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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Background 

 

The Finnish welfare state faces multiple sustainability challenges in the 2020s (Dufva, 2020). 

Climate change and biodiversity loss are major drivers of the ecological sustainability crisis, 

which require radical and swift measures to improve the state of environment and to secure the 

wellbeing of the people now and in the future. The tension between the old-age dependency ratio 

and the maintenance of welfare society’s institutions plays a central role as the population ages 

and diversifies. A question of how the current wellbeing services will be ensured as the working-

age population decreases becomes more topical.  

 

The relational power strengthens, which means that the people with the highest number of net-

works and interactions with others will hold the most power in society. As a result, the tension 

between centralized decisions and broad engagement intensifies. This raises the following ques-

tion: Is the power given to a small group of people or are the decisions made together with eve-

ryone? Additionally, technological development, such as new applications in energy production, 

more effective resource use as well as the growth of health technology, will influence the sustain-

ability of society. At the same time, the economy is seeking direction, which refers to the overall 

goal of the economy: Is it to grow, to promote wellbeing or to improve the state of the environ-

ment? (Dufva, 2020.) 

 

These sustainability challenges have given a rise to discussion especially about the role of econ-

omy in producing wellbeing. In the spring of 2021, one of the debates in the difficult mid-term 

budget negotiation by the Finnish Cabinet concerned which ministry produces valid data on the 

employment effects (and economic impacts) of various measures (Yle, 2021): Is it only the Min-

istry of Finance, or how much weight should be given to alternative calculations from other min-

istries, for example, of the employment effects of health policies? This debate reflects an ongoing, 

albeit latent, controversy over what kinds of economic models guide government policy. 

 

 

1.2 Research topic and research questions 

 

In my thesis, I will focus on wellbeing economy (in Finnish hyvinvointitalous), which could be 

defined, in short, as “an alternative way of developing policies that prioritize a broader conception 
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of wellbeing over a single-minded focus on income growth” (Coscieme et al., 2019, 2). The foun-

dation of the concept is in ecological economics (see Costanza et al., 2014a), but has been com-

plemented by economic, inequality, and wellbeing perspectives (see Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009; 

Piketty, 2014). Wellbeing economy has gained popularity both nationally and internationally in 

recent years. Since 2018 wellbeing economy has been promoted and realized especially by the 

joint initiative of national governments called The Wellbeing Economy Governments partnership 

(WEGo), which works together with the Wellbeing Economy Alliance (WeAll) (Coscieme et al., 

2019).  

 

In Finland, the concept of wellbeing economy was introduced by the Finnish Federation for Social 

Affairs and Wealth (in Finnish Suomen sosiaali ja terveys ry, SOSTE) in 2012 (Särkelä et al., 

2014). Public bodies, such as the Regional Council of Central Finland (in Finnish Keski-Suomen 

liitto), adopted the concept after a few years (Regional Council of Central Finland, 2017). Since 

2019 the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health (in Finnish sosiaali- ja terveysministeriö, STM) 

has incorporated the wellbeing economy approach in their operations nationally and internation-

ally (STM, 2021a). For instance, the Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare (in Finnish Tervey-

den- ja hyvinvoinnin laitos, THL), an independent Finnish expert agency working under STM, 

has utilized the concept in their work (THL, 2021). In addition, Demos Helsinki, a Finnish think 

tank, has taken an active part in the development of the wellbeing economy concept (see e.g., 

Demos Helsinki, 2020). Finland joined the WEGo network at the end of 2020 (STM, 2021b). 

 

At the beginning of the 2020 I begun familiarizing myself with the topical issues in the discussion 

in Finland around three following themes:  ecological sustainability, wellbeing, and economy. I 

quickly ran into the term wellbeing economy, which immediately caught my attention. As I was 

familiarizing myself with the subject, there appeared to be different ideas of what the concept 

meant and how it should be implemented. Nevertheless, wellbeing economy has gained recogni-

tion in academic research and in politics. It is by no means self-evident for an alternative economic 

approach to infiltrate any mainstream policy discussions, and thus, wellbeing economy seemed 

an interesting subject to study. In this thesis, I will use the term wellbeing economy even though 

different organisations use different the translation for the concept, such as “the economy of well-

being”. 

 

The motivation behind my research is to find out if the ideas of wellbeing economy could support 

a transition towards sustainable welfare society. I will especially examine how and to what extent 

the concept is used in addition to studying how this concept reflects characteristics of the domi-

nant neoliberal economic narrative, or characteristics of alternative economic narratives. 
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Since the concept is not yet that well-known among the general public, I decided to interview 

wellbeing economy experts from different organizations advocating the concept. The interviews 

were analysed qualitatively with a conceptual framework by Riedy (2020), focusing on memes 

as the structural components of narratives.  

 

The theoretical contents that are associated with the concept of wellbeing economy will have an 

impact on its actualization as well as to overall sustainability of society and human wellbeing. 

Therefore, my main research question is: What does the concept of wellbeing economy mean in 

Finland in the early 2020s? 

 

This main research question is complemented by two sub-questions:  

1) What are the shared contents and practices associated with wellbeing economy?  

2) What are the key differences between different conceptions of wellbeing economy? 

 

1.3 Research gap 

 
Wellbeing economy is a relevant and relatively new approach in reforming the welfare society. 

To my knowledge, there is no research on wellbeing economy and its implementation in Finland 

that is not conducted by a stakeholder that is involved in developing and advocating the concept. 

As far as I know there is no such research conducted globally either.   

 

Even in the seemingly uniform concept formulation of wellbeing economy, there might be some 

underlying disagreements in theory and in practice that impact its integrity as a new economic 

approach. It is important to get a clear picture on how the concept is understood and how these 

understandings differ in order to understand the potential role of wellbeing economy in the tran-

sition towards sustainable welfare society. I chose to focus on comparing the memes of neoliberal 

narratives and the memes of alternative narratives. According to Riedy (2020), memes form the 

basis of narratives and thus, they may initiate change in dominant views on the economy, its 

purpose, and its relation to the natural environment. 

 
 

1.4 Structure of the thesis 

 

My thesis is structured as follows: In the second chapter, I introduce the key concepts, sustaina-

bility in welfare states, wellbeing and sustainable wellbeing, and neoliberalism and alternative 

approaches to economy, in addition to presenting the international and national development of 

wellbeing economy. In the third chapter, I go through the chosen research design and methods in 
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detail. The fourth chapter presents the results of the study in terms of how the wellbeing economy 

concept maps on to different streams of economic thought based on the characteristics of dis-

courses. In the fifth chapter, the results are discussed through the two sub-research questions, and 

finally, in the sixth chapter, I give my concluding remarks on wellbeing economy in Finland in 

the early 2020s.  

 

 

2. Literature review  
 
 

2.1 Sustainability, wellbeing, and economy 

 
The key concepts of this thesis are defined from the point of view of sustainability science. Sus-

tainability science is a novel field of research with a transformational, problem-solving ambition. 

It can be described by epistemological and methodological characteristics, such as inter- and 

transdisciplinary approaches, concepts, such as complexity and resilience, and normative and eth-

ical issues, such as the role of values in scientific inquiry (Nagatsu et al., 2020). First, I will define 

the sustainability of welfare states by presenting different ways in which sustainability has been 

described and how these depictions have appeared in welfare states’ agenda. Second, I will look 

at the concepts of wellbeing and sustainable wellbeing, and their implementation in politics and 

in research in Finland. Third, the neoliberal model of the economy is problematized and alterna-

tive approaches to economy are presented.  

 
2.1.1 Sustainability in welfare states 

 
 
The concept of sustainability is used when referring to maintaining, enduring, and persisting 

something in the long term. Traditionally it is thought to consist of three pillars: society, ecology, 

and economy. This approach has been criticized for multiple reasons. Firstly, it relies on a static 

balance of equally balanced themes. (Thiele, 2013, 5-7.) Secondly, the relationship of the three 

aspects of sustainability should be made clearer since the Earth’s ecological system is the foun-

dation of the society and the economy. Therefore, today sustainability is often examined through 

the three dimensions of sustainability, in which the economy is embedded within the society 

which is, in turn, embedded in the environment. (Griggs et al., 2013.)  

Additionally, the concept of sustainability could be characterized with the concepts of weak and 

strong sustainability. Weak sustainability is usually considered to consist of three intersecting 

circles, and strong sustainability of three nested, different sized and differently weighted spheres 

– same as the three dimensions approach as shown in Figure 1. (Morandín-Ahuerma et al., 2019.) 
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In this thesis, I will utilize the definition by Berg and Saikkonen (2019). In their definition, weak 

sustainability refers to the promotion of economic growth, which is considered to offer opportu-

nities for income distribution and investments in environmental protection as a way to improve 

equality. The Brundtland Commission argued in their report Our Common Future in 1978 that 

sustainability includes, for instance, economic growth, environmental improvement, peace, and 

global equity. These were the main principles also in the United Nations (UN) Sustainable De-

velopment Goals (SDGs) in Agenda 2030 (see SDG 2020). In strong sustainability, a balance 

between biophysical and social environment is pursued. It involves an idea that sustainability and 

economic growth cannot be achieved simultaneously, and therefore, it is necessary to resign from 

the object of economic growth. (Berg & Saikkonen, 2019, 164-166.) There is a variety of inter-

pretations for these perspectives of sustainability.  

 

Figure 1. Weak (left hand figure) and strong (right hand figure) sustainbility. 

 (Adopted from Morandín-Ahuerma et al., 2019) 

Today, no country meets the criteria of strong sustainability. For instance, the Northern countries 

have established a solid basis for social sustainability, but the environmental dimension is not on 

a steady foundation. (Berg & Saikkonen, 2019, 164-166.)  Public regulation has produced welfare 

in a socially just way, but, for example, the greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions have continued to 

rise (Lidskog & Elander 2012).  

The development of welfare states has been built upon social and economic spheres of society 

because public services and social security benefits are dependent upon economic growth. The 

“traditional” welfare approach seeks a balance between the two, which has resulted in reinforced 

equality and growth, and, thus, improved wellbeing. Nature has long been considered as a re-

source and a service which has enabled the material development of society. Therefore, it was not 

until 1960’s and 1970’s that environmental policy became its own policy area, and, for instance, 

the Ministry of the Environment of Finland was established as late as 1983. It has been argued 

that radical changes would require challenging the foundation of the welfare states, the root causes 
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of climate change and other environmental problems have not been adequately addressed.  (Berg 

& Saikkonen, 2019, 162-168; Koch & Mont, 2016, 1; Valtioneuvosto, 2020.) 

 

Increasing environmental challenges and their consequences, such as drought, flooding, and 

storms, have been experienced around the globe. As a consequence, sustainability has been in-

corporated into the welfare state’s decision-making, too. (Berg & Saikkonen, 2019, 162.) To 

transform into a sustainable welfare society, several different models have been created. These 

include, for example, eco-welfare state (Gough, 2017), ecostate (Meadowcroft, 2005), sustainable 

wellbeing society (Sitra, 2013), ecosocial welfare state (Berg & Saikkonen, 2019) and sustainable 

welfare state (Hirvilammi, 2020). A common thread between these different models is to take all 

three dimensions of sustainability into account. A sustainable welfare state provides social wel-

fare and wellbeing while maintaining economic stability and avoiding the overuse of environ-

mental resources or externalizing environmental risks (Berg & Saikkonen, 2019, 162).  

 
 

2.1.2 Wellbeing and sustainable wellbeing 

 
The concept of wellbeing includes all the positively experienced and evaluated aspects of people’s 

lives. It can encompass feelings, such as happiness and wellness, or a more prolonged state of 

contentment. Wellbeing research has a long tradition both in Finland and internationally. Two 

significant approaches to wellbeing exist: hedonic wellbeing, which is often equated with subjec-

tive wellbeing, and eudaimonic wellbeing. The hedonic approach underlines people’s own assess-

ment of their wellbeing, while the eudaimonic approach emphasizes the growth and development 

of a person. (Tov, 2018; Dodge et al., 2012; Lamb & Steinberg, 2017.) 

 

Recently, capability and need theories have gained interest in wellbeing research at an increasing 

rate. The capability approach prioritizes, for instance, the functional ability of a person as a build-

ing block of individual wellbeing (Sen, 1993; Nussbaum, 2000). Need theories separate necessi-

ties, or the basic needs, from luxuries that are more individual. Basic human needs include social 

participation, health, and autonomy. Gough (2017, 42-28) defines needs as objective, plural, non-

substitutable, satiable, cross-generational, innate, and universal reasons for action that can be sat-

isfied by different, culturally specific, need satisfiers. These include goods, services, activities, 

and relationships (Max-Neef et al., 1991), which are in key position in sustainability: Are these 

needs satisfied in ways that are harmful or beneficial to people and environment? 

 

Traditionally the gross domestic product (GDP) has been the metric used to measure wellbeing 

on a national level. However, it focuses merely on market actions, while overlooking negative 

aspects of growth, such as social costs, environmental impacts, and income equality (Costanza et 
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al., 2014b).  In other words, economic growth is a useful metric when increasing production and 

consumption, but it does not necessarily equal with increased sustainable wellbeing. In fact, in 

some cases economic growth might even decrease wellbeing. (Joutsenvirta et al., 2016, 70-76.) 

Since utilizing GDP in societal planning gives a rather narrow picture of the overall state of the 

society, new wellbeing indicators have been created.  

 

Depending on the emphasis of dimensions of sustainability, the indicators paint a different picture 

of the overall sustainability of Finnish welfare society. For example, according to World Happi-

ness Report (2021)1 Finland performs very well in social and economic terms but when measured 

by the Happy Planet Index (HPI)2, the impact of the considerably large ecological footprint lowers 

the environmental standing and, thus, the overall performance of Finland. Similar development 

can be seen also in other indicators, such as Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI)3 and Index of Sus-

tainable Economic Welfare (ISEW)4, which measure individual consumption, long-term environ-

mental impacts, and domestic work amongst other things. Such indicators suggest that from 1980 

onwards people’s wellbeing has not increased even though the Finnish GDP has grown as (see 

Figure 2) (Joutsenvirta et al., 2016, 70-76; Hoffren, 2019), which also demonstrates the need for 

diverse ways of measuring the performance of society. 

 

 

Figure 2. The development of GDP, GPI and ISEW in Finland from 1945 to 2017 per capita in 2010 prices.  

 (Hoffren, 2019) 

 
1 World Happiness Report (2021) measures life expectancy and social factors, such as social support, freedom of choice, 
generosity, and corruption, in addition to GDP. Finland has been ranked as the happiest country in the world for four years 
in a row (from 2018 to 2021).  
2 Happy Planet Index (HPI) measures human wellbeing, life expectancy, inequality and ecological footprint. Finland was 
37th of all the analysed countries in 2021. 
3 Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI) measures sustainable economic wellbeing. The income weighted private consumption 

is balanced by the monetary value of non-market factors generating wellbeing and the cost of deterioration of nature and 
natural resources (Rättö, 2010). 
4 Similar to GPI, Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW) measures personal consumption, but with a partially 

different weighting of the factors that increase and decrease wellbeing (Hoffren, 2019). 
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In Finland, the “Having, Loving and Being” approach by Erik Allardt (1976) has been at the 

center of wellbeing discussion. It has later been complemented with a fourth dimension, “Doing”, 

by Helne and Hirvilammi (2019). In the latter, the needs are defined as follows: Need for basic 

sustenance by material and other resources (having), need for connective and compassionate re-

lations with other humans and other nature (loving) and need for presence, wholeness, sense of 

interconnectedness and self-actualization (being) as well as ethically sustainable activities and 

responsibility towards other beings and future generations (doing). This broader, multidimen-

sional approach to wellbeing includes an understanding of good life that is not entirely dependent 

on materialist aspects and cannot therefore be measured by just GDP growth. 

 

 
2.1.3 Neoliberalism and alternative approaches to economy 

 
Neoliberalism has been the traditional economic paradigm for more than 40 years.  It has institu-

tional, economic, political, and cultural power in the society. The characteristics of neoliberal 

narrative include individualism, the free market, limited government, and ‘freedom’. It feeds into 

competitiveness, which promotes growth, innovation and the greatest good for the greatest num-

ber of people in the free markets. Smaller government is better, since it does not obstruct and 

disrupt the flow of the market. If a particular group fails in the marketplace, it is due to differences 

in individual characteristics, such as merit ability and intelligence. According to the logic of the 

market, free and rational individual actors make interest-maximizing choices in a competitive 

environment. (Healey & Barish, 2019.)  

 

The criticism towards the neoliberal, growth-driven agenda draws on centuries of economic 

thought. Aristotle is often referenced as one of the first growth critiques. He argued that there are 

two forms of economic activity (oikonomía, i.e.., the art of household management, and chrema-

tistics, i.e., the art of acquisition). Since the aim of latter was to yield profit, it was of secondary 

importance. (Cruz et al., 2009.)  In the 19th century, Mill and Malthus criticized the idea of growth 

referring to its weak linkage to increasing wellbeing (Mill, 1970 [1848]) and its impact on ex-

ceeding the ecological limits of Earth (Malthus, 1973 [1798]). One of the first formulations of the 

gross domestic product (GDP) was made by Kuznets (1934, 7) although he recognized its limita-

tions early on by stating that “the welfare of a nation can scarcely be inferred from a measure of 

a national income”. After the beginning of the modern environmental movement in 1960, the 

growth critique expanded. In the beginning of 1970, the Club of Rome critically examined the 

possibility of a limitless growth in a finite planet in their report titled “Limits to Growth” (Mead-

ows et al., 1972). In the 21st century, the growth-critique school of thought has been influenced, 

for instance, by the writings of Latouche in 2007, Victor in 2008 and Jackson in 2009.  
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The history of criticisms toward a growth-driven agenda suggest that metaphors and narratives 

are important for imagining alternatives to the current economic system. The current economic 

system has been critically studied both internationally and in Finland from the perspective of 

stories, narratives, discourses, and their components. The arguments for and against the neoliberal 

system have appeared broadly in societal discussion. In the following three papers different meth-

ods have been applied to study the communication of initiatives and think tanks, reports of major 

international organizations and speech of the experts of sustainable consumption and production.  

 

Waddock (2018) examined the power of memes in generating large-scale socio-economic sys-

tems change. In the study, memes are defined as words (single, pairs and triplets), the core units 

of culture, which shape today’s narratives related to economy as well as humanity’s values and 

relationships. First, the memes in the aspirational statements of 126 different progressive initia-

tives were divided into nine categories to find out whether they are consistent, coherent, and com-

pelling. Second, aspirational statements of major progressive and conservative think tanks were 

compared to examine how the memes they use compare in consistency of use and their role in 

framing topical issues. Finally, the two listings of leading think tanks were utilized to create 

WorldClouds to compare their aspirational statements. The results of the study suggest, firstly, 

that the memes of progressive initiatives lack consistency and resonance. Secondly, conservative 

think tanks more often use memes of the neoliberal narrative than the progressive think tanks. 

However, Waddock (2018) argues that the research process of exploring memes used by organi-

zations and initiatives is “exploratory and somewhat tentative”, and not an established one.  

 

Urhammer and Røpke (2013) analyzed macroeconomic proposals to the economic and environ-

mental system crisis by combining discourse theory and narrative analysis. In total, 19 official 

reports from organizations closely connected to scientific and political spheres of society were 

mapped and sorted into two macro narratives: pro-growth (11)5,  which support the idea of eco-

nomic growth that is green, and no-growth (8)6, which find economic growth impossible and thus, 

require a new system. Finally, it is argued that that common ground should be found between the 

narratives to change policy measures.  

 

Berg and Hukkinen (2011) have examined the growth critique in Finland. They interviewed 20 

members of Finland’s Committee on Sustainable Consumption and Production (SPC) and carried 

out a narrative policy analysis. They found that the economic growth critique is common among 

 
5 The highly institutionalized and international pro-growth organizations included OECD, United Nations Environment Pro-
gramme (UNEP) and United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA). 
6 The smaller and less institutionalized no-growth organizations were New Economics Foundation (NEF), Centre for the 
Advancement of the Steady State Economy (CASSE), Sustainable Development Commission (SDC) and The Worldwatch 
Institute (WI) in addition to multiple scholars from ecological economics. 



 14 

business and ministry representatives, but the narratives fall into four different categories. There 

are the supporters of vulnerable growth economy, who claim that economic growth is a precon-

dition for social and environmental success, but globalization makes the national economy vul-

nerable. The eco-efficient growth economy tells a story of a thriving economy in which economic 

growth is decoupled from environmental degradation by environmental reforms, investments, and 

technologies. Growth critiques criticized the growth-bound economy from environmental and 

social perspectives, for instance, for emphasizing throughput over wellbeing. Degrowth economy 

suggests sociopolitical changes to stay within environmental limits and to prioritize social welfare 

even at the expense of economic growth. However, it is argued that all these narratives are rela-

tively vague, and therefore, a more balanced and institutionally supported degrowth story is re-

quired to support “democratic deliberation on sustainability”. To sum up, all the three studies 

agree that a clear shared understanding of the alternative approach should be reached in order for 

a transition to a sustainable system to happen. 

 

Next, I will present alternative approaches to neoliberal economy by utilizing the classification 

by Riedy (2020). In the review article, prominent alternatives were identified from the basis of 47 

research articles published between 2017 and 2019 with titles focusing on transformation of en-

vironmental discourse, and therefore, it gives a comprehensive picture of the current alternative 

approaches. 

 

Riedy (2020) argues that alternative approaches in pursuit of just and sustainable future include 

survivalist discourses with the idea of ecological limits to growth from 1970’s, reformist dis-

courses, and transformative sustainability discourses, which seek fundamental transformation in 

ecological, social, economic, and cultural sectors, as well as new economics discourses, which 

could be considered a part of sustainability discourses although they focus particularly on the 

design of economic systems. Other alternative approaches include global ethics, the visions of 

futurists and artists, integrative discourses such as trans-modernism, and the diverse ontologies 

of the Global South. 

 

The reformist versions of sustainability discourse, such as sustainable development, ecological 

modernization, and green growth, rely on technological and institutional change. However, the 

dominant notion of green growth has received criticism for two main reasons. First, “there is no 

empirical evidence that absolute decoupling from resource use can be achieved on a global scale 

against a background of continued economic growth” and second, “absolute decoupling from 

carbon emissions is highly unlikely to be achieved at a rate rapid enough to prevent global warm-

ing over 1.5°C or 2°C, even under optimistic policy conditions.” (Hickel & Kallis, 2019, 1.)  
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The new economics include multiple new forms of political economy, such as doughnut econom-

ics, Green New Deal, and wellbeing economy. Kate Raworth’s doughnut of social and planetary 

boundaries is a conceptual model consisting of the inner boundary of social foundation and the 

outer boundary of ecological ceiling. The twelve shortfalls in wellbeing, such as health issues and 

the lack of political voice, lie below the social foundation. The nine planetary boundaries, such 

as climate change and biodiversity loss, describe the overshoots of pressure on Earth’s life-sup-

porting systems. The ecologically safe and socially just space of humanity lies between these 

boundaries. The Doughnut model has been further developed to an economic way of thinking, 

Doughnut Economics, which highlights, for example, changing the goal from endless GDP 

growth to operating within the Doughnut. (Raworth, 2012; 2017.) In a somewhat similar vein, 

Green New Deal was chosen as the new growth strategy of the European Union. It seeks to trans-

form the EU to a modern society, which is fair, resource-efficient, and competitive. The aim is to 

realize a situation where there are no net GHG emissions in 2050, and economic growth is decou-

pled from resource use. (European Commission, 2019.) 

 

Radical opposition to neoliberal capitalism could be recognized, for example, in degrowth and 

agrowth (Riedy, 2020). Degrowth is both a biophysical process of degrowing, an economy that 

has or currently is degrowing in terms of matter and/or energy throughput, and a movement, which 

aims to reduce the size of the global economy while improving wellbeing. The principal claim is 

that on a finite planet, infinite growth is not possible, and that economic growth is not required 

for increasing human wellbeing. The goal is to operate within ecologically sustainable space or a 

level by reducing overall economic activity. (see, e.g., Latouche, 2009; Victor, 2008; Jackson & 

Senker, 2011; Demaria et al., 2013; Büchs & Koch, 2017.) The agrowth approach pursues to 

depolarize the debate between the proponents of anti-growth and green growth positions by aim-

ing at being agnostic, in other words, intentionally ignorant, about changes in GDP (Van Den 

Bergh, 2017).  

 

 

2.2 Wellbeing economy 

 
In this chapter I will go through the development of the concept of wellbeing economy interna-

tionally and in Finland. Wellbeing economy has inspired the foundation of different networks and 

alliances with a shared goal of promoting the concept in research and in policy. It is a relatively 

new concept, which has gained popularity especially in recent years. The development of shared 

contents and practices associated with wellbeing economy is an ongoing process and the concept 

will keep evolving and changing in future.  
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2.2.1 Wellbeing economy internationally  
 

In one of the first academic articles on wellbeing economy by Coscieme et al. (2019) wellbeing 

economy is outlined as an alternative way of organizing economic policy more sustainably with 

the emphasis on wellbeing. The concept is described through three main principles, which are 1) 

to live within planetary boundaries and advocating environmental sustainability, 2) an equitable 

distribution of wealth and opportunity within and between generations, and 3) reaching high lev-

els of human wellbeing by efficiently allocating resources, such as environmental and social pub-

lic goods.  

The concept is originally rooted in the ideas of ecological economics (see Costanza et al., 2014a). 

It has later been enhanced with perspectives highlighting the interrelated dynamics of economic, 

inequality, and wellbeing (see Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009; Piketty, 2014). In wellbeing economy, 

the orthodox economic approach is criticized on the grounds of notions and assumptions, such as 

Jevons paradox7, the Easterlin paradox8, and the delusion of the Environmental Kuznets Curve9, 

that highlight the negative outcomes of economic growth. Since economic growth does not equal 

increasing wellbeing, sustainable wellbeing should become the overarching goal of society. In 

other words, wellbeing should be brought in the centre of policymaking, especially in economics. 

(Coscieme et al., 2019.) 

The wellbeing economy has been already implemented around the world. A major wellbeing 

economy organization is the Wellbeing Economy Alliance (WeAll). It is a global 10 year-long 

project working in cooperation with organizations, alliances, movements, and individuals to ini-

tiate a realization of a new economic system: a wellbeing economy (WeAll, 2021a). The Wellbe-

ing Economy Governments partnership (WEGo), on the other hand, was initiated by WeAll in 

2018. The collaboration of national and regional governments aims to share expertise and policy 

practices to promote the foundation of wellbeing economies. Today it encompasses the five mem-

ber countries, Scotland, New Zealand, Iceland, Wales, and Finland (since the end of 2020 (STM, 

2021b)) (Scottish Government, 2021; WeAll 2021b), all of which approach the concept from their 

own perspective. For instance, two of the original member countries, New Zealand, and Scotland, 

utilize national frameworks that emphasize wellbeing over economic growth in budgetary deci-

sion-making (Coscieme et al., 2019). 

 

 
7 In 1865, William Stanley Jevons, an economist, observed that increased efficiency in coal use did not necessarily lead 
to decreasing use of coal. In fact, increasing efficiency might cause widespread use of resources. 
8 In 1974, Richard Easterlin, an economist, suggested that when income levels are above a certain threshold, economic 
welfare is unrelated to subjective measures of wellbeing. 
9 According to the Environmental Kuznets Curve created in the beginning of 1990, the environmental degradation in-
creases rapidly until rising incomes, a change in social values and strong environmental regulatory institutions lead to 
better environmental quality. However, it has been criticized, because there is no straight correlation between environ-
mental quality and the level of income (see e.g., Dietz & Adger, 2003). 
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The wellbeing economy agenda has gotten more popular in the society. It has gained interest in 

organisations traditionally supporting the mainstream economic approach although their under-

standing of the concept varies from the initial definition. The Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD) published their own report on the subject titled “The Econ-

omy of Well-being – Creating opportunities for people’s well-being and economic growth. Back-

ground Paper” in 2019, in which the concept is defined as “capacity to create a virtuous circle” 

that encompasses wellbeing, economic prosperity, stability and resilience as well as investments 

in wellbeing. Centre on Well-being, Inclusion, Sustainability and Equal Opportunity (WISE) was 

established by OECD in 2020 with a wellbeing economy mindset, for instance, to develop meas-

uring wellbeing with metrics other than GDP (OECD, 2021).  In addition, the International Mon-

etary Fund (IMF) has been interested to develop the measurements of wellbeing (see e.g., IMF, 

2020).  

 

2.2.2 Wellbeing economy in Finland 

 
Here I will describe the implementation of wellbeing economy in Finland, which is closely linked 

to the development of the contents of the concepts. I will begin from the initial establishment of 

the concept by SOSTE in 2012 and end with the recent developments in the beginning of 2021. 

Different actors of society have been involved in the development of the concept and its realiza-

tion early on. Each of them has brought their own point of views in the discussion while the core 

idea of wellbeing economy has remained more or less same. 

 

In Finland, the term wellbeing economy was launched originally in 2012 by SOSTE. It is a Finn-

ish umbrella organization founded by the Association of Voluntary Health, Social and Welfare 

Organisations (YTY), Finnish Federation for Social Welfare and Health (STKL) and Finnish 

Centre for Health Promotion (Tekry). Today the organization consists of 200 social affairs and 

health NGO members in addition to dozens of partner members. SOSTE operates on regional, 

national, and international level to increase the impact of social and healthcare organizations in 

society. (SOSTE, 2021.) 

 

In 2014, SOSTE published a book titled Hyvinvointitalous (Särkelä et al., 2014) in which experts 

from various fields of science discuss about the contents and the usefulness of the term in addition 

to examining alternative approaches to wellbeing and economy. The key argument of the book is 

that to build a just and cohesive future society, in which both people and economy prosper, all 

three aspects of sustainability – ecological, social, and economic – need to be considered. Espe-

cially the interdependency of human wellbeing and economy is highlighted to overcome their 

futile juxtaposition. (Särkelä et al., 2014, 3-9.)  
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The wellbeing economy (at that time the English translation was “welfare economy” (Särkelä et 

al., 268)) is described as a scientific, value-based, and ideological concept as well as a socio-

philosophical and socio-theoretical approach. Initially, SOSTE’s definition of wellbeing economy 

consisted of three main parts. Firstly, a steady economy, which grows within sustainable devel-

opment, is a central tool of welfare society in improving the wellbeing of people and securing 

their basic rights. Secondly, the Nordic wellbeing model and the social stability it brings should 

be considered as an investment, which produces stable economic growth. Thirdly, human well-

being and the growth of economy are in balance in the wellbeing economy. (Särkelä et al., 2014, 

9-11.) In addition, measuring and assessing wellbeing and economic development (e.g., the in-

sufficiency of GDP as the sole indicator of success) is discussed by multiple writers of the book. 

(Särkelä et al., 2014, 289.)  

 

Wellbeing economy resonated with some public decision-makers early on, who decided to im-

plement the concept in practise10. The Regional Council of Central Finland chose the wellbeing 

economy as one of their strategic goals of the regional programme for the years 2018-2021 (Re-

gional Council of Central Finland, 2017). The Regional Council of Central Finland is a joint mu-

nicipal authority consisting of different decision-making bodies, such as the Regional Assembly 

and the Regional Board. It is responsible for regional development and land use planning in Cen-

tral Finland. (Regional Council of Central Finland, 2020; Keski-Suomen liitto, 2020.) 

The other three goals of the regional programme (with the exception of traveling) also end with 

the word economy: bioeconomy, digital economy, and knowledge-based economy. Wellbeing 

economy is considered as an opportunity to enforce the regional economy of Central Finland. 

By investing in research and education concerning health and wellbeing, as well as developing 

health and wellbeing related technology and traveling, new business activities in form of innova-

tions, products, and services, could be created. For wellbeing economy to succeed, cooperation 

between different actors of the region should increase in addition to better include wellbeing and 

health perspectives in land use planning. In the environmental declaration of the regional pro-

gramme, the impacts of wellbeing economy are predicted to be mostly positive. Especially social 

benefits, such as gender and regional equality, are emphasized, but also positive impacts in social 

structure and culture as well as regional economy are recognized. However, it is estimated that 

the impact of wellbeing economy on ecology and environmental protection is minor or non-ex-

istent. (Regional Council of Central Finland, 2017.) 

 
10 The Central Finland Health and Wellbeing Ecosystem (in Finnish Keski-Suomen hyvinvoinnin osaamiskeskittymä, 
KeHO) has published a report in 2018, in which the definition of wellbeing economy is discussed by experts of the network. 
However, I will here focus on the implementation of the concept in Central Finland since it is one of the first regions to 
utilize it in their daily operations. 
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STM is the first branch of government to actively promote and develop wellbeing economy (they 

use the term the economy of wellbeing) nationally and internationally. Wellbeing economy is 

defined as a virtuous circle of policies, where “wellbeing and economic growth reinforce each 

other and profit both people and society as a whole”. The public resources are allocated for im-

proving people’s wellbeing and ensure more sustainable societies. Sustainable economic growth 

is pursued in line with the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in a way that benefits 

both people’s wellbeing and the environment, but not at their expense. (STM, 2021a). Therefore, 

the need for measuring instruments complementary to GDP, which take wellbeing and sustainable 

development into account, is recognized (STM, 2021b). 

Wellbeing economy approach was selected as the main theme of social and health policy during 

Finland’s Presidency of the Council of European Union from 1st July to 31st December 2019. 

Finland organized a high-level conference on the wellbeing economy on 18–19 September 2019 

in Helsinki to generate cross-sectoral dialogue on the issue. In addition, the Council of the Euro-

pean Union adopted conclusions on wellbeing economy at the second Employment, Social Policy, 

Health and Consumer Affairs Council (EPSCO) on 24 October 2019. They highlight that people’s 

wellbeing and economic growth influence each other, but GDP does not measure wellbeing. The 

conclusions of the Council encourage the European Commission and the member states to include 

wellbeing economy perspectives to the cross-sectoral administration and policymaking of the Eu-

ropean Union and its member states in addition to creating a basis for future work on the concept 

in Europe. (Euroopan unionin neuvosto, 2019; STM, 2021a).  The same year, wellbeing economy 

was, for the first time, a part of the government programme in Finland (Programme of Prime 

Minister Antti Rinne’s Government, 6 June 2019; Programme of Prime Minister Sanna Marin’s 

Government, 10 December 2019). 

In 2020, Demos Helsinki published a report titled “A Transition to Just and Green Societies in 

the EU Requires Fixing Economic Policy: A suggestion for implementing the Economy of Well-

being” (2020) in collaboration with STM. The report by Demos Helsinki pursues to reach eco-

nomic thinkers and decisionmakers within the EU to create a shared understanding on the prob-

lems of the EU Member States that hinder the transformative capabilities towards just and green 

societies.  It is proposed that the explanation for the slow or non-existent transformation is rooted 

in the current economic policy paradigm. Therefore, a new paradigm for economic policy, 

Economy of Wellbeing, should be adopted. (Demos Helsinki, 2020, 7-8.)  

The main differences of this approach compared to the current economic systems, according to 

Demos Helsinki (2020, 15) are 1) the aim should be to increase wellbeing and inclusive growth, 

2) success should be measured with more qualitative metrics than GDP, and 3) economic policy 

should be conducted via fiscal policy by investing in wellbeing. The report by Demos Helsinki 
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argues that investing in capabilities and creating new opportunities for people stimulate growth 

that is inclusive. Policies could be better guided towards wellbeing and their successfulness could 

be estimated by measuring quality of growth in addition to the quantity of growth. Investments 

for wellbeing are defined as investments that impact human wellbeing and sustainable economic 

growth and promote resilience, cohesion, and carbon free industries. (Demos Helsinki, 2020, 41-

47.) Demos Helsinki proposes seven tracks of action to foster the Economy of Wellbeing in the 

Member States and in the EU. These include, for instance, improving data collection and use, 

enhancing cross-sectoral collaboration, and including wellbeing in all policies (Demos Helsinki 

2020, 50).  

Wellbeing economy is one of the phenomenon-based horizontal themes of THL (THL, 2021). 

THL provides information and expertise on health and welfare of the population in Finland to 

support decision-making of government, but also in municipalities and provinces. One of the 

largest cooperation that THL has been part of in recent years is the preparation for the social 

welfare and health care reform. (THL, 2019). The definition of the wellbeing economy in THL is 

in line with STM: By increasing wellbeing, security and stability, the growth of economy is rein-

forced and vice versa. Economic growth is pursued in accordance with the UN’s Agenda2030 

SDG’s. THL approaches the wellbeing economy from a perspective of a tool of management in 

municipalities and regions. This means, for instance, utilizing municipal welfare reports, which 

include a description of the current state of health and wellbeing in municipality as well as the 

measures to improve them. Especially economic impacts, for instance, the effects of investments 

in wellbeing could have on future health care costs, should be integrated to the reports. (THL, 

2020.) 

STM has implemented the concept nationally by establishing several governing bodies with the 

focus on wellbeing economy. The Advisory Board for Public Health (in Finnish Kansanterveyden 

neuvottelukunta) was established by STM to support the implementation of measures to improve 

wellbeing, health, and safety in different sectors of society in 2020 (STM, 2021c). The economy 

of wellbeing division (in Finnish Hyvinvointitalouden jaosto) is a part of the advisory committee 

for public health. Its term begun 1st September 2020 and it will continue until the end of 2021. 

The aim of the department is to reinforce the idea of wellbeing economy and its structures in 

national, regional, and local decision making. The department includes several representatives 

from ministries, research and development institutes, Association of Finnish Municipalities, and 

organizations. (STM, 2021d.) 

In February 2021, the steering group on the economy of wellbeing (in Finnish hyvin-

vointitalouden ohjausryhmä) was established by STM. It will work closely with the economy of 

wellbeing division of the Advisory Board for Public Health to ensure cooperation between the 
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Finnish Government, the local government and civil society. The main goal of the steering group 

is to develop wellbeing economy as a tool of decision-making and policy measures nationally and 

internationally. It is responsible for preparing a plan of action fitted to the Finnish circumstances 

with steps to incorporate wellbeing economy to processes of the Government. (STM, 2021b.) 

 
In March 2021, SOSTE published a new book titled Hyvinvointitaloudessa eteenpäin (Ahokas, 

2021) in which experts from SOSTE and its closest interest groups discuss the development of 

the concept in recent years in addition to outlining the future of the concept. Today, SOSTE de-

fines wellbeing economy as a sector of society, in which increasing wellbeing and improving the 

prospects of a good life is the basis for societal action. The aim is to realize and implement the 

preconditions for a good life for all. (Ahokas, 2021, 27.) In conclusion, the concept should be 

better integrated with the other prominent societal discussions and themes, such as sustainable 

development, gender equality and ecological reconstruction, in the future. This could be achieved 

by building strong networks and enforcing cooperation between different sectors locally, region-

ally, nationally, and globally. For the wellbeing economy to be fully realized, the need for more 

concrete vision, for instance, through future scenarios and practical examples, is recognised. Oth-

erwise, it will remain a high-level concept and not able change in practise.  (Ahokas 2021, 153-

155.) 

 

To summarize, wellbeing economy was initially presented by SOSTE in 2012 without a specific 

definition but the emphasis was on highlighting the interdependency of economy and wellbeing. 

In 2021, SOSTE’s understanding of the concept has broadened to refer to a sector of society, 

which pursues to realize and implement the preconditions for a good life for all. However, the 

need to widen the approach by topical sustainability issues and cooperation with other actors of 

society in addition to concretizing the concept is recognized to truly bring about change in society. 

The Regional Council of Central Finland and KeHO saw the concept as an opportunity to enforce 

the regional economy of Central Finland. Their emphasis is more on the social and economic 

benefits of the concept while the ecological sphere is not considered as an integral part of well-

being economy. STM, on the other hand, has relied on the virtuous circle approach, the critique 

of GDP as the sole measurement of wellbeing and SDG’s. Closely connected with STM, THL 

concentrates on carrying out wellbeing economy through economic and social development of 

regions and municipalities. In line with the virtuous circle approach, they argue that the growth 

of economy is reinforced by increasing wellbeing, security, and stability and vice versa. Demos 

Helsinki has questioned the whole current economic paradigm and proposed that wellbeing econ-

omy could be its possible replacement. 
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Especially the virtuous circle approach to wellbeing economy has received criticism, since it has 

been considered to guarantee “sustainable economic growth” that is not environmentally sustain-

able in terms of material use and carbon emissions (Hirvilammi, 2020). Nevertheless, wellbeing 

economy has gained a strong foothold in Finnish society. The concept and practices related to it 

have evolved in the last decade and will keep doing so when different actors pick it up.  

 

 

3. Research design and methods 
 
 

3.1 Description of the case study 

 

My case study concerns how central actors in Finnish the wellbeing economy discussion interpret 

the term. The case study was conducted in Finland during spring 2021. According to Yin (2009, 

18), a case study is an empirical method of inquiry that examines a contemporary phenomenon 

whose boundary with the context is not clear. In particular, the descriptive case study (see 

Schwandt & Gates, 2018, 346) was carried to out find out what the concept of wellbeing economy 

meant in Finnish context in the early 2020s. 

 

The term “wellbeing economy” was rarely mentioned in the general discussion in the spring 2020. 

For instance, a search with the Finnish term “hyvinvointitalous” brought only a handful of search 

results in the two biggest news platforms in Finland: Helsingin Sanomat and Yle. Therefore, I 

decided to familiarize myself with the topic by carrying out a more extensive web search to find 

out in which contexts and by whom the term was used. I began the investigation by first utilizing 

the Finnish term (hyvinvointitalous) and then the English translations (the wellbeing economy / 

the economy of wellbeing) as a search key in Google’s search engine. After finding out that the 

term was somewhat actively used in Finnish politics since 2012, I took a deep dive into the gov-

ernment discussions about the term. It led me to look more closely at the most active organisations 

that had taken a part in the discussion about wellbeing economy and their writings on the subject.  

Since different organizations understood and applied the concept in practice in different ways, I 

arrived at a conclusion that wellbeing economy does not have a concrete definition. It is a rela-

tively new concept that is currently well-known in Finland only among specific group of people. 

Therefore, I decided to research the nature of expert narratives to find out what are the main 

similarities and differences associated with the concept. I conducted semi-structured interviews 

with the initial developers and advocates of wellbeing economy as well as organizations that had 

included it as a part of their policies. The data was analysed qualitatively with the focus on memes 

as the building blocks of discourses. 



 23 

3.2 Data collection method 

 
I utilized semi-structured expert interviews as the main method of collecting empirical material. 

This data collection method is usually utilized for gathering information on societal processes as 

well as the interpretations and meanings related to the course of events. The experts I interviewed 

were chosen according to their institutional position, which allows them to have special know-

how and know-why on wellbeing economy. The quality of the knowledge possible to obtain from 

expert interviews is dependent on the specific situation and place, produced in interaction with 

the interviewer, and influenced by power relations. (Alastalo & Åkerman, 2010, 312–329; Alas-

talo et al., 2017, 181–197.) The data gathered in this data is influenced by, for example, the fact 

that the interviews were carried out via Zoom and not face-to-face. 

In addition, the “quality” of interviewees influences the knowledge gathered from interviews. The 

experts might experience different phenomena and provide differing description of the phenom-

ena due to, for instance, their status in the organization and differences in communicational be-

havior (Gläser & Laudel, 2009). This should be considered when analyzing the result, because, 

for instance, the experts were not all that familiar with the concept. 

In comparison with the more structured interview forms, semi-structured interviews allow the 

interviewer to guide the discussion to issues and angles that are the most important in terms of 

the research in question (Brinkmann, 2018, 578-583). The interviews focused on the definition of 

wellbeing economy and its applications as well as its significance in society now and in the future.  

The interview questions can be found in the Appendix 1. 

In total, I interviewed seven representatives from five different organizations (see Table 1). The 

two interviewees from SOSTE (E1 and E2) were chosen since they have had an integral role in 

initiating, developing and advocating wellbeing economy in Finland since 2012. For instance, 

they both took part in writing the Hyvinvointitalous book (2014) and the recently published Hyvin-

vointitaloudessa eteenpäin book (2021) in addition to publishing other materials regarding well-

being economy. 

The two interviewees from STM (E3 and E4) were in a managerial position in the economy of 

wellbeing division. They were chosen as research subjects due to their expertise in national health 

and social policymaking. Especially the other expert (E3) has been involved in promoting the 

wellbeing economy both nationally and internationally.  

THL was chosen as one of the observed organizations, since they cooperate with different deci-

sion-making bodies in Finland and may, therefore, spread the wellbeing economy approach 

broadly to the society. The interviewee (E5) was chosen since they were familiar with wellbeing 
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economy. They have, for instance, written text in the most recent book about wellbeing economy 

by SOSTE.   

Demos Helsinki cooperated with STM at the time of Finland’s EU Council Presidency in 2019, 

for instance, by participating on a high-profile conference focused on the economy of wellbeing.  

The interviewee (E6) was chosen because they were one of the authors of Demos’ report (2020) 

on implementing the economy of wellbeing in Europe made by request of STM. In addition, De-

mos Helsinki has been cooperating in a government funded research project on wellbeing econ-

omy with THL and SOSTE extending from the beginning of 2021 until June 2022 (VN TEAS, 

2021). 

As one of the first regions in Finland to incorporate wellbeing economy approach in their deci-

sion-making, the Regional Council of Central Finland was chosen as one of the study subjects. 

The interviewee (E7) was chosen based on their active role in promoting wellbeing economy in 

Central Finland in recent years.  

 

Table 1.  The expert interviewees and their representative organizations. 

 

 

Organization 

 

The number 

of expert  

interviews 

 

The expert 

 interviewee(s) 

 

Finnish Federation for Social Affairs and Health, 

SOSTE  

 

2  

 

(E1 and E2) 

 

The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, STM: 

The economy of wellbeing division 

 

2 

 

(E3 and E4) 

 

Finnish institute for health and welfare, THL 

 

1 

 

(E5) 

 

Demos Helsinki 

 

1 

 

(E6) 

 

Regional Council of Central Finland  

 

1 

 

(E7) 

 

The language of the interviews was Finnish. The interviews were conducted from 8th of February 

to 4th of March 2021. The duration of the interviews was 43 minutes on average, the shortest 20 

min 14 s and the longest 57 min 33 s. Each of the experts were interviewed individually via a 

video communication application, Zoom. I recoded the interviews in Zoom and with an additional 

recording app on my phone (Smart Recorder).  
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3.3 Analysis method 

 
The qualitative thematic analysis of the interviews begun with transcribing the recordings, coding 

the data in qualitative data analysis software Atlas.ti and theming the codes (see Appendix 2). 

The categories of themes were arranged according to the conceptual framework created by Riedy 

in his review article Discourse coalitions for sustainability transformations: Common ground and 

conflict beyond neoliberalism (2020). The framework consists of memes, stories, and narratives, 

which are embedded in discourses and therefore, form the discursive landscape (see Figure 3). 

The term ‘discourse coalition’ is defined as group of actors, which are interested in and reinforce 

specific patterns of meaning (i.e., storylines) (Hajer, 1995). In Figure 3, the dashed line is drawn 

to describe the occasional usage of narrative as a synonym to discourse. To simplify, in this study, 

I used the term narrative instead of discourse. 

 

Figure 3. Memes as the building blocks of stories, narratives, and discourses. (Adopted from Riedy, 2020) 

 

According to Riedy (2020), the discourse coalition of the capitalist, neoliberal approach has dom-

inated institutional, political, and cultural discourses globally, which has been the cause for eco-

logical crisis and sacrifice of human wellbeing. He argues that to challenge the neoliberal narra-

tive, common ground should be found among the alternative discourses. By forming discourse 

coalitions around a shared storyline with similar memes, these alternative approaches could over-

turn the orthodox, neoliberal approach. Identifying similarities and differences in the wellbeing 

economy narratives could create dialogue between these approaches and further the sustainability 

transition. 
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In my analysis, I examined the impact of memes on narratives with the focus on the neoliberal 

and alternative narrative memes. I utilized Riedy’s (2020) definition of a meme, in which it is 

described as the basic meaningful content, a building block (e.g., a phrase, a word, an image, an 

idea, a song, a symbol, a brand, an artefact, a frame, a metaphor, a motif or an archetype (Wad-

dock, 2016)) of discourses, narratives and stories. In other words, I will examine the parts that 

construct narratives instead of trying to analyze discourse coalitions. My focus is on the similari-

ties and differences of these parts of wellbeing economy narratives as well as the impact of these 

memes to the broader discussion around sustainability, wellbeing, and economy. 

The memes that guided the analysis (based on Riedy 2020) of the interviews can be divided into 

three categories: 1) The core memes of neoliberal narrative, 2) the common memes in alternative 

narratives, and 3) the conflicting memes in alternative narratives.  

 

The core memes of neoliberal narrative include growth measured by GDP; individualism, free-

dom, and competition; small government, privatization, and deregulation; and separation (mind 

from matter and humanity from mechanistically perceived nature).  

 

Common memes of alternative narratives to neoliberal capitalism discourse (see Table 2) are di-

vided into five categories by Riedy (2020): 

 

1. Ontological commitment – Consists of memes complex nested systems and connected 

networks. A complex nested system includes holistic perspective to world that is com-

posed of social-ecological systems, which display emergent, cyclical behaviour and re-

silience in change. Connected networks are built on a network society, in which people 

connect and collaborate globally. 

 

2. The human relationship with nature – Includes the meme sustainability, which is agreed 

by all the alternative narratives. Some of them support the regenerative and some the 

planetcentric relationship with nature. Sustainability covers arguments for ecological 

integrity, living within the Earth’s limits, and dynamic balance between humans and the 

planet. Regenerative approach claims that to sustain humanity (utilitarian point of 

view), the relationship with nature needs to be restorative and restabilizing. It also in-

cludes normative arguments for a flourishing, thriving and abundant world. Planetcen-

tric view emphasizes ideas, such as humans as part of nature, valuing all life, balance 

and harmony of planetary community and support of evolutionary potential of all life on 

Earth. 
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3. Human relationship with each other – Focuses on cooperative nature of humans as so-

cial beings. Human relationships are described as entangled, dependent, and even ‘inter-

being’. Therefore, humans should collaborate, co-create, and share as well as appreciate 

‘soft skills’ and ‘relational goods’. In addition, we should respect and care for each 

other and for global commons and diverse cultural life. 

 

4. Desired outcomes, or goals of human civilization - Entail’s memes, such as human dig-

nity, prosperity, and wellbeing; social and economic justice and fairness; and plurality. 

Human dignity, prosperity, and wellbeing should be the goal of our economic system 

with focus especially on delivering human rights, people realizing their potential to 

thrive and improving the quality of life while measuring wellbeing metrics other than 

GDP. Social and economic justice and fairness highlight’s themes, such as equality and 

redistribution of income and wealth. Plurality means, for example, diverse cultural ex-

pressions and intercultural dialogue and agonism. 

 

5. Strategies for achieving the goals - Composes of the following memes: participatory 

governance; a new economic system; prioritize particular human values; and participa-

tory knowledge practices. Participatory governance implies free and equal democratic 

participation, participatory and dialogic processes and mobilizing civil society from the 

grassroots. The new economic systems are at least growth agnostic. They often seek to 

reduce physical inputs and outputs, in other words, material consumption, and promote 

collaborative forms of economy and common goods and services. Particular human val-

ues that are prioritized in alternative narratives include pursuit of meaning and purpose, 

sufficiency, and cultural diversity and tolerance. Participatory knowledge practices ar-

gue for integrative and holistic knowledge of systems from multiple perspectives and 

sharing of knowledge commons.  
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Table 2. The common memes and their categories in alternative narratives to neoliberalism.  

(Adopted from Riedy, 2020) 

Categories of the common memes  

in alternative narratives  

Common memes 

1) Ontological commitment complex nested systems 

connected networks 

2) The human relationship with nature sustainability 

regenerative 

planetcentric 

3) Human relationship with each other cooperation 

4) Desired outcomes or goals of human civili-

zation 

human dignity, prosperity, and wellbeing 

social and economic justice and fairness 

plurality 

5) Strategies for achieving the goals participatory governance 

a new economic system 

prioritize particular human values 

participatory knowledge practices 

 

Despite being similar in multiple ways, the alternative narratives also differ in many ways. Con-

flicting memes in alternative narratives include issues, such as should the transition take place 

within a capitalist framework or in a post-capitalist economy; should delivering human wellbeing 

be based on sufficiency or guaranteeing abundance for all; and should the transformation be car-

ried out orderly and deliberately, with a (non-violent) revolutionary resistance, or is there an op-

portunity in crisis. There is a disagreement over who should initiate the change: government, 

business, civil society, or all these in partnership, and should the alternative approach support the 

idea of re-localization, strengthening of global governance or both. In addition, the universalizing 

ontology of the Global North can be questioned. 

First, I identified memes of the three categories and themed the interview data according to them. 

The result will be presented according to the core memes of neoliberal narrative and the common 

memes in alternative narratives including the conflicts that they might entail. Then I distinguished 

the main similarities and differences between the categories of memes. I have translated the cita-

tions in the results in English, but the original Finnish versions can be found in the Appendix 3.  

 

3.4 Research ethics 

 
The ethicality of the research should be considered in the different stages of the study, especially 

when collecting the data and when using it (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998). Before the interviews were 

conducted a short description of the study and a privacy statement was sent to each expert. It 
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included, for instance, a right to cancel their participation in the study anytime, and it was accepted 

by every interviewee. The interview data has been processed by only the interviewer and it will 

be destroyed after the study to ensure confidentiality. The interviewees were informed beforehand 

that the results will be presented anonymously, and they all approved. In addition, I decided to 

use a gender-neutral pronoun “they” when reporting the result to diminish their identifiability. 

However, due to the small group of experts on the matter, they will probably be partly recognisa-

ble.  

 
 
 

4. Results 
 
 
In this chapter, the results of the expert interviews are presented in the following order: I begin 

with examining the memes of neoliberal narrative after which I will go through the memes of 

alternative narratives that are arranged according to the five meme categories defined by Riedy 

(2020). The conflicting memes of alternative narratives, such as the initiators of change (govern-

ment, business, civil society, or all these in partnership) and the context of transition (within a 

capitalist framework or in a post-capitalist economy), are discussed among the alternative ap-

proaches except for the conflicting meme opportunity in crisis, which is discussed in the end of 

the chapter “Memes in alternative narratives”.  

 

4.1 Memes of neoliberal narrative 

 

The interviewees E2, E3, E4, E5 and E7 expressed neoliberal memes, such as a commitment to 

maintain economic growth in addition to competition and privatization. Especially, E3 from STM 

and E7 from the Regional Council of Central Finland expressed arguments that included memes 

of the neoliberal narrative.  

 

E2 from SOSTE argued that people who feel well produce economic growth. E3 from STM ar-

gued that assessing wellbeing boosts economic growth because productive workers produce eco-

nomic success. They continued that “increasing wellbeing and ecological sustainability is eco-

nomic activity in itself and thus, drawing attention to these issues also increases economic activ-

ity”. In short, E3 stated that wellbeing economy could be considered as a new way of developing 

capitalism.  

 

E4 from STM claimed that the main task of wellbeing economy is to highlight that the improve-

ments in people’s wellbeing benefit also the economy. E5 from THL emphasized that promoting 
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wellbeing and health of people instead of just solving problems results in economic growth. For 

example, the investments in wellbeing reinforce economic growth and increase resources that 

could be used for something good. 

 

E7 from the Regional Council of Central Finland noted that social policy in 1960 and 1970 was 

based on building structures and institutions of welfare society, for instance, the health care sys-

tem. The meme privatization became apparent when E7 stated that the services produced by pub-

lic sector do not cover our needs anymore, and thus, according to national economic theories, 

there will be market for new producers. They emphasized that “a major part of human life is 

consuming some service or commodity, whether we want it or not”. E7 argued that especially the 

demand for services has increased, which will have an impact on decision-making and the devel-

opment of service-based society. 

 

In addition, the meme competition is distinct in the E7’s description of wellbeing. According to 

E7, “wellbeing is one of the biggest trends in the world today”. E7 described it as the result of 

strong regional economy in addition to being active economic policy. It is as a major part of 

market economy and a brand, which will create new business activities in development of new 

products, services, and structures. The meme growth was brought up when E7 argued that when 

wellbeing is considered as an investment, it can promote economic growth. In addition, E7 stated 

that wellbeing economy will reach popularity through health and wellbeing market growth.  

 

4.2 Memes in alternative narratives 

 
Overall, the alternative narrative memes were more common in the respondents talk. Memes from 

all the five alternative categories can be found in each of the interviewee’s answers although some 

discussed certain memes more than others. Some of the memes in these categories overlap with 

the memes in other categories (for instance, the memes of the category “Desired outcomes or 

goals of human civilization” that are examined in terms of the definitions of wellbeing economy, 

are closely connected with the “Strategies for achieving the goals”) and even with the memes in 

the neoliberal narrative.  

 
4.2.1 Ontological commitment 

 
The first category of the common memes in alternative involves the meme connected networks, 

which is apparent in every interview: All interviewees mentioned international connections and 

collaboration in relation to wellbeing economy. For instance, the interviewees listed international 
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actors, such as WeAll, WeGo and OECD, that have researched and advocated the concept inter-

nationally. In addition, the benefits of international cooperation, such as a possibility to offer and 

receive know-how and finding a shared language, were discussed. 

 

E1 from SOSTE mentioned the cooperation with international organizations, such as WeAll. E2 

stated that the discussion about the relationship between wellbeing and economy has increased 

beyond expectations in Finland and globally. E2 from SOSTE continued that international organ-

izations, for example, the Club of Rome, have been very interested about wellbeing economy, 

which proves that the there is demand for alternative approaches like wellbeing economy inter-

nationally, too.  

 

E3 from STM named actors that focus on wellbeing economy, such as WeGo and WeAll, in 

addition to other international organizations, such as World Bank, IMF, and OECD, that have 

brought their own perspective in the discussion. E4 from STM argued that international coopera-

tion is important since it is a possibility for Finland to offer and to receive know-how. In addition, 

E5 from THL recognized the international connections of STM as integral part of wellbeing econ-

omy.  

 

E6 from Demos Helsinki highlighted that it is important to “find some discussion in which we 

can take part in globally” and to find a shared language in a world that is becoming increasingly 

global. They argued that challenges, such as climate change and weakening of democracy, require 

international cooperation, for instance, between the member countries of WeGo. Even the mainly 

regional actor, E7 from the Regional Council of Central Finland, mentioned international connec-

tions, specifically their cooperation with ECHAlliance (The European Connected Health Alli-

ance).  

 

4.2.2 The human relationship with nature 

 
All the interviewees support the idea of sustainability. Apart from the interviewee from THL (E5) 

and the Regional Council of Central Finland (E7), all experts mentioned that in wellbeing econ-

omy the aim is to emphasize the three dimensions of sustainability equally. However, both inter-

viewees from STM (E3 and E4) and the expert from THL (E5) as well as the expert from the 

Regional Council of Central Finland (E7) added that social and/or economic issues are accentu-

ated over ecological ones in Finland today.  

 

E1 from SOSTE elaborates that even though SOSTE’s basis is in social sustainability, the discus-

sion has lately shifted to ecological issues and in the future these issues are likely to be emphasized 
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even more. They argue that the ecological goals will not be reached, and the boundaries of the 

Earth will be exceeded, if social inclusion and the wellbeing economy vision fails, since people 

are the ones making the change. If people do not feel well, the major societal change needed to 

save the planet, will not be carried out. E2 from SOSTE emphasized the balance and interconnec-

tions between different dimensions of sustainability, but they added that the emphasis of the di-

mensions depends on the user of the concept of wellbeing economy.  

 

E3 from STM argued that the term sustainability in its entirety is still not probably discussed 

enough or in a balanced way. This means, for instance, a lack of attention to the impact of well-

being measures on ecological sustainability. According to E3, in wellbeing economy, ecological 

sustainability is implemented through Agenda2030. E3 argues that increasing wellbeing and eco-

logical sustainability is an economic activity in itself. This argument conveys the memes of ne-

oliberal narrative since sustainability is linked with producing economic success. Wellbeing econ-

omy is needed “to keep the wheels turning”. If social and ecological sustainability are not taken 

into account, the economic operating conditions will fail, which refers to a more regenerative 

definition of sustainability.  

 

E4 from STM argued that the big picture, in relation to the dimensions of sustainability, should 

be preserved also in practise since “every time when a balance is found and silo mentality is 

abandoned, new creative ideas are usually found”. Therefore, different viewpoints should be 

taken into account in order to have an open and comprehensive discussion about the issues at 

hand and to find the best possible solutions to them together. E5 from THL specifies that the three 

dimensions of sustainability can be considered as interlinked.  

 

Likewise, E6 from Demos argues that the whole and interdependence of the three dimensions of 

sustainability are highly important. E6 agrees with the E1 from SOSTE that economic sustaina-

bility is a tool to produce wellbeing within planetary boundaries and within the “ecological space” 

(i.e., planetary boundaries). As E2 from SOSTE, E6 also pointed out that in practice different 

actors might emphasize some dimensions more than others.  

 

According to E7 from the Regional Council of Central Finland, their focus is on social and eco-

nomic spheres of sustainability. Ecological sustainability is not included in the wellbeing econ-

omy they apply in their region, since there are other programmes taking care of it, which proves 

that the understandings of the concept in terms of sustainability may vary greatly between differ-

ent actors.  
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4.2.3 Human relationship with each other 

 

All the interviewees mention cooperation as a characteristic of wellbeing economy. It means that 

the development of the contents of the concepts as well as its realization is done together with 

different actors of society. As for the target group of the concept, both experts from SOSTE (E1 

and E2), the E3 from STM and E6 from Demos Helsinki argued that the concept is directed to the 

society as a whole. However, the other interviewee from SOSTE (E1) and STM (E3) as well as 

the expert from Demos Helsinki (E6) mentioned that the concept should reach especially public 

decision-makers.  

 

E1 from SOSTE told that SOSTE as an organisation has cooperated broadly with Finnish actors. 

E1 did not identify any sectoral or areal shortages, although they acknowledged that the level of 

understanding of the concept and specific goalsetting still probably requires more work across the 

society. According to E1, there is a need for cooperation between different actors as well as cross-

ing sectoral boundaries since the civil society is not alone capable of taking over and controlling 

the processes. They emphasized that the decisions made by government and other public decision-

makers have a significant impact on the implementation of wellbeing economy.  

 

E2 from SOSTE argued that the aim of wellbeing economy is to find common ground, which 

brings people from different backgrounds to discuss together with an untarnished and not-charged 

concept. According to E2, as many actors as possible should take part in the discussion about 

future to change the current economically oriented decision-making policies. They argued that 

this would require broadening one's horizons as well as being open to new ways of action.  

 

E3 from STM argued that often non-governmental organizations have a narrow view on their own 

operating area. In addition, they point out that the civic debate about wellbeing economy is not 

that strong in Finland. They highlight the importance of reaching decision-makers responsible of 

economic policy and the actors supporting them. The other expert (E4) from STM argued that 

wellbeing economy is a theme in health and social services reform, from which it hopefully 

spreads on to other parts of society. E4 stated that the discussion about wellbeing economy seems 

broad and everyone brings their own point of view to it.  

 

E6 from Demos Helsinki argued that wellbeing economy does not probably reach everyone yet, 

although they were hopeful that it will in future. E6 emphasized that wellbeing economy should 

reach especially the political decision-makers in economic, health, social and environmental pol-

itics. 
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E5 from THL and E7 from the Regional Council of Central Finland discussed especially cooper-

ation done in more defined areas, such as municipalities and regions. According to E5, especially 

ministers and the members of parliament in social- and health sector have benefitted from the 

concept since it has helped them to involve the economic viewpoint in public decision-making 

processes. E7 emphasized that they have been establishing a business ecosystem, in other words, 

a network of organizations, around the concept in Central Finland. Therefore, a link could be 

made to the neoliberal narrative since the cooperation is approached from the business perspec-

tive. Wellbeing economy is promoted together with actors, such as the local university, the uni-

versity of applied sciences and the city of Jyväskylä. 

 

4.2.4 Desired outcomes or goals of human civilization 

 
The fourth category of the common memes in alternative narratives consists of memes, such as 

human dignity, prosperity, and wellbeing as well as social and economic justice and fairness. 

These were mentioned most often when interviewees were asked to define the concept of wellbe-

ing economy or to reflect its impact in discussion about the relationship between wellbeing and 

economy. All the interviewees agreed that the concept has increased the discussion about the 

relationship between wellbeing and economy, and that there are multiple definitions for wellbeing 

economy. Three different definitions for the concept can be identified on the basis of the inter-

views: wellbeing economy that is founded on SOSTE’s vision, a virtuous circle approach and a 

new economic paradigm.  

 

Every interviewee mentioned human dignity, prosperity, and wellbeing as characteristic of well-

being economy. However, there were differences in the extent that this meme appeared in the talk 

of the interviewees. For instance, perhaps not surprisingly, everyone underlined the importance 

of promoting wellbeing in wellbeing economy. The main differences can be identified between 

the ones that described wellbeing as a value and economy as a tool (E1, E2, E5 and E6), and the 

ones who emphasized the necessity of economy in producing wellbeing (E3 and E7). Apart from 

E7 from the Regional Council of Central Finland, all the interviewees mentioned the meme social 

and economic justice and fairness by arguing that wellbeing economy that benefits everyone cre-

ates the best results for the whole society. Especially the interviewees E1, E2, E3 and E6 empha-

sised this meme. 

 

The experts from SOSTE (E1 and E2) based their definition on SOSTE’s vision of achieving a 

situation where the implementation of the preconditions for a good life are realized for all. Since 

everyone’s wellbeing is emphasized, it could be interpreted to involve the meme social and eco-

nomic justice and fairness.  
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E1 from SOSTE described the societal situation in which the idea of wellbeing economy was 

initiated. After the financial crisis, euro crisis and austerity policies in the first decade of the 

2000’s, the dominance and the pressure to speak about public budget balance was set aside by 

wellbeing issues. When the concept was launched, it had no definition and it was more of a “com-

municative hook”, a tool, to emphasize wellbeing in the public discussion. According to E1, today 

wellbeing economy is “an area of our society, in which operating is wellbeing-oriented” and the 

wellbeing and inclusion of everyone is pursued. It is an existing part of society as well as a vi-

sionary concept. E1 argued that in wellbeing economy everyone’s wellbeing and social inclusion 

is pursued while economy is considered as an instrument to reach other goals.  

 

According to E2 from SOSTE, some people have viewed wellbeing economy as a threat or as an 

embarrassing term since it was a new, undefined concept. Both E1 and the other expert from 

SOSTE (E2) argued that the concept includes a broader conception of wellbeing. According to 

E2, preventative approach to wellbeing is integral part of wellbeing economy. E2 emphasized that 

health and wellbeing are intrinsic values, and without people there is no need for economy. Like 

E1, E2 argued that economy should be understood as a tool: Instead of considering economy as a 

goal, it should be considered a way of producing wellbeing. E2 thought that one of the strengths 

of the concept is that it can be viewed from various perspectives.   

 

The virtuous circle approach was the most prominent in the expert perspectives of STM (E3 

and E4), THL (E5) and the Regional Council of Central Finland (E7).  According to E3 from 

STM, there is no one correct definition for wellbeing economy. Their understanding of the con-

cept is three-folded. First, it is reciprocity, which means that wellbeing impacts economic devel-

opment and economy impacts wellbeing. Secondly, it is a governance system, in which measures 

are taken, which are monitored, assessed, and evaluated from wellbeing and economic perspec-

tives. Thirdly, it is a way of implementing sustainable development and finding balance between 

the dimensions of sustainability.  

 

E3 from STM argued that wellbeing economy re-organizes the way the relationship of economy 

and wellbeing is perceived. E3 called for a broader discussion on the term wellbeing as in what 

does it entail and how it is defined, what is measured, and what is the relationship of wellbeing 

with the different dimensions of sustainability. However, E3 does not agree that wellbeing as a 

value should be promoted despite the economic situation: “In the discussion about the wellbeing 

economy we are obliged to admit that wellbeing is not realized without economy”. E3 argued that 

although the discussion about wellbeing and economy has increased, wellbeing is often underval-
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ued in economic journalism in Finland due to the dominance of economic thinking. The discus-

sion about the future of capitalism is, on the other hand, recognised in the press. In addition, the 

meme social and economic justice and fairness becomes apparent when E3 states that focus of 

the implementation of the government programme is still in green transition instead of just tran-

sition, and the wellbeing economy concept could be utilized to promote this point of view.  

 

E4 from STM stated that the concept is “a tool, which keeps the right things on display”: Utilizing 

a preventative approach to health and wellbeing related challenges would make people more pro-

ductive, which makes the society as a whole more productive, and thus, preconditions for the 

development of economy are being created while extra costs, for instance, in health care, are being 

avoided.  

 

E5 from THL defined wellbeing economy as a new frame of reference, an umbrella term, and a 

political way of justifying why promoting wellbeing and health is important. In addition, the re-

inforcing relationship between wellbeing, safety and stability was mentioned. The preventative 

approach was highlighted also by E5. They agreed with E2 from SOSTE by stating that in well-

being economy “the main point there is that economy is for people and people are not for the 

economy”, since economy is a man-made concept, not a law of nature. E5 argued that the discus-

sion about the relationship between wellbeing and economy has increased among certain groups 

of people. For instance, ministers and the members of parliament in social- and health sector have 

benefitted from the concept since it has helped them to involve the economic viewpoint in public 

decision-making processes.  

 

E7 from the Regional Council of Central Finland argued that the wellbeing economy includes 

aspects, such as physical exercise, health, and wellbeing, which will result in a more sustainable 

society regarding economics and happiness. According to E7, the discussion about the relation-

ship between wellbeing and economy has increased especially in relation to economic benefits of 

investing, which again, refers to the neoliberal narrative. They agree with E3 and E4 from STM 

and E5 from THL that preventative actions are an important aspect of wellbeing economy since 

they result is savings – an argument that is in line with the virtuous circle definition of wellbeing 

economy. 

 

As E1 and E2 from SOSTE, E6 from Demos Helsinki argued that wellbeing economy includes a 

broader understanding of wellbeing. The aim is to improve everyone’s ability to participate in 

society, which refers to a meme social and economic justice and fairness. In short, E6 defined the 
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concept as a possible new alternative economic paradigm. They argued that the current eco-

nomic system is unsustainable in terms of environment and people, and it does not give hope 

about the future. Therefore, approaches, such as wellbeing economy, which bring the wellbeing 

of both people and the planet into the centre of the economic system, are needed.  

 

E6’s definition of wellbeing economy is closely linked to the way it is actualized and, thus it 

refers to the meme a new economic system of the fifth category of alternative narrative memes 

“Strategies for achieving the goals”. E6 pointed out that although the future of capitalism is dis-

cussed globally, wellbeing economy does not probably reach everyone yet even though they were 

hopeful that it will in the future. However, E6 noted that “the way we talk about these [alternative 

approaches] is in a sense rhetoric” and the most important thing is to find common ground and 

shared language to avoid division and incoherencies. 

 

4.2.5 Strategies for achieving the goals 

 
The fifth and last category of the common memes in alternative narratives entails memes, such as 

participatory governance; prioritizing particular human values; and a new economic system. The 

interviewees E1, E2, E3 and E6 clearly expressed the meme participatory governance in their 

responses. Since it intersects in essential elements with the meme cooperation of the category 

“Human relationship with each other” (for instance, the pursuit to mobilize civil society), the 

contents of the meme participatory governance are discussed in more detail under the that cate-

gory. Particular human values related to wellbeing economy, for example, the pursuit of meaning 

and purpose, were expressed in particular by the interviewees E1, E2 and E6. 

 

I will focus on examining the meme a new economic system, since wellbeing economy is classi-

fied as one by Riedy (2020), and the experts expressed multiple noteworthy arguments related to 

this meme. Wellbeing economy entails practices, such as investments in wellbeing and measuring 

wellbeing with indicators other than GDP, which can be identified as the characteristics of a 

new economic system. The interviewees emphasized the role of these practices of wellbeing 

economy differently.  

 

The investments in wellbeing were considered highly important by the interviewees from SOSTE 

(E1 and E2). An interviewee from STM (E4) and Demos Helsinki (E6) mentioned that the invest-

ments are important, but the focus should not be mainly on them. According to the interviewee 

from SOSTE (E1) and Demos Helsinki (E6), wellbeing indicators are important in developing 

wellbeing economy, but they are not, or they should not be, the focal point. The other interviewee 
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from STM (E3) argued that the indicators are in a key position in developing the concept. E7 from 

the Regional Council of Central Finland only briefly mentioned the wellbeing measurements. 

 

E1 from SOSTE argued that “wellbeing economy is built with the investments in wellbeing”. The 

wellbeing indicators, on the other hand, do not bring about anything by themselves and their de-

velopment would require more resources according to E1. E2 from SOSTE stated the concept 

“has not maybe broken the bank yet” in terms of the wellbeing economy related practices, but it 

has “built a bridge” between economy and wellbeing. They continued that investment in wellbe-

ing are an easy way to grasp the idea of wellbeing economy, for instance, NGO’s can justify their 

actions with them.  

 

E2 argued that implementing wellbeing economy would require, firstly, courage from people to 

apply the concept in a new way in their own actions, and secondly, identifying measures and 

methods that are wellbeing economy, since “many things that are done, are related to wellbeing 

economy when the idea is that we aim at promoting people’s wellbeing”. These include, for in-

stance, all the good practices that already exist in social policy and health promotion today. E2 

and E5 from THL argued that it is not always reasonable to measure everything. E5 pointed out 

that it is sometimes difficult and artificial to evaluate things that do not have a price, such as the 

wellbeing and health of a person.  

 

According to E3 from STM, wellbeing economy is already implemented in the public sector. 

Governments make investments in wellbeing all the time, but systematically evaluating these pol-

icy measures from wellbeing economy perspective is not yet typical in Finland. In addition, E3 

argued that the private sector should be better included in making these investments, for instance, 

by pursuing corporate responsibility through social investments and impact investing. E3 stated 

that the priority in wellbeing economy is assessing and measuring wellbeing in future with a total 

index as well as incorporating measurements in the current decision-making processes with, for 

instance, phenomenon-based budgeting. 

 

E4 from STM contemplated that investments in wellbeing are probably needed, although even 

without great monetary investments current resources could be better utilized by focusing on, for 

instance, the mode of action and know-how related questions.  In other words, the promotion of 

wellbeing is not always a money question, but it depends on the political will to do changes in 

favor of wellbeing. E4 argued that the aim of the investments should be measurable to avoid 

partial optimization and misallocation of resources.  
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E6 from Demos Helsinki agreed with E2 from SOSTE, that wellbeing economy is a new concept, 

but the practices have a long history stemming from social policies of 1960 and 1970 even though 

people do not always recognize that their actions are, in fact, enforcing wellbeing economy. For 

example, investments have been a tool of welfare states for a long time. According to E6, they 

should be better examined from wellbeing point of view and not utilized only to promote eco-

nomic growth. In addition, E6 found that although developing and utilizing alternative wellbeing 

indicators is important (since GDP does not give enough info about the quality of economic ac-

tivity or human wellbeing) merely measuring something is not enough.  

 

The wellbeing economy could be described as a new economic system since it includes the idea 

of promoting wellbeing and developing economy with investments in wellbeing and measuring 

wellbeing with new indicators. However, the interviewees understandings of the concept differ 

concerning whether the meme a new economic system also entails the idea of being agnostic about 

growth and delivering human wellbeing that is not dependent on the growth in GDP. The pursuit 

for a whole new economic system was the most prominent in the responses of the interviewee 

E6 (and to some extent E2) since they questioned the role of economic growth in society.  

 

On the contrary, especially E3 from STM argued that wellbeing economy does not challenge the 

current economic system, since it does not have tools, for instance, to intervene with ownership 

structures, although, they argued, that through alterations in thought processes even radical 

changes can be achieved.  

 

The scale of changes needed to take place in society as well as the ability of new concepts to 

promote change were discussed with themes, such as the radicality and the current nature (con-

crete and/or practical vs. abstract and/or high-level) of wellbeing economy. Especially the inter-

viewees from SOSTE (E1 and E2), THL (E5) and Demos Helsinki (E6) emphasized that the role 

of wellbeing economy is to reinforce welfare society. Similarly, the other expert from STM (E4) 

described the concepts as “a desired continuum” if it is included widely in decision-making pro-

cesses.  

 

Both expert from SOSTE (E1 and E2) thought that it has also at least potential to challenge, not 

necessarily the welfare state itself, but the structures and practices it currently operates on. E1 

argued that wellbeing economy is the most radical in challenging economic policy thinking by 

highlighting that wellbeing is not only a tool but a goal. E2 argued that wellbeing economy is not 

that radical yet, since the attitudes and values change slowly, but it has potential to bring new kind 

of wellbeing society. According to E2, the neoliberalist and economically oriented way of think-

ing we have had in political decision-making for a long time requires changes. Thus, wellbeing 
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and economy should engage in a deeper dialogue with each other. E5 from THL argued that 

wellbeing economy could be considered as a response to attempts to run down the welfare state, 

and to secure all its benefits, such as free education and the basic service system. 

 

The expert from Demos Helsinki (E6) argued that the concept is not radical, but it could challenge 

even more. A more radical discussion about the values in politics and about the overall goals of 

the economic system – is it growth or something else – should be had instead of merely focusing 

the goals of economic growth. They supposed that the probably easier discussion on measure-

ments and indicators will follow. According to E6, there is a need for a broader system of political 

guidance especially in Finland, which is built on wellbeing economy. In other words, the aim to 

promote human wellbeing and everyone’s opportunity to participate in society should be broadly 

included in the public decision-making processes. 

 

The interviewee from SOSTE (E2), both from STM (E3 and E4) and an expert from THL (E5) 

thought that wellbeing economy is still somewhat abstract and/or a high-level concept since it 

still lacks a clear and universal definition. Especially the interviewee E5 criticised the concept 

and questioned the need for it in the first place.  

 

E5 from THL argued that new economic concepts often confuse instead of creating clarity. They 

argued, for instance, that it is difficult to differentiate the overall promotion of wellbeing and 

health from wellbeing economy. According to E5, the concept has not produced solutions to better 

assess the cost-effectiveness of the measures of health and wellbeing promotion. To make the 

concept more concrete, the cost of different measures would have to be made visible in addition 

to having conversations with municipalities about different practices of wellbeing economy. 

 

Only the other expert from SOSTE (E1) thought that wellbeing economy is already quite a con-

crete and practical concept. According to E1, wellbeing economy is no longer a completely ab-

stract or a high-level concept since it has brought about concrete wellbeing and socio-political 

policies – especially investments in wellbeing are a familiar term to political decision-makers.  

 
4.2.6 Opportunity in crisis 

 
There are multiple conflicting memes in alternative narratives that surfaced in the expert inter-

views. Some of them are discussed in previous chapters, such as the context of the transition 

(within a capitalist framework or in a post-capitalist economy) and the initiators of change (gov-

ernment, business, civil society, or all these in partnership). In this chapter, I will focus on the 

way the transformation should be carried out, in particular whether there is an opportunity in 

crisis brought about by the Covid-19 pandemic.  
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Most of the interviewees (E1, E2, E3, E4 and E6) viewed the Covid-19 -pandemic as a turning 

point and an opportunity for change. E1 from SOSTE argued that the validity and feasibility of 

the concept is tested currently by the Covid-19 pandemic. E2 from SOSTE considered invest-

ments in wellbeing as an important instrument in the post-Covid rebuilding of society. They added 

that if we fail to recognize the need for change and start thinking our values, the same problems 

will keep repeating. 

 

E3 from STM argued that Covid-19 showed how big of an impact the collapse of a part of well-

being, in this case health, has on the economy. In the post-Covid reconstruction, we should not 

repeat our mistakes and make those who are in the weakest position pay the price. Wellbeing 

economy could help to evaluate how fairly, for instance, the EU funding is used to recover from 

the crisis. E4 from STM argued that after Covid-19 investments should be made sustainably with 

a meaningful goal and clear measures. The pandemic has brought new modes of action and view-

points, which could be utilized in future. E6 from Demos Helsinki considered Covid-19 as a cat-

alyst for change. The interviewees E5 and E7 did not clearly articulate role the Covid-19 pan-

demic might have in a sustainability transition. 

 
 
 

5. Discussion 
 

 

5.1 Similarities and differences of wellbeing economy  

narratives 

 
My main research question, “What does the concept of wellbeing economy mean in Finland in 

the 2020s?”, was divided into two sub-questions, which focused on the similarities and differ-

ences between wellbeing economy narratives. In particular I examined the memes that construct 

the neoliberal and alternative narratives and their presence in the expert talk. The results are sum-

marized in the table 3 and 4. In short, there were more shared memes than characteristics of divi-

sion found in the interviewee’s conceptions of wellbeing economy. However, there were some 

conflicting memes that may impact the interpretation of the concept greatly. 

There were many similarities in the expert narratives of wellbeing economy. The memes of ne-

oliberal narrative can be found in all the interviews apart from E1 and E6. Especially the pursuit 

for economic growth or overall economic benefits was mentioned by most of the interviewees 

(E2, E3, E4, E5 and E7). Overall, the alternative discourse memes were more common than the 
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neoliberal memes. The meme connected networks – in the category “Ontological commitment” –

appeared during every interview. In addition, the interpretations of the contents of the meme were 

similar. For instance, all the expert mentioned connections through global networks as a charac-

teristic of wellbeing economy. They were considered important in enabling collaborative action 

and organization with people in Europe and globally.  

The interviewees were of one mind about the category “The human relationship with nature”: All 

the interviewees agreed that the idea of sustainability is a part of wellbeing economy. The cate-

gory, “Human relationships with each other”, which includes the meme cooperation with others, 

was supported by every interviewee. In other words, there were no strong disagreements over 

who should carry out the transition to a new system (government, business, civil society, or all 

these in partnership). The interviewees (E1, E2, E3 and E6) argued that the concept would benefit 

from spreading broadly in society, but especially public decision-maker’s role in the promotion 

of wellbeing economy was considered important by E1, E3 and E6.  

The category, “Desired outcomes of human civilization”, consists of such memes as human dig-

nity, prosperity and wellbeing for all as the goals of our economic system and social and economic 

justice and fairness. The meme human dignity, prosperity, and wellbeing was mentioned as char-

acteristic of wellbeing economy by all the interviewees when the emphasis was on the promotion 

of wellbeing. Six out of seven interviewees (E1, E2, E3, E4, E5 and E6) mentioned the meme 

social and economic justice and fairness in relation to the overall benefits of wellbeing economy 

that serves the whole society and everyone in it although it was especially highlighted by E1, E2, 

E3 and E6. In addition, all the experts agreed that the concept has increased the discussion about 

the relationship between wellbeing and economy, and that there are multiple definitions for well-

being economy. 

Although there is uncertainty across alternative discourses about how to effectively pursue trans-

formation, most of the interviewees (E1, E2, E3, E4 and E6) saw an opportunity in crisis, the 

Covid-19 pandemic. The wellbeing economy concept could be utilized, for instance, to evaluate 

where the recovery investments are needed the most. The interviewees E5 and E7, however, did 

not clearly articulate what role the Covid-19 pandemic might have in a sustainability transition. 

There were differences between the expert narratives concerning “The human relationship with 

nature”, “Desired outcomes of human civilization” and especially “The strategies for achieving 

the goals”. The emphasis of dimensions of sustainability in wellbeing economy varied between 

the experts and their representative organizations. According to most of the interviewees (E1, E2, 

E3, E4, and E6), in theory, the aim of the concept is to highlight the three dimensions of sustain-

ability equally. However, they recognized that in practice the focus might be more on the social 
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and/or ecological issues (E3, E4, E5 and E7), or that depending on the user of the concept, the 

dimensions might be emphasized differently (E2, E6).  

 

The understanding of the relationship between sustainability and wellbeing economy of E3 and 

E7 differ most from the rest of the interviewees. E3 leaned more towards a regenerative, more 

specifically utilitarian, view of sustainability. In short, it means that the damaged natural systems 

will need to be repaired, if they are to continue to sustain humanity. The interviewee E7, on the 

other hand, argued that their version of wellbeing economy in Central Finland does not touch 

upon ecological issues and thus, ecological sustainability is not included in it.  

 

The main differences in the conception of the meme human dignity, prosperity, and wellbeing 

were regarded the role of wellbeing and economy in wellbeing economy. The interviewees (E1, 

E2, E5 and E6) considered wellbeing as a value and economy only as a tool whereas the inter-

viewees E3 and E7 highlighted the necessity of the economy in producing wellbeing. However, 

E3 hoped for a broader discussion on the term wellbeing.  

 

The interviewees E1, E2 and E6 (in addition to E5 and to some extent E4) argued that the purpose 

of the context is not to oppose welfare society, but rather to support it. The definitions of the 

concept could be classified in three categories. First, the interviewees from E1 and E2 based their 

understanding of wellbeing economy on SOSTE’s vision of achieving a situation where the im-

plementation of the preconditions for a good life are realized for all. Second, E3 and E4, E5 and 

E7 relied more on the virtuous circle approach, which emphasises, for instance, the economic 

savings of preventative actions. Third, E6 defined wellbeing economy as a new alternative eco-

nomic paradigm.  

 

In fact, the greatest conflict between the narratives of wellbeing economy is whether it should 

take place within a capitalist framework or in a post-capitalist economy. These contradictory 

arguments were discussed under the alternative meme category “The strategies for achieving the 

goals” with the focus on the meme a new economic system. The other two memes of this category 

(participatory governance and particular human values) were not that common in the inter-

viewee’s speech or they have been overlapping with the other aforementioned categories so they 

will not be discussed further here.  

All the interviewees described the wellbeing economy as a new economic system, insofar as it 

was characterised by specific practices, such as investments in wellbeing and alternative wellbe-

ing indicators, even though the practices were emphasised differently by the interviewees. Some 

highlighted the role of the investments (E1 and E2) while others focused on the indicators (E3). 
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In addition, some criticism towards these practices was presented by E2, E4 and E5. E4 argued 

that monetary investments are not always needed while E2 and E5 questioned the requirement to 

measure wellbeing in every situation.  

However, if wellbeing economy is understood to promise to deliver human wellbeing within eco-

logical constraints as well as indicate and measure these goals directly rather than via growth in 

GDP, only the interviewee E6 defined it as a new economic system. They argued that there is a 

need for a broader system of political guidance based on wellbeing economy in Finland. Estab-

lishing it would require a more radical discussion about the values in politics and about the overall 

goals of the economic system. The interviewee E2 also shortly questioned the growth-driven 

agenda. In addition to E6, E1 from SOSTE did not mention any memes that could be perceived 

as neoliberal, but their view on growth was unclear.  

The starkest difference to the views of the interviewees E1, E2 and E6, can be identified from the 

talk of E3 and E7 since they expressed memes of the neoliberal discourse multiple times during 

the interview. In addition to mentioning growth, E3 stated that wellbeing economy does not chal-

lenge the current economic system, since it does not have tools, for instance, to intervene with 

ownership structures, but it could be considered as a new way of developing capitalism. E7 em-

phasized growth, privatization, and competition in increasing human wellbeing.  

The interviewees perception on the ability of new concepts to promote change varied. The inter-

viewees E2, E3, E4 and E5 thought that wellbeing economy is still a somewhat abstract and/or a 

high-level concept. Especially the interviewee E5 criticised the concept and questioned the need 

for it in the first place, since new concepts often create confusion and do not necessarily bring 

about anything by themselves. Only the other expert from SOSTE (E1) thought that wellbeing 

economy is already quite a concrete and practical concept since it has produced concrete wellbe-

ing and socio-political policies.  
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Table 3. Neoliberal narrative memes. 

 

 

Organization 

Expert  

inter-

viewee 

 

Memes of neoliberal narrative 

 

 
Finnish Federation for Social 
Affairs and Health, SOSTE  
 

E1 – 

E2 Growth 

 

The Ministry of Social Affairs 

and Health, STM 

E3 Growth:  

a new way of developing capitalism 

E4 Economic benefits 

 
Finnish institute for health 
and welfare, THL 
 

E5 Growth 

 
Demos Helsinki 

E6 – 

 
Regional Council of Central 
Finland 
 

E7 Growth; competition; privatization 
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Table 4. The alternative narrative memes in five categories. 

 

 

 
Organization 

 
Expert 
inter-
viewee 

 
Memes of alternative narratives 
 

 
1) Ontologi-
cal commit-
ment 

 
2) The hu-
man rela-
tionship with 
nature 

 
3) Human 
relationship 
with each 
other 

 
4) Desired 
outcomes or 
goals of hu-
man civiliza-
tion 
 

 
5) Strate-
gies for 
achieving 
those goals 

 
Finnish Feder-
ation for Social 
Affairs and 
Health, SOSTE  
 

 
E1 

connected net-
works 

sustainability cooperation 
with others 

human dignity, 
prosperity, and 
wellbeing; so-

cial and eco-
nomic justice 
and fairness 

participatory 
governance 
 

particular hu-
man values 
 
a new eco-
nomic system 
 
opportunity in 
crisis 
 

 
E2 

 

connected net-
works 

sustainability cooperation 
with others 

human dignity, 
prosperity, and 

wellbeing; so-
cial and eco-
nomic justice 
and fairness 

participatory 
governance 

 
a new eco-
nomic system 
 
particular hu-
man values 
 
opportunity in 
crisis 
 

 
The Ministry of 
Social Affairs 
and Health, 
STM 
 

 
E3 

connected net-

works 

sustainability; 

regenerative 

cooperation 

with others 

human dignity, 

prosperity, and 
wellbeing; so-
cial and eco-
nomic justice 
and fairness 

participatory 

governance 
 
a new eco-
nomic system 
 
opportunity in 
crisis 
 

 
E4 

connected net-
works 

sustainability cooperation 
with others 

human dignity, 
prosperity, and 

wellbeing; so-
cial and eco-
nomic justice 
and fairness 

 
a new eco-

nomic system 
 
opportunity in 
crisis 
 

 
Finnish insti-
tute for health 
and welfare, 
THL 
 

 
E5 

connected net-
works 

sustainability cooperation 
with others 

human dignity, 
prosperity, and 
wellbeing; so-
cial and eco-
nomic justice 
and fairness 

a new eco-
nomic system 
 

 
Demos 
Helsinki 

 
E6 

connected net-
works 

sustainability cooperation 
with others 

human dignity, 
prosperity, and 
wellbeing; so-
cial and eco-
nomic justice 
and fairness 

participatory 
governance 
 
a new eco-
nomic system: 
a new 
economic  
paradigm 
 
particular hu-
man values 

 
opportunity in 
crisis 

 
Regional Coun-
cil of Central  
Finland 
 

 
E7 

connected net-
works 

sustainability cooperation 
with others 

human dignity, 
prosperity, and 
wellbeing 

a new eco-
nomic system 
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To summarize, most of the interviewees mentioned memes of neoliberal narrative. All the inter-

viewees mentioned the alternative narrative memes connected networks, sustainability, coopera-

tion with others, human dignity, prosperity, and wellbeing and a new economic system although 

they might be differently interpreted and emphasised by the different experts. Most of them also 

considered the Covid-19 pandemic as an opportunity in crisis. In addition, everyone agreed that 

wellbeing economy has increased the discussion about the relationship between wellbeing and 

economy, and that there are multiple definitions for the concept. The meme a new economic sys-

tem created the greatest division in the interpretations of wellbeing economy especially between 

the interviewees E3 and E7, and E6.  

 

 

5.2 The limitations of the study 

 
There may be some possible limitations in this study in terms of the research data and the analysis 

of the results. For example, there is little research on alternative approaches and concepts, espe-

cially the ones that examine the current economy critically. Overall, the differences between the 

expert narratives were rather small, since the group of actors in the field of wellbeing economy is 

limited and united in their views. Increasing the number of interviewees might create more divi-

sion in the understandings of the concept. Although all the interviewees had been advocating 

wellbeing economy, their familiarity with the concept varied. For instance, one interviewee told 

that they had not known about the concept for a long time. In other words, the expertise of the 

interviewees on the concept of wellbeing economy might have influenced the quality of the re-

search data. 

 

In my study, I utilized the memes of different narratives defined by Riedy (2020). Someone else 

might have defined the memes of the neoliberal and alternative narratives differently, which might 

have altered the result of the study. In addition, I focused only on the building blocks of narratives, 

memes, without considering the other parts of the discursive landscape defined by Riedy (2020). 

For instance, I did not examine narratives as part of discourses or tried to identify ‘discourse 

coalitions’. Therefore, the results of this study offer only a starting point for a broader inquiry of 

the concept of wellbeing economy. 
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5.3 Contribution to previous studies 

 
The current economic system has been critically studied by Waddock (2018), Urhammer and 

Røpke (2013), and Berg and Hukkinen (2011). Next, I will go through how my study adds to this 

research on narratives. Waddock (2018) examined the memes in aspirational statements of pro-

gressive initiatives and progressive and conservative think tanks. In my thesis I studied the memes 

present in expert talk, which adds to the line of research about the role of words and expressions 

in sustainability transitions. It can be argued that this approach gets closer to how the concepts 

are used by the experts in their everyday work and opens their different interpretations of them. 

 

Urhammer and Røpke (2013) analyzed macroeconomic proposals to the economic and environ-

mental crisis in official reports of organizations. They divided the official reports into the macro 

narratives of pro-growth and no-growth. I focused on a concept of wellbeing economy in Finland 

in 2020s to find out whether it had more neoliberal, pro-growth, or alternative, possibly more no-

growth, narrative characteristic. My research subject was, therefore, more limited in terms of its 

context, but in can still provide information on how the experts in different sectors of the society 

view the economy. I identified characteristic of both pro-growth and no-growth narratives, but 

there were also narratives that were not as clearly positioned. These types of narratives might 

prove to be useful in the development of new concepts since they create a possibility for further 

discussion. 

 

Berg and Hukkinen (2011) focused on examining the growth critique in Finland by interviewing 

experts of sustainable consumption and production. They found that the economic growth critique 

is common among business and ministry representatives. However, the narratives fall into differ-

ent, relatively vague, categories and thus, a more balanced and institutionally supported degrowth 

story is required to support “democratic deliberation on sustainability”. My study took a different 

approach to this problematic by analyzing the use of a new concept, wellbeing economy. The 

concept does not have a clear argument against or for growth. It leans more towards a neoliberal, 

and pro-growth, narrative than being critical of growth, although it entails some characteristics of 

growth-critique as well. In addition, wellbeing economy has already had an impact on policy 

measures and it has been institutionalized to some degree unlike, for example, degrowth. 

 

 

6. Conclusions and proposals for further research 
 

Based on my analysis of expert interpretations of the wellbeing economy, the concept seems to 

sit somewhere between a neoliberal and an alternative economic narrative, albeit with differences 
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among those using the concept. At one extreme there are E3 from STM and E7 from the Regional 

Council of Central Finland. Both approached the concept of wellbeing economy from the virtuous 

circle perspective in addition to mentioning the neoliberal narrative meme, growth. Neoliberal 

narrative was reinforced by a linkage made from human dignity, prosperity, and wellbeing to an 

economy that is a necessity in producing wellbeing. Neither of them did mention supporting wel-

fare society as a characteristic of wellbeing economy. E3 relied on a regenerative understanding 

of sustainability, while E7 did not include ecological sustainability in wellbeing economy at all. 

Most notably E3 described the concept as a new way of developing capitalism - a strong argument 

for neoliberal narrative. In addition to growth, E7 referred to the memes privatization, and com-

petition as ways to increase human wellbeing. 

At the other end of the spectrum, E6 from Demos Helsinki defined wellbeing economy as a new 

alternative economic paradigm, a new economic system. In reference to the meme human dignity, 

prosperity, and wellbeing they described wellbeing as a value and economy as a tool. The values 

of politics and the current growth-driven agenda of the economic system were questioned, while 

no memes of neoliberal narrative were mentioned. They brought up a need for a broader system 

of political guidance based on wellbeing economy in Finland. It is an open question whether the 

wellbeing economy concept can serve as a bridge between dominant and alternative conceptions 

of the economy, but there is some indication that it can have such potential. 

The sustainability challenges that the Finnish welfare state will face in the 2020s require a sus-

tainability science approach. It means, for instance, inter- and transdisciplinary approaches, un-

derstanding complexity and taking values into account in scientific inquiry. From this perspective, 

the concept of wellbeing economy requires further research, for example along the following 

lines: 

• To secure human wellbeing in the future, the ecological issues will have to be dealt with 

immediately. This enforces the need for strong sustainability approach, in which the eco-

nomic and social dimensions lie within the environmental dimension. Therefore, wellbe-

ing economy’s relationship to the object of economic growth should be discussed. 

• A question also raises about the values of people, desired end-results of society and their 

impact on decision-making: Is the role of wellbeing economy to support welfare state and 

its institutions or is it a trendy concept for wellbeing business? Does wellbeing economy 

challenge the traditional model of a welfare state enough to respond to the major wellbe-

ing related but also environmental issues? In addition, the concept of wellbeing in well-

being economy would benefit from a clearer definition. For instance, in line with strong 

sustainability, the wellbeing theory by Helne and Hirvilammi (2019) might be explored. 
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• The pursuit of cooperation and collaboration in wellbeing economy could promote par-

ticipatory decision-making processes. However, the concept is still rather unknown 

among public and thus, the discussion on wellbeing economy is had among only a small 

group of experts. It is, therefore, important to explore how the discussion on the wellbeing 

economy could be made more inclusive. The policy makers awareness of the concept 

offers a starting point to a broader incorporation of wellbeing economy in society. 

• Technology will play a big role in the promotion of social and environmental sustaina-

bility. As in the case of wellbeing economy, it is important to have a discussion on 

whether technology, for instance, health technology, is considered as a goal, or as a tool 

to achieve other things. 

• Wellbeing economy, in which promoting human wellbeing is brought to the center of 

economy, could be considered as a proof of an economy that is seeking its direction. In 

the future, as SOSTE (2021) has commented, the environmental issues should be better 

included in the concept of wellbeing economy. This also requires further research and 

conceptual development. 

 

Some characteristics of alternative economic models were not observed in the expert discussion 

concerning the wellbeing economy. These included complex nested systems, planetcentric (sus-

tainability) and plurality. Complex nested systems refer to a holistic world consisting of emergent, 

cyclical, and resilient social-ecological systems. Planetcentric sustainability entails ideas, such as 

humans as part of nature, valuing all life and support of evolutionary potential of all life on Earth. 

Plurality consists of diverse cultural expressions, intercultural dialogue and agonism. In the search 

for alternative economic models that could deal with the sustainability crisis, it would be interest-

ing and important to expand the analysis to other concepts than wellbeing economy in order to 

see whether they capture some of these elements. 

The motivation behind my study was to examine the ability of wellbeing economy to support a 

transition towards sustainable welfare society. The ambiguity of the concept might promote its 

spreading in society although it might also be diffused in the dominant approach and enforce it. 

However, I studied the usage of the concept in a limited environment and on a certain moment in 

time. Further research is needed to find out how the discussion about wellbeing economy concept 

will develop in Finland and internationally. This study gives a good starting point for future in-

quiries. 
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8. Appendices 
 

APPENDIX 1: Interview questions 

 

Teema 1: Oma suhde hyvinvointitalouteen 

• Miten tutustuit hyvinvointitalouteen?  

• Miten olet päätynyt työskentelemään hyvinvointitalouden parissa?  

• Mikä on ollut oma roolisi hyvinvointitalouden edistämisessä (kenen/keiden 

kanssa, kuinka kauan/mistä asti)? 

• Miksi kiinnostuit siitä?  

 

Teema 2: Hyvinvointitalouden määritelmä 

• Miten määrittelisit hyvinvointitalouden lyhyesti?  

• Onko hyvinvointitalous nähdäksesi lisännyt keskustelua hyvinvoinnin ja talouden 

yhteydestä? 

• Miten kestävyyden eri osa-alueet (ekologinen, sosiaalinen, taloudellinen) painot-

tuvat hyvinvointitaloudessa?  

• Hyvinvointitalous on käännetty englanniksi mm. ”welfare economy”, ”wellbeing 

economy” ja ”economy of wellbeing”. Miksi tällaisia eroja esiintyy? Ovatko ne 

tahallisia vai tahattomia?  

 

Teema 3: Hyvinvointitalous käytännössä 

• Miten hyvinvointitaloutta on viety/viedään käytäntöön? 

• Mikä merkitys hyvinvointimittareilla on hyvinvointitaloudessa? Entä hyvinvointi-

investoinneilla? 

• Mitä tahoja hyvinvointitalous-ajattelulla halutaan tavoittaa?  

• Miten hyvinvointitalous näkyy politiikan arjessa? Voitko mainita jonkun poliittisen 

aloitteen tai pohdinnan, joka on vaikuttanut hyvinvointitaloudesta käytävän kes-

kustelun kehitykseen? 

 

Teema 4: Hyvinvointitalouden merkitys  

• Miten arvioisit hyvinvointitalous -ajattelun laajuuden tällä hetkellä? 

• Miksi hyvinvointitaloutta tarvitaan hyvinvointiyhteiskunnassa? 

• Mitä uutta termi on tuonut hyvinvointiyhteiskunnasta ja sen kestävyydestä käytä-

vään keskusteluun?  

• Miten radikaalisti hyvinvointitalous haastaa nykyisiä hyvinvointiyhteiskunnan ra-

kenteita ja toimintamalleja?  

 

Teema 5: Hyvinvointitalous tulevaisuudessa 

• Onko joitain näkökulmia, joiden toivoisit painottuvan enemmän hyvinvointitalou-

desta käytävässä keskustelussa jatkossa?  

• Mitä hyvinvointitalouden laajemmasta käyttöönotosta yhteiskunnallisessa pää-

töksenteossa seuraisi? 

• Mikä on hyvinvointitalouden rooli koronapandemian jälkeisessä yhteiskunnan jäl-

leenrakentamisessa? 
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APPENDIX 2: Coding tree 
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APPENDIX 3: The citations in Finnish 

 
E1:  

 

”hyvinvointitalous rakentuu hyvinvointi-investoimalla” 

 

”alue meidän yhteiskunnassa, jossa toimitaan hyvinvointilähtöisesti”  

 

E2:  

 

” --ei ehkä niinku oo vielä räjäyttänyt sitä pankkia, että niinku mihin suuntaan toiminnat 

menee, mutta on joka tapauksessa niinkun rakentanut sitä siltaa.” 

 

” monet asiat, mitä niinkun tehdään ni, ne on hyvinvointaloudellisia sillon kun se ajatus on siitä, 

et me pyritään vahvistamaan ihmisten hyvinvointia.” 

 

E3: 

  

”hyvinvoinnin tai ekologisen kestävyyden lisääminen on taloudellista toimintaa jo sinänsä ja sil-

loin niinku huomion kiinnittäminen näihin asioihin lisää myös taloudellista toimeliaisuutta” 

 

”hyvinvointitalouskeskustelussa joudutaan myöntymään siihen, että hyvinvointia ei synny ilman 

taloutta” 

 

”jotta pyörät pyörisi” 

 

E4:  

 

”yks työkalu, joka pitäis oikeita asioita esillä” 

 

”Aina kun löydetään tasapaino ja tullaan pois siiloista niin löydetään yleensä myöskin uusia 

luovia ajatuksia” 

 

”--mä nään sen semmosena toivottuna jatkumona siihen, mikä meidän Suomen tilanne on--” 

 

E5:  

 

”pääpointti siinä on se, että talous on ihmistä varten ja ihmiset ei oo taloutta varten” 

 

E6:  

 

”Se, millä tavalla me näistä puhutaan se on niiku tavallaan semmosta retoriikka myös” 

 

”me löydetään joku niiku keskustelu, mihin mennä mukaan globaalilla tasolla” 

 

E7:  

 

”Hyvinvointi on niiku yks maailman isoimpia trendejä tällä hetkellä” 

 

”ihmisen elämästä suurin osa on jonkun palvelun tai hyödykkeen kuluttamista, halutaan me sitä 

tai ei” 


