-
being and more sustainable ways of life (e.g.,
Ericson, Kjønstad, and Barstad 2014).

In the young adults’ discourse, nature quite liter-
ally played a vital role in enabling the experiences
cited above. The interviewees enumerated various
well-being effects of nature in a way that corre-
sponds to research results (e.g., Capaldi, Dopko, and
Zelenski 2014): being in nature is found to be thera-
peutic, to boost mental health, to increase creative-
ness and openness, to reduce stress, and so forth.
Nature connectedness also ameliorates the relation-
ship one has with oneself. For these reasons, spend-
ing time in nature was spoken of as an inner need:
“I get this visceral feeling that I must get out into
nature” (Emmi). Going into nature is a “must” for
Katja, too:

When you are in a forest, you realize how much it
gives, how good it makes you feel…You must
make sure to take the time to get there, because
then you’ll always remember that it brings
well-being.

164 T. HELNE AND T. HIRVILAMMI



Even though the interviewees stressed the numer-
ous beneficial effects of nature, we also found a
strain of thought in which nature was much more
than a resource. Many young adults perceived them-
selves as part of nature and sharply criticized the
dualist view in which nature is represented as some-
thing external, as a mere “environment.” Anni pla-
ces nature on a par with humans:

I see nature as the foundation of well-being: taking
care of the environment, not polluting it, and
trying to save natural resources is like a
continuation of taking care of your own body. If
we want to eat healthy, so why would we not treat
the environment in a healthy way?

Anni refers to the fact that destroying nature
ultimately causes problems for humans. Maiju
remarks that medical waste released into waterways
will eventually backfire by making people ill. When
there is no dividing line between humans and
nature, “things that harm yourself also harm the
environment” (Joni). This interconnectedness comes
to the fore in the next extract:

Juuso: If people lost their connection with nature, it
would diminish their well-being, although actually
one can’t lose the connection, because we are a part
of nature. Some just don’t see it, and think they
live in total separation from it and… .

Saana: Independently, in a way.

Juuso: Yes, and it will certainly cause ill-being
and problems.

Both speakers share the view that being separated
from nature is impossible. Being part of nature is as
self-evident as the fact that “water is wet” (Ville).
Nature is a precondition for human existence.
Nevertheless, our societies have for centuries been
based on a human exemptionalism paradigm
(Catton and Dunlap 1980) in which the human spe-
cies is seen as exempt from ecological constraints.
Many young interviewees turned this hierarchy
around, pointing out that while humans cannot sur-
vive without nature and being disconnected from
nature is a risk to well-being, nature can do quite
well—and even better—without human interference.

Discussion and conclusions

Echoing the HDLB framework, the young adults we
studied construed well-being as a multidimensional
and relational whole, in which the dimension of
Having (the standard of living) was not weighed
nearly as much as in the dominant policy discourse.
Instead, they valued meaningful activities and rela-
tionships with other people, animals, and nature, as
well as moments of presence. In what follows, we
discuss what our findings of young adults’ well-
being discourse could signify for the sustainability

transformation. Discourses are related to action and
have practical consequences (Wetherell and Potter
1988, 172). What could hearing these young people’s
voices indicate in terms of the transformation? We
bring to the foreground six implications, including
those for the theory of sustainable well-being.

Reducing consumption

When speaking of material well-being, the young
adults referred mainly to existential Having and
were critical of excessive Having. This may sound
surprising in light of the limited financial means of
the interviewees. However, research from Spain
reports similar findings: in need-based workshops
where most of the participants were unemployed,
economic prosperity did not come up as the main
topic of discussion (Guillen-Royo, Guardiola, and
Garcia-Quero 2017). Also, the participants of need-
based workshops organized in Sweden supported
the sufficiency principle and understood the import-
ance of limiting wants (Koch, Lindellee, and
Olsson 2021).

The young adults’ discourse on well-being in the
Having dimension contained a sense of ecological
limits and the consequent necessity of limiting one’s
consumption. It is notable that this was discussed as
conducive to well-being rather than as a threat to it.
This consciousness—and this conscience—about
overconsumption might constitute one step to mak-
ing “collective decisions to refrain from pursuing all
that could be pursued” (Kallis 2017, 21) that
degrowth researchers, among others, have called for.

The sufficiency perspective (or, in the HDLB
terms, shifting the focus from excessive Having and
increasing consumption to existential Having) chal-
lenges the current economistic tendency in welfare
discussions and the mainstream policy discourse
that remains couched in a deprivation framework,
despite the opulence of Western societies
(H€am€al€ainen and Michaelson 2014). While there is
no cause for romanticizing poverty, one can ponder
whether the comparatively low importance attached
to Having by the interviewees could be an indica-
tion of a shift toward a society that endorses thrift
instead of “need satisfier escalation” (Brand-Correa
et al. 2020). Many of our respondents constructed
themselves as highly ethical and critical consumers
and incisively criticized unsustainable production
and consumption. If this kind of discourse spreads,
the norms of consumerist society are also likely to
change (see Spangenberg and Lorek 2019). Such a
shift, in turn, might make acceptable ecosocial poli-
cies, such as taxing high-carbon luxuries, regulating
advertising, or introducing a maximum income that
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has long been regarded as politically unthinkable
(Gough 2017; Hirvilammi and Helne 2014).

Promoting transformative employment policies

Finding work was important for the interviewees,
but they also expressed a limit on how much time
they are willing to dedicate to paid work in relation
to other meaningful activities. Setting these limits is
imperative to protect health and to balance all
dimensions of well-being. Being unemployed and
living on meager benefits is stressful, but so is work
that clashes with one’s values. In the spirit of
degrowth research (e.g., Dietz and O’Neill 2013), the
respondents endorsed a policy of shortened work-
ing hours.

The interviewees’ discourse contradicts current
employment policies with their narrow emphasis on
paid work and the aim of turning young
unemployed people into respectable consumer citi-
zens rather than supporting their possibilities for
self-realization and activities that advance sustain-
ability (Helne and Hirvilammi 2021; Hirvilammi
et al. 2019). This calls for transformative, more flex-
ible employment policies that are better in line with
the needs of young adults: rather than forcing them
to actively seek any kind of available job, they
should be allowed and encouraged to find work that
is congruent with their values. This would require
changes in the conditions of the social security sys-
tem so that also young adults who are engaged in
sustainable voluntary work or unpaid work in com-
munity economies would be entitled to unemploy-
ment benefits (Hirvilammi and Joutsenvirta 2020;
Stamm et al. 2020).

Greener social and health services

The interviewees were fully aware of nature’s thera-
peutic value. Spending time in nature was perceived
as something that makes one more open, more cap-
able of socializing with other people. This implies
that activities in nature could facilitate the kind of
conviviality that supports the sustainability trans-
formation. The healing power of nature has also
been recognized in the welfare states’ social and
health sector, where green care services have been
found to have positive health-promoting effects
(Steigen, Kogstad, and Hummelvoll 2016). The
young adults’ experiences, and our finding that for
them, well-being included positive human-animal
relationships, give additional support to sustainably
enhancing well-being through various nature-based
and animal-based interventions.

Biodiversity and conservation

Nature had unsurpassable meaning for our inter-
viewees, and many of them acknowledged and
emphatically defended its intrinsic value. This is
promising in terms of safeguarding biodiversity and
supporting policies that reduce the harmful environ-
mental impacts of human behavior. Moreover, the
respect, love, and even awe these young adults
expressed for nature and other beings can be inter-
preted as a positive sign for conserving nature since
research evidence indicates that biophilia, a general
love for living things, and nature connectedness are
positively correlated with environmentalism and
pro-nature behavior (e.g., Martin et al. 2020;
Saunders and Munro 2000).

Positive promotion of sustainability

Our interviewees did not speak of well-being merely
as an individual matter. Instead, they emphasized
other beings’ well-being. This is consistent with
research showing the powerful importance of ben-
evolence on well-being (e.g., Martela and Ryan
2016), and a crucial point to bear in mind when
looking for positive arguments for the changes in
practices and behaviors that the sustainability trans-
formation requires: reaching sustainability will
enhance the well-being of all. The respondents also
talked about the negative well-being effects of
destructive speech. On a wider scale, one could con-
clude that to advance the sustainability transform-
ation, a positive discourse is preferable to negative
talk. This is also what the emerging field of “positive
sustainability” proposes (Ronen and Kerret 2020).

Building the theory of sustainable well-being

Organizing and analyzing the data with the help of
the HDLB framework proved to be straightforward.
This is significant in the sense that it encourages the
use of this approach in other studies as well.

Not only did the young adults share the HLDB
framework’s multidimensional conception of well-
being, but their view on well-being was also largely
eudaimonic, that is, related to virtuous activities, as
in the HLDB framework and other research discus-
sions on sustainable well-being (e.g., Koch, Buch-
Hansen, and Fritz 2017; Lamb and Steinberger
2017). This does not mean, however, that the pleas-
ure aspect of well-being, such as feeling good in
nature, was unknown to them; one might speak of
“hedonic eudaimonia” here (see Helne 2021).

Moreover, not only did the young adults construe
well-being as a relational whole but, as in the HLDB
framework, their understanding of well-being was
relational or non-dual in the ecological sense: nature
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was represented as the necessary precondition of
human existence and well-being for both the indi-
vidual and all humankind.

The young adults clearly differentiated existential
from excessive Having, denouncing the latter. This
gives support to distinguishing these two kinds of
Having in the theory of sustainable well-being.
Furthermore, money was delinked from happiness: a
decent income was interpreted as a means to avoid
stress rather than the road to happiness. The dis-
course on the potential well-being deficits of wealthy
people was also in line with the HDLB framework
and other need-based well-being theories: satisfying
needs in one of the dimensions of well-being cannot
compensate for deficiencies of well-being in its other
dimensions.

To conclude, the well-balanced well-being dis-
course of young adults challenges the dominant
non-balanced and economy-oriented well-being dis-
course. The striving of our respondents for a har-
monious actualization of needs is worth taking heed
of since how needs are weighted in society has dir-
ect psychological, social, and ecological impacts. The
fact that the well-being discourse of these young
adults is compatible with a multidimensional and
need-based well-being theory can be construed as a
signal of how the hegemonic discourse on well-
being could begin to be deconstructed and recon-
structed. However, we are fully aware of the small
size of our sample, and we do not claim that all
(Finnish) young (unemployed) adults share the dis-
course we studied. It remains an open question
whether our interviewees will change their percep-
tions as they grow older, (possibly) find a perman-
ent job, and have children. However, when it comes
to their strong nature connectedness, once such a
connection has formed, it is unlikely to weaken.
We, therefore, assume that the pro-environmental
attitudes of the respondents will probably remain
the same (see, e.g., Martin et al. 2020; Zylstra
et al. 2014).

In summary, for the young adults interviewed for
our research, well-being is a process of balancing
needs and a process of setting limits on how needs
are actualized. The latter process is not the same as
“self-limiting.” On the contrary, well-being was rep-
resented as a process of personal growth and self-
realization through Loving, Doing, and Being. From
the perspective of sustainability, this is good news.
While the public discourse often paints a picture of
young people (particularly unemployed youth) as a
risk to themselves or society, we contend that the
real risk or problem is our unsustainable society,
and how at least some young people construe and
try to attain well-being may well be a part of
the solution.

Notes

1. A notable exception is Nussbaum’s (2003) capability
approach. Her list of ten central human capabilities
includes “other species:” “being able to live with
concern for and in relation to animals, plants, and
the world of nature.”

2. Fromm ([1976] 2011, 69–70) distinguishes existential
having from “characterological having,” by which he
refers to socially determined “passionate drive to
retain and keep.” We use perhaps a less equivocal
concept, “excessive Having,” to capture this
distinction.

3. These programs aim to improve the employability of
people at risk of long-term unemployment. The Youth
Guarantee, launched in 2013, obliges municipalities to
provide a job, work trial, education, or rehabilitation to
all young adults under 25 years after a period of three
months unemployment (see https://www.te-palvelut.fi/
en/jobseekers/young-people/youth-guarantee). The
Constitution of Finland also guarantees everyone the
right to basic subsistence in the event of
unemployment. However, due to the activation
paradigm and workfare policy in Nordic countries (e.g.,
Van Aerschot 2016), the eligibility rules for obtaining
benefits are strict, particularly for those under 25 with
no vocational skills, education beyond comprehensive
school, or upper secondary school. If they do not apply
for a place of study, turn down an offer of a place of
study, or drop out of studies, they may lose their
entitlement to unemployment benefits until further
notice (https://www.te-palvelut.fi/en/jobseekers/if-
unemployed/unemployment-security/under-25years;
https://www.kela.fi/web/en/eligibility-requirements-for-
applicants-under-25-years). A considerable proportion
of Finnish young unemployed adults participates in
these programs. According to a Finnish study
conducted between 2005 and 2015, three out of four
young people born in 1987 had at least once registered
as an unemployed jobseeker, and almost 40% had been
the subject of at least one activation measure (Sutela
et al. 2018).

4. All the names of the interviewees are pseudonyms.

Disclosure statement

The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Funding

We acknowledge support from the following projects:
“Contribution of Social Work and Systems of Income
Security to the Ecosocial Transformation of Society
(ECOSOS)” (285868) funded by the Academy of Finland
(2015–2019) and “Towards EcoWelfare State:
Orchestrating for Systemic Impact (ORSI)” (327161)
funded by the Strategic Research Council (SRC) at the
Academy of Finland.

ORCID

Tuuli Hirvilammi http://orcid.org/0000-0003-
3716-5514

SUSTAINABILITY: SCIENCE, PRACTICE AND POLICY 167

https://www.te-palvelut.fi/en/jobseekers/young-people/youth-guarantee
https://www.te-palvelut.fi/en/jobseekers/young-people/youth-guarantee
https://www.te-palvelut.fi/en/jobseekers/if-unemployed/unemployment-security/under-25years
https://www.te-palvelut.fi/en/jobseekers/if-unemployed/unemployment-security/under-25years
https://www.kela.fi/web/en/eligibility-requirements-for-applicants-under-25-years
https://www.kela.fi/web/en/eligibility-requirements-for-applicants-under-25-years


References

Allardt, E. 1993. “Having, Loving, Being: An Alternative
to the Swedish Model of Welfare Research.” In The
Quality of Life, edited by M. Nussbaum and A. Sen,
88–94. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Aristotle. 2016. Nicomachean Ethics (W. Ross, Trans.).
Overland Park, KS: Digireads Publishing (Original
work published ca. 384–322 BCE).

Atkinson, S. 2013. “Beyond Components of Wellbeing:
The Effects of Relational and Situated Assemblage.”
Topoi: An International Review of Philosophy 32 (2):
137–144. doi:10.1007/s11245-013-9164-0.

Bonnedahl, K., and P. Heikkurinen. 2019. “The Case for
Strong Sustainability.” In Strongly Sustainable Societies,
edited by K. Bonnedahl and P. Heikkurinen, 1–20.
London: Routledge.

Bradshaw, C., P. Ehrlich, A. Beattie, G. Ceballos, E. Crist,
J. Diamond, R. Dirzo, et al. 2021. “Underestimating the
Challenges of Avoiding a Ghastly Future.” Frontiers in
Conservation Science 1: 615419. doi:10.3389/fcosc.2020.
615419.

Brand-Correa, L., G. Mattioli, W. Lamb, and J.
Steinberger. 2020. “Understanding (and Tackling) Need
Satisfier Escalation.” Sustainability: Science, Practice
and Policy 16 (1): 309–325. doi:10.1080/15487733.2020.
1816026.

Brown, H., and P. Vergragt. 2016. “From Consumerism
to Wellbeing: Toward a Cultural Transition?” Journal
of Cleaner Production 132: 308–317. doi:10.1016/j.jcle-
pro.2015.04.107.

B€uchs, M., and M. Koch. 2017. Postgrowth and Wellbeing:
Challenges to Sustainable Welfare. London: Palgrave
Macmillan.

Burr, V. 2000. An Introduction to Social Constructionism.
London: Routledge.

Capaldi, R. Dopko, and J. Zelenski. 2014. “The
Relationship between Nature Connectedness and
Happiness: A Meta-Analysis.” Frontiers in Psychology 5
(976): 976–915. doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00976.

Catton, W., and R. Dunlap. 1980. “A New Ecological
Paradigm for Post-Exuberant Sociology.” American
Behavioral Scientist 24 (1): 15–47. doi:10.1177/
000276428002400103.

Cetin, M., and I. Bakirtas. 2020. “The Long-Run
Environmental Impacts of Economic Growth, Financial
Development, and Energy Consumption: Evidence
from Emerging Markets.” Energy & Environment 31
(4): 634–655. doi:10.1177/0958305X19882373.

Cottam, H. 2011. “Relational Welfare.” Soundings 48 (48):
134–144. doi:10.3898/136266211797146855.

Di Giulio, A., and D. Fuchs. 2014. “Sustainable
Consumption Corridors: Concept, Objections, and
Responses.” GAIA 23 (3): 184–192. doi:10.14512/gaia.
23.S1.6.

Dietz, R., and D. O’Neill. 2013. Enough is Enough:
Building a Sustainable Economy in a World of Finite
Resources. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler.

Doyal, L., and I. Gough. 1984. “A Theory of Human
Needs.” Critical Social Policy 4 (10): 6–38. doi:10.1177/
026101838400401002.

Doyal, L., and I. Gough. 1991. A Theory of Human Need.
Basingstoke: Macmillan.

Ericson, T., B. Kjønstad, and A. Barstad. 2014.
“Mindfulness and Sustainability.” Ecological Economics
104: 73–79. doi:10.1016/j.ecolecon.2014.04.007.

Fairclough, N. 2010. Critical Discourse Analysis: The
Critical Study of Language. 2nd ed. London: Routledge.

Finnish Government. 2019. Inclusive and Competent
Finland — A Socially, Economically and Ecologically
Sustainable Society (Programme of Prime Minister
Sanna Marin’s Government 10 December 2019).
Helsinki: Publications of the Finnish Government.
https://julkaisut.valtioneuvosto.fi/bitstream/handle/
10024/161935/VN_2019_33.pdf

Flick, U. 2006. An Introduction to Qualitative Research.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Follesø, R. 2015. “Youth at Risk or Terms at Risk?”
Young 23 (3): 240–253. doi:10.1177/1103308815584877.

Fromm, E. 2011 [1976]. To Have or to Be? New York:
Continuum.

Gasper, D. 2004. Human Well-Being: Concepts and
Conceptualizations. WIDER Discussion Papers, No.
2004/06. Helsinki: World Institute for Development
Economics.

Gasper, D. 2007. “Conceptualising Human Needs and
Wellbeing.” In Well-Being in Developing Countries.
From Theory to Research, edited by I. Gough and A.
McGregor, 47–70. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Gough, I. 2017. Heat, Greed and Human Need: Climate
Change, Capitalism and Sustainable Wellbeing.
Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.

Gough, I. 2020. “Defining Floors and Ceilings: The
Contribution of Human Needs Theory.” Sustainability:
Science, Practice and Policy 16 (1): 208–219. doi:10.
1080/15487733.2020.1814033.

Guillen-Royo, M. 2016. Sustainability and Wellbeing:
Human-Scale Development in Practice. London:
Routledge.

Guillen-Royo, M. 2020. “Applying the Fundamental
Human Needs Approach to Sustainable Consumption
Corridors: Participatory Workshops Involving
Information and Communication Technologies.”
Sustainability: Science, Practice and Policy 16 (1):
114–127. doi:10.1080/15487733.2020.1787311.

Guillen-Royo, M., J. Guardiola, and F. Garcia-Quero.
2017. “Sustainable Development in Times of Economic
Crisis: A Needs-Based Illustration from Granada
(Spain).” Journal of Cleaner Production 150 (1):
267–276. doi:10.1016/j.jclepro.2017.03.008.

H€am€al€ainen, T., and J. Michaelson. 2014. Well-Being and
Beyond: Broadening the Public and Policy Discourse.
Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.

Helne, T. 2019. “Being Matters: A Holistic Conception of
Well-Being in the Shift towards Strongly Sustainable
Societies.” In Strongly Sustainable Societies, edited by K.
Bonnedahl and P. Heikkurinen, 229–246. London:
Routledge.

Helne, T. 2021. “Well-Being for a Better World: The
Contribution of a Radically Relational and Nature-
Inclusive Conception of Well-Being to the
Sustainability Transformation.” Sustainability: Science,
Practice and Policy 17 (1): 220–230. doi:10.1080/
15487733.2021.1930716.

Helne, T., and T. Hirvilammi. 2015. “Wellbeing and
Sustainability: A Relational Approach.” Sustainable
Development 23 (3): 167–175. doi:10.1002/sd.1581.

Helne, T., and T. Hirvilammi. 2017. “The Relational
Conception of Wellbeing as a Catalyst of the Ecosocial
Transition.” In The Ecosocial Transition of Societies:
The Contribution of Social Work and Social Policy,

168 T. HELNE AND T. HIRVILAMMI

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11245-013-9164-0
https://doi.org/10.3389/fcosc.2020.615419
https://doi.org/10.3389/fcosc.2020.615419
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2020.1816026
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2020.1816026
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2015.04.107
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2015.04.107
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00976
https://doi.org/10.1177/000276428002400103
https://doi.org/10.1177/000276428002400103
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958305X19882373
https://doi.org/10.3898/136266211797146855
https://doi.org/10.14512/gaia.23.S1.6
https://doi.org/10.14512/gaia.23.S1.6
https://doi.org/10.1177/026101838400401002
https://doi.org/10.1177/026101838400401002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2014.04.007
https://julkaisut.valtioneuvosto.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/161935/VN_2019_33.pdf
https://julkaisut.valtioneuvosto.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/161935/VN_2019_33.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/1103308815584877
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2020.1814033
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2020.1814033
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2020.1787311
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2017.03.008
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2021.1930716
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2021.1930716
https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.1581


edited by A.-L. Matthies and K. N€arhi, 36–53. London:
Routledge.

Helne, T., and T. Hirvilammi. 2019. “Having, Doing,
Loving, Being: Sustainable Well-Being for a Post-
Growth Society.” In Towards a Political Economy of
Degrowth, edited by E. Chertkovskaya, A. Paulsson,
and S. Barca, 225–241. Lanham, MD: Rowman and
Littlefield.

Helne, T., and T. Hirvilammi. 2021. “Puristuksissa?
Nuoret ja Kest€av€an Hyvinvoinnin Ehdot (The Squeezes?
Young People and the Conditions for Sustainable Well-
Being). Helsinki: Kela.

Hickel, J., and G. Kallis. 2020. “Is Green Growth
Possible?” New Political Economy 25 (4): 469–486. doi:
10.1080/13563467.2019.1598964.

Hirvilammi, T., I. Stamm, M. V€ayrynen, A.-L. Matthies,
and K. N€arhi. 2019. “Reflecting on Work Values with
Young Unemployed Adults in Finland.” Nordic Journal
of Working Life Studies 9 (2): 87–104. doi:10.18291/
njwls.v9i2.114802.

Hirvilammi, T., and M. Joutsenvirta. 2020. “Diverse Work
Practices and the Role of Welfare Institutions.” In
Enacting Community Economies within a Welfare State,
edited by T. Eskelinen, J. Ven€al€ainen, and T.
Hirvilammi, 46–71. Exeter: MayFly Books.

Hirvilammi, T., and T. Helne. 2014. “Changing
Paradigms: A Sketch for Sustainable Wellbeing and
Ecosocial Policy.” Sustainability 6 (4): 2160–2175. doi:
10.3390/su6042160.

Holte, B. 2018. “Counting and Meeting NEET Young
People: Methodology, Perspective and Meaning in
Research on Marginalised Youth.” Young 26 (1): 1–16.
doi:10.1177/1103308816677618.

Hosking, D. 2011. “Telling Tales of Relations:
Appreciating Relational Constructionism.” Organization
Studies 32 (1): 47–65. doi:10.1177/0170840610394296.

Kallis, G. 2017. In Defense of Degrowth: Opinions and
Manifestos. https://indefenseofdegrowth.com

Kasser, T., and A. Kanner (Eds.) 2004. Psychology and
Consumer Culture: The Struggle for a Good Life in a
Materialistic World. Washington, DC: APA Publishing.

Kjell, O. 2011. “Sustainable Well-Being: A Potential
Synergy between Sustainability and Well-Being
Research.” Review of General Psychology 15 (3):
255–266. doi:10.1037/a0024603.

Koch, M., H. Buch-Hansen, and M. Fritz. 2017. “Shifting
Priorities in Degrowth Research: An Argument for the
Centrality of Human Needs.” Ecological Economics 138:
74–81. doi:10.1016/j.ecolecon.2017.03.035.

Koch, M., J. Lindellee, and J. A. Olsson. 2021. “Beyond
the Growth Imperative and Neoliberal Doxa:
Expanding Alternative Societal Spaces through
Deliberative Citizen Forums on Needs Satisfaction.”
Real-World Economics Review (96): 168–183.

Lamb, W., and J. Steinberger. 2017. “Human Well-Being
and Climate Change Mitigation.” WIREs Climate
Change 8 (6): e485. doi:10.1002/wcc.485.

Lederer, K. (Ed.). 1980. Human Needs: A Contribution to
the Current Debate. Cambridge, MA: Oelgeschlager,
Gunn and Hain.

Llena Nozal, A., N. Martin, and F. Murtin. 2019. The
Economy of Well-Being: Creating Opportunities for
People’s Well-Being and Economic Growth. Paris:
OECD. https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/economics/the-
economy-of-well-being_498e9bc7-en

Martela, F., and R. Ryan. 2016. “The Benefits of
Benevolence: Basic Psychological Needs, Beneficence,

and the Enhancement of Well-Being.” Journal of
Personality 84 (6): 750–764. doi:10.1111/jopy.12215.

Martin, L., M. White, A. Hunt, M. Richardson, S. Pahl,
and J. Burt. 2020. “Nature Contact, Nature
Connectedness and Associations with Health,
Wellbeing and Pro-Environmental Behavior.” Journal
of Environmental Psychology 68: 101389. doi:10.1016/j.
jenvp.2020.101389.

Maslow, A. 1970 [1954]. Motivation and Personality. New
York, NY: Harper and Row.

Maslow, A. 1993 [1971]. The Farther Reaches of Human
Nature. London: Penguin Books.

Max-Neef, M. 1992. “Development and Human Needs.”
In Real-Life Economics: Understanding Wealth
Creation, edited by P. Ekins and M. Max-Neef,
197–214. London: Routledge.

McGregor, J. 2014. “Human Wellbeing and Sustainability:
Interdependent and Intertwined.” In Handbook of
Sustainable Development, edited by G. Atkinson, S.
Dietz, and E. Neumayer, 217–233. Cheltenham:
Edward Elgar.

Nairn, K. 2019. “Learning from Young People Engaged in
Climate Activism: The Potential of Collectivizing
Despair and Hope.” Young 27 (5): 435–450. doi:10.
1177/1103308818817603.

Nussbaum, M. 2003. “Capabilities as Fundamental
Entitlements: Sen and Social Justice.” Feminist
Economics 9 (2–3): 33–59. doi:10.1080/
1354570022000077926.

O’Neill, D., A. Fanning, W. Lamb, and J. Steinberger.
2018. “A Good Life for All within Planetary
Boundaries.” Nature Sustainability 1 (2): 88–95. doi:10.
1038/s41893-018-0021-4.

Pihkala, P. 2020. “Anxiety and the Ecological Crisis: An
Analysis of Eco-Anxiety and Climate Anxiety.”
Sustainability 12 (19): 7836. https://www.mdpi.com/
2071-1050/12/19/7836.

Rauschmayer, F., and I. Omann. 2015. “Well-Being in
Sustainability Transitions: Making Use of Needs.” In
Sustainable Consumption and the Good Life, edited by
L. Syse and L. Mueller. London: Routledge.

Rikala, S. 2020. “Agency among Young People in
Marginalised Positions: Towards a Better
Understanding of Mental Health Problems.” Journal of
Youth Studies 23 (8): 1022–1038. doi:10.1080/13676261.
2019.1651929.

Ronen, T., and D. Kerret. 2020. “Promoting Sustainable
Wellbeing: Integrating Positive Psychology and
Environmental Sustainability in Education.”
International Journal of Environmental Research and
Public Health 17 (19): 6968–6986. doi:10.3390/
ijerph17196968.

Saunders, S., and D. Munro. 2000. “The Construction and
Validation of a Consumer Orientation Questionnaire
(SCOI) Designed to Measure Fromm’s (1955)
‘Marketing Character’ in Australia.” Social Behavior
and Personality: An International Journal 28 (3):
219–240. doi:10.2224/sbp.2000.28.3.219.

Spangenberg, J., and S. Lorek. 2019. “Sufficiency and
Consumer Behaviour: From Theory to Policy.” Energy
Policy 129: 1070–1079. doi:10.1016/j.enpol.2019.03.013.

Stamm, I., A.-L. Matthies, T. Hirvilammi, and K. N€arhi.
2020. “Combining Labour Market and Unemployment
Policies with Environmental Sustainability? A Cross-
National Study on Ecosocial Innovations.” Journal of
International and Comparative Social Policy 36 (1):
42–56. doi:10.1017/ics.2020.4.

SUSTAINABILITY: SCIENCE, PRACTICE AND POLICY 169

https://doi.org/10.1080/13563467.2019.1598964
https://doi.org/10.18291/njwls.v9i2.114802
https://doi.org/10.18291/njwls.v9i2.114802
https://doi.org/10.3390/su6042160
https://doi.org/10.1177/1103308816677618
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840610394296
https://indefenseofdegrowth.com
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0024603
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2017.03.035
https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.485
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/economics/the-economy-of-well-being_498e9bc7-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/economics/the-economy-of-well-being_498e9bc7-en
https://doi.org/10.1111/jopy.12215
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2020.101389
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2020.101389
https://doi.org/10.1177/1103308818817603
https://doi.org/10.1177/1103308818817603
https://doi.org/10.1080/1354570022000077926
https://doi.org/10.1080/1354570022000077926
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-018-0021-4
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-018-0021-4
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/12/19/7836
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/12/19/7836
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2019.1651929
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2019.1651929
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17196968
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17196968
https://doi.org/10.2224/sbp.2000.28.3.219
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2019.03.013
https://doi.org/10.1017/ics.2020.4


Steigen, A., R. Kogstad, and J. Hummelvoll. 2016. “Green
Care Services in the Nordic Countries: An Integrative
Literature Review.” European Journal of Social Work 19
(5): 692–715. doi:10.1080/13691457.2015.1082983.

Sutela, E., P. Haapakorva, M. Marttila, and T. Ristikari.
2018. Haavissa? Aktivointitoimissa olleiden nuorten tau-
stat ja tilanteet toimien j€alkeen. Vertailu Suomen kuu-
den suurimman kaupungin v€alill€a Kansallinen
syntym€akohortti 1987-aineiston valossa [In the Net?
Backgrounds and Situations of Young People in
Activation Activities after the Activities. Comparison
between the Six Largest Cities in Finland in Light of the
1987 Finnish Birth Cohort]. Helsinki: THL. http://urn.
fi/URN:ISBN:978-952-343-036-5

Thompson, R. 2011. “Individualisation and Social Exclusion:
The Case of Young People Not in Education,
Employment or Training.” Oxford Review of Education 37
(6): 785–803. doi:10.1080/03054985.2011.636507.

Van Aerschot, P. 2016. Activation Policies and the
Protection of Individual Rights: A Critical Assessment of
the Situation in Denmark, Finland and Sweden.
London: Routledge.

Wetherell, M. 2001. “Themes in Discourse Research: The
Case of Diana.” In Discourse Theory and Practice: A

Reader, edited by M. Wetherell, S. Taylor, and S. Yates,
14–28. London: Sage.

Wetherell, M., and J. Potter. 1988. “Discourse Analysis
and the Identification of Interpretative Repertoires.” In
Analysing Everyday Explanation: A Casebook of
Methods, edited by C. Antaki, 168–183. London: Sage.

White, S. 2017. “Relational Wellbeing: Re-Centring the
Politics of Happiness, Policy and the Self.” Policy &
Politics 45 (2): 121–126. doi:10.1332/
030557317X14866576265970.

Wu, J., G. Snell, and H. Samji. 2020. “Climate Anxiety in
Young People: A Call to Action.” The Lancet Planetary
Health 4 (10): E435–E436. doi:10.1016/S2542-
5196(20)30223-0.

Yates, S., and M. Payne. 2006. “Not so NEET? A Critique
of the Use of ‘NEET’ in Setting Targets for
Interventions with Young People.” Journal of Youth
Studies 9 (3): 329–344. doi:10.1080/13676260600805671.

Zylstra, M., A. Knight, K. Esler, and L. Le Grange. 2014.
“Connectedness as a Core Conservation Concern: An
Interdisciplinary Review of Theory and a Call for
Practice.” Springer Science Reviews 2 (1–2): 119–143.
doi:10.1007/s40362-014-0021-3.

170 T. HELNE AND T. HIRVILAMMI

https://doi.org/10.1080/13691457.2015.1082983
http://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-952-343-036-5
http://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-952-343-036-5
https://doi.org/10.1080/03054985.2011.636507
https://doi.org/10.1332/030557317X14866576265970
https://doi.org/10.1332/030557317X14866576265970
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2542-5196(20)30223-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2542-5196(20)30223-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676260600805671
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40362-014-0021-3

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Research on sustainable well-being and the Having-Doing-Loving-Being framework
	Context, data, and methods
	The meanings of well-being
	Multidimensionality
	Having: moderation will do
	Doing: meaningfulness and beneficence
	Loving: a two-way street
	Being: being fully human—in nature

	Discussion and conclusions
	Reducing consumption
	Promoting transformative employment policies
	Greener social and health services
	Biodiversity and conservation
	Positive promotion of sustainability
	Building the theory of sustainable well-being

	Disclosure statement
	Funding
	Orcid
	References


