Building Global Wellbeing Economies: Future Generations

The introduction of the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 marked a pioneering
shift towards long-term thinking in governance. Since then, the concept of Future Generations
has gained global traction as a framework that highlights how short-term thinking fails to
address the socio-economic and environmental challenges we face, which require long-term
interventions.

The UN Future Generations Declaration

In September 2024, the Future Generations Declaration was adopted at the United Nations
Summit for the Future, representing a significant milestone in global governance by
incorporating long-term thinking and intergenerational equity in decision-making.

The Declaration, which emerged from the UN Secretary-General’s report ‘Our Common
Agenda, seeks to counteract the short-term focus of current governance systems that
exacerbate persistent global issues, such as climate change, and increasing inequality, as well
as to address the challenge of achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

It underscores the need to safeguard the rights of future generations- not only children but also
those yet to be born- through long-term policies both at domestic and multilateral levels.
Recognising the ‘intergenerational multiplier effect’, as delayed action on issues affecting future
generations exacerbates problems, it draws lessons from both past successes and failures,
emphasising that young people, as agents of change, cannot have the sole responsibility to fix
existing problems.

The Declaration identifies key areas where future generations' interests must be considered,
including international stability, peace and security, cultural diversity, equity, and environmental
sustainability—all closely tied to the SDGs. It calls for actions such as governments adopting a
long-term view, using foresight tools, strengthening national and global accounting systems, and
investing in preparing for future shocks. One key action proposed is a "whole of government
approach” to policy assessment, development, and implementation, ensuring that the needs of
future generations are safeguarded at both national and local levels.

Indigenous Perspectives and Global Examples of Future Generations Thinking

The concept of Future Generations is not new, especially within Indigenous Communities.
Multi-generational thinking, such as the Seventh Generations principle, has long been
embedded in their values, worldviews and practices. Yet, the voices of Indigenous Peoples
remain underrepresented in global discussions and are often not explicitly named or
acknowledged.

In recent years, many countries around the world have begun incorporating long-term thinking
into their governance frameworks. Wales is a leading example in this space, as following the
enactment of the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act, it halted a road expansion in favour of
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long-term sustainability, biodiversity, equity and health." 2 At the same time, the education
curriculum was restructured providing a framework that enables the creation of well-rounded,
globally responsible citizens.

Examples of other countries that illustrate the global interest in integrating long-term thinking
include:

Canada’s Quality of Life Index and foresight infrastructure.
New Zealand’s Wellbeing Budget integrates economic policies with long-term social and
environmental priorities.

e Australia’s Wellbeing Framework, which was recently introduced, measures what
matters, which seeks to institutionalise intergenerational equity in policymaking.

Opportunities and Challenges of Future Generations

The Future Generations concept presents an opportunity to shift governance paradigms from
short-term crisis response to proactive, future-focused decision-making. It offers a chance to
unite citizens, policymakers, and global movements around a common purpose: long-term
wellbeing and intergenerational fairness. Key opportunities of the concept include:

e Prevention: The Future Generations thinking prioritises prevention by addressing
systemic issues. By connecting long-term visions with present-day actions, it can help
avoid the tendency to respond only to crises and instead shift focus on
resilience-building.

e Policy Integration and Economic Redesign: It encourages the integration of different
policy areas to address the root causes of current challenges. The current economic
system, which often prioritises short-term profits (e.g., daily stock market fluctuations or
quarterly corporate profits), must be restructured to support long-term wellbeing.

At the same time, moving from a theoretical concept to action is often challenging for many
countries around the world. Key challenges include:

e Inaction by Present Generations: The decisions and inactions of present generations
often have an intergenerational multiplier effect, exacerbating challenges for future
generations.

e Silos in Long-term Governance: Future-oriented policies are often disconnected from
immediate policy initiatives, requiring better integration at local and global levels.

e Participation and Representation: Ensuring meaningful participation, particularly from
Indigenous Peoples, youth, and ‘nature’s voice’ remains a challenge. The necessary
infrastructure for genuine participation is required, as simply involving young people is
not enough to think about the future in a broad, inclusive way.
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Systemic Change: There is a risk of co-opting transformative ideas into existing
systems without making substantive reforms. Instead, integrating participatory
processes, cultural perspectives, and structural change mechanisms is required.
Governance Infrastructure: The lack of political champions, local implementation
capacity, and financial structures can limit meaningful change.

How the Global Can Be in Service of the Local

While global frameworks like the Future Generations Declaration provide essential guidance,
transformation must come from locally-driven, context-specific initiatives. Achieving meaningful
change requires structural and systemic reforms, including breaking up the concentration of
power within the current economic system.

Raising Awareness and Legitimacy: Increasing awareness of the importance of future
generations and lending legitimacy to local efforts focused on long-term wellbeing can
foster broader engagement.

Learning from others: Showcasing examples of countries and communities that are
already implementing future-oriented policies and practices can inspire others to take
action.

Facilitating Collaboration: Creating opportunities for knowledge sharing and
collaboration between different levels of government, civil society organisations, and
Indigenous Communities can support countries to explore the implementation of the
concept.

Building Political Momentum: Encouraging local political champions to integrate
Future Generations principles into governance structures is essential for sustained
change.

Guiding Policy Development: Providing guidance and tools for assessing the
long-term impacts of policies and ensuring that they align with the needs and interests of
future generations.

Decentralised Implementation: Mechanisms like direct cash transfers or alternative
funding models could bypass traditional bureaucratic barriers, empowering local
communities.
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