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Abstract
1. Decades of theory and scholarship on the concept of human well- being have 

informed a proliferation of approaches to assess well- being and support public 
policy aimed at sustainability and improving quality of life.

2. Human well- being is multidimensional, and well- being emerges when the dimen-
sions and interrelationships interact as a system. In this paper, we illuminate two 
crucial components of well- being that are often excluded from policy because 
of their relative difficulty to measure and manage: equity and interrelationships 
between humans and the environment.

3. We use a mixed- methods approach to review and summarize progress to date 
in developing well- being constructs (including frameworks and methods) that 
address these two components.

4. Well- being frameworks that do not consider the environment, or interrelation-
ships between people and their environment, are not truly measuring well- being 
in all its dimensions.

5. Use of equity lenses to assess well- being frameworks aligns with increasing 
efforts to more holistically characterize well- being and to guide sustainability 
management in ethical and equitable ways.

6. Based on the findings of our review, we identify several pathways forward for 
the development and implementation of well- being frameworks that can inform 
efforts to leverage well- being for public policy.
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1  |  INTRODUC TION

Well- being is at the core of public policy efforts to engender just, 
equitable and sustainable futures in a rapidly changing world, es-
pecially amidst the increasing frequency of climatic, environmental 
and economic shocks that affect human well- being. But what con-
stitutes living well, or a good life? While answers to this question 
vary among individuals and social groups throughout the world, 
researchers and policymakers have drawn from over 50 years of 
theory and scholarship on well- being to develop measures that can 
span mental and physical health, social, cultural, spiritual, economic 
and environmental dimensions, among others (see Barrington- Leigh 
& Escande, 2018; King et al., 2014). In their review of the concept 
and assessment of well- being in a socioecological context, King 
et al. (2014) describe the evolution of various ways to assess well- 
being, including the so- called ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ measures 
of social components, environmental sustainability indicators, 
quality of life indices and theories of multidimensional well- being. 
They, along with other efforts to summarize conceptualizations of 
human well- being in published literature (see Boarini et al., 2014; 
Hoekstra, 2019; Lijadi, 2018; Schleicher et al., 2017; White, 2015), 
review the proliferation of well- being frameworks in recent decades 
and illustrate the wide range of interpretations of the concept and 
its dimensions.

Increasingly, well- being frameworks emphasize considerations 
of equity1 and relational values. One such example is the concept of 
Nature's Contributions to People, put forth by the Intergovernmental 
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES, 2019), 
which builds on the ecosystem service concept popularized by the 
landmark Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA, 2005), to high-
light the various ways (positive and negative) that nature shapes 
people's well- being (Díaz et al., 2018). Another example is the 4Cs 
framework (Breslow et al., 2016), a conceptual human well- being 
framework designed specifically for use in ecosystem- based man-
agement by resource managers and decision- makers. The 4Cs 
framework describes the major constituents of human well- being as: 
connections (being with others and the environment), capabilities 
(enabling individuals and communities to act meaningfully to pursue 
their goals), conditions (circumstances where human needs are met), 
and cross- cutting domains of equity and justice, security, resilience 
and sustainability.

Building on a long legacy of attempts to determine what consti-
tutes a good life (Hoesktra, 2019), frameworks such as these two 
examples represent both an expansion of how well- being is concep-
tualized and an opportunity to rethink efforts to advance well- being 
in research and public policy. These efforts face considerable chal-
lenges, including determining what to track and measure among the 

infinite variety of possibilities, who decides what and how to mea-
sure, and how results are used within and across different scales. We 
argue that amidst this complexity, a true understanding of well- being 
is incomplete if it overlooks well- being frameworks that consider (a) 
the inherently linked environmental dimension of human well- being 
and (b) equity. To date, there is no comprehensive review of how 
frameworks such as these have been developed and implemented. 
Below we explore these two factors, and outline how they inform 
the aims of this paper in providing an updated and broader review 
of existing well- being frameworks and methods (henceforth, termed 
constructs2).

The environment3 is a cross- cutting factor crucial to well- being. 
When researchers and practitioners adopt a holistic lens that in-
cludes an environmental dimension of well- being, they can charac-
terize linked human and environmental systems, and provide rich 
context about social values and priorities. This lens is essential to the 
development of equitable and effective policies and management 
actions in support of a desired social– ecological state (Armitage 
et al., 2012; Helne & Hirvilammi, 2015; Schleicher et al., 2017). Well- 
being, after all, is not simply a collection of dimensions, but rather a 
combination of interrelated, dynamic factors across social, cultural, 
economic, political and environmental contexts. As indicated by 
Carmenta et al. (this issue) and Schleicher et al. (2017), the centrality 
of the environment to human well- being has gained increased at-
tention in recent years in the development and sustainability litera-
tures and to some extent in the international policy arena (partially in 
response to the growing prevalence of large- scale natural disasters 
such as flooding, wildfires, droughts, etc. which negatively impact 
human well- being on a mass scale; UNDRR, 2020), yet knowledge 
gaps remain in determining how environmental dimensions intersect 
with objective, subjective, collective and relational aspects of well- 
being (Bennett et al., 2015; Coulthard et al., this issue; McKinnon 
et al., 2016).

As framed by Schleicher et al. (2017) in their review of phil-
osophical accounts and conceptual frameworks of well- being, 
there is a distinction between constructs that consider the en-
vironment as a ‘determinant’ of human well- being (instrumental 
external driver), and those that consider the environment as a 
‘constituent’ (internal) element of well- being (Dasgupta, 2001). In 
their study, Schleicher et al. found that where frameworks men-
tion an environment– well- being relationship, the environment is 
most often treated as a determinant. We argue that well- being 
constructs should consider the environment to be a constituent 
of well- being, and should also recognize the interrelationships (i.e. 
synergies, trade- offs and neutral interactions) between people and 
their environment that are crucial to well- being (Howe et al., 2014; 
Schleicher et al., 2017).

K E Y W O R D S
equity, human– environment interactions, human– environment interrelations, nature, social– 
ecological systems, sustainability, well- being
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Research that explicitly addresses the dynamic reciprocal 
interactions and relational values between people and the en-
vironment (Chan et al., 2016, 2018; Gould et al., 2020; Leong 
et al., 2019; Stålhammar & Thorén, 2019) contributes to a broad 
shift in public policy towards more holistic accounts of human– 
nature connectedness and to conceptualizations of well- being 
rooted in diverse knowledge systems and worldviews (Díaz 
et al., 2015, 2018; Helne & Hirvilammi, 2015). Consideration of 
these relationships requires addressing well- being through a sys-
tems approach— explicitly considering the structure (parts and in-
terrelationships), behaviour and purpose or function of complex 
adaptive systems (Preiser et al., 2018; Figure 1). In systems theory, 
the whole is greater than the sum of its parts (Meadows, 2008), 
and relational systems thinking considers how the embedded rela-
tionships between parts of a system inform its overall function or 
purpose (Goodchild, 2021).

It is well established that systemic and structural inequities have 
significant and differential impacts on well- being (Bailey et al., 2017; 
Guedes et al., 2012; Mitra et al., 2020). To address this, some em-
phasize that well- being is culturally mediated and may not be equally 
or homogeneously experienced across social groups, such as within 
and across Indigenous and non- Indigenous groups, or urban and rural 
dwellers (Cooke et al., 2007; Cooper et al., 2014; Sangha et al., 2015; 
Virtanen et al., 2020). These framings recognize that historical leg-
acies privilege or empower some while marginalizing others, pro-
ducing hierarchies across language, culture, socioeconomic context, 
value systems and geography (Aguado et al., 2018). Equity is central 
to developing and implementing well- being constructs in terms of 
power and politics (Leach et al., 2018). Those applying an equity lens 

to understanding well- being (Figure 1c) might ask: What are different 
ways well- being can be framed or understood and by whom? Whose 
worldviews, knowledge and values frame well- being metrics? Who 
is defining well- being constructs, and who is excluded from this pro-
cess and from decision- making that relates to well- being? How are 
rights, responsibilities, benefits and costs distributed? What is the 
political, economic, environmental and social context for inequities, 
including historical and current power dynamics? In this paper, we 
assess how equity has been considered in such constructs, as we 
believe researchers and practitioners would benefit from learning 
about why and how equity is considered in past and ongoing efforts 
to measure well- being (McDermott et al., 2013).

Given the evolving scholarship on well- being and the drive for 
public policy that provides it, researchers and practitioners may 
struggle to navigate the landscape of well- being constructs that 
have been developed and implemented to date, and to report on 
the frameworks they choose to apply (Figure 1). In this paper, we 
report on the results of a search to identify well- being constructs, 
published in peer- reviewed and grey literature, that consider mul-
tiple interacting dimensions of human well- being, including an en-
vironmental dimension, as well as equity. To inform future efforts 
to leverage well- being for public policy, we then assess these well- 
being constructs through the following research questions: (a) How 
are well- being constructs that consider environmental dimensions 
and equity being developed, measured and applied to decision- 
making? (b) How do well- being constructs with environmental and 
equity aspects consider environmental dimensions of well- being, 
and to what extent do these constructs illuminate interrelationships 
between human well- being and environmental dimensions? and (c) 

F I G U R E  1  Conceptual framework of well- being using environmental and equity lenses. (a) Human well- being is multidimensional. Indices 
of well- being vary in terms of which dimensions are measured, for example some measure human well- being without considering the 
environment in which people live or without considering cultural dimensions (the seven icons shown are hypothetical dimensions derived 
from Sterling et al., 2020 and randomly placed within the space shown); (b) Well- being is not simply a collection of dimensions, but rather a 
system of interrelated dimensions. Well- being emerges when the dimensions and interrelationships interact as a system, in which the whole 
is greater than the sum of its parts; (c) In this paper, we use two different lenses or perspectives to help illuminate crucial components of 
well- being; a lens centred on equity and a lens on interrelationships between humans and the environment 

(a) (b) (c)
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How do well- being constructs with environmental and equity as-
pects consider equity?

2  |  METHODS

We conducted a review of peer- reviewed and grey literature to 
explore emerging understandings of well- being constructs that 
consider (a) interrelationships between people and their environ-
ment and (b) equity. For this review, we adapted the systematic 
map approach in ‘Guidelines and Standards for Evidence Synthesis 
in Environmental Management’ developed by the Centre for 
Evidence Based Conservation at Bangor University (Collaboration 
for Environmental Evidence, 2018), including validation of inter- 
reviewer reliability during screening and data extraction.

2.1  |  Search strategy

We designed and tested search sets consisting of search terms to 
identify probable well- being constructs described in relevant peer- 
reviewed articles published in Web of Science (see Appendix A in 
Supporting Information for search strategy). We combined the search 
outputs with additional peer- reviewed and grey literature identified 
through purposive sampling and expert solicitation, including several 
articles from this Special Issue, and through institutional and organi-
zational website searches. Our search strategy included backward 
citation searching of literature screened for inclusion in our cod-
ing, and forward citation searching of selected included literature 
(Collaboration for Environmental Evidence, 2018; Livoreil et al., 2017).

2.2  |  Screening of search returns

We performed abstract and title level screening of all citations 
from our search strategy using Colandr (Cheng et al., 2018). Studies 
were included for coding if they met the following three criteria: 
(a) the study attempts to measure or quantify human well- being; 
(b) the study considers multiple dimensions of well- being, includ-
ing an environmental dimension (i.e. broadly conceived; the study 
can consider the environment to be a determinant or a constituent 
of well- being); and (c) the study considers equity. To validate inter- 
reviewer reliability, reviewers assessed a sub- sample of search 
returns through blinded side- by- side screening to calibrate inter-
pretation of the criteria prior to screening the full set of returns. 
A list of all studies coded, along with their associated well- being 
constructs, is included in Appendix B in Supporting Information.

2.3  |  Data extraction

We developed an a priori codebook to extract information from 
each codable study and refined the codebook through an iterative 

process with the multidisciplinary coding team. This iterative process 
included multiple blinded test coding rounds, where inter- reviewer 
agreement and the codebook descriptions were improved through 
discussion of any discrepancies in extraction of both objective and 
subjective data. We extracted data to assess the following aspects: 
general information on the study (overview and context, including 
geography, sector, scale and well- being definition); the develop-
ment and measurement of a construct (including methods, dimen-
sions, considerations of equity and of interrelationships between 
dimensions, and indicators); and implementation of the construct for 
decision- making (for full codebook, see Appendix A in Supporting 
Information). Coding fields included a combination of a priori cat-
egories and free text. In some instances, multiple studies covered 
the same construct, each providing additional information, in which 
case we coded all relevant information from the studies as a single 
construct.

We used several equity lenses to assess how well- being con-
structs aspects consider equity, from how constructs are developed 
and implemented, to what is being measured by the constructs. 
One equity lens drew from Friedman et al.’s (2018) summary of the 
literature on social equity in the biodiversity conservation arena, 
noting four commonly used components across disciplines: distri-
butional (distribution of rights, responsibilities, costs and benefits); 
procedural (how decisions are made and by whom); recognitional 
(equal status for different distinct identities, histories, values and 
interests— related to cognitive justice); and contextual (a broader 
grouping of underlying social, economic, environmental and political 
factors). A second lens assessed how equity is considered across a 
range of categories of social differentiation, from race and gender to 
ability and religion.

2.4  |  Analysis

We calculated descriptive statistics on the studies in our data-
set and undertook a qualitative inductive thematic review 
(Thomas & Harden, 2008) of coded studies to address our re-
search questions. To validate inter- reviewer reliability, multiple 
reviewers analysed qualitative data that was extracted as free 
text, and discussed any discrepancies in interpretation to reach 
agreement.

3  |  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

We identified 377 potentially relevant studies through our search 
strategy, and after abstract and title- level screening for inclusion cri-
teria, we included 79 studies for coding (reflecting 53 constructs— 
see Appendix B for list of all included constructs). Figure 2 is an index 
for the findings from our analysis of coded well- being constructs in 
relation to our research questions. We present our key findings from 
our review here, and additional results from our data extraction are 
in Appendix C.
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3.1  |  How are well- being constructs that consider 
environmental dimensions and equity being 
developed, measured and applied to decision- making?

3.1.1  |  Defining well- being

We examined whether the studies provided a definition of well- being, 
and if so, how well- being was conceived, which is likely to influence 
how well- being is operationalized. We found that roughly one- third 
of the final coded dataset provided an explicit definition of well- 
being; in the other studies, the coder could infer a definition (45%) or 
one was not present at all (~20%).4 We found a range of references 
cited in these definitions, with three frameworks appearing more 
than once: the capability framework of Sen (1999); the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2020) frame-
work; and the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment framework 
(MA, 2005).

The definitions provided varied in how they framed well- being. 
For example, several studies specifically acknowledged that well- 
being is an ambiguous concept that can be defined and interpreted 
in different ways (e.g. Aguado et al., 2018; Lebel et al., 2015). Some 
well- being definitions include both social and ecological systems 
(e.g. Breslow et al., 2016; Donkersloot et al., 2020) and others 
frame their definition around ‘outcomes that matter to people’ (e.g. 
OECD, 2020). The concept of subjective well- being was also com-
monly mentioned in the provided definitions (e.g. Tauro et al., this 
issue; Donkersloot et al., 2020). Another common theme was the 
mention of the contextualized nature of well- being, as demonstrated 

by the multiple studies citing the capabilities approach by Sen (1999) 
which emphasizes the importance of context, resisting a set list of 
parameters required for well- being.

Given our research questions B and C, we specifically assessed 
whether the definitions included terms related to equity, the en-
vironment and interrelationships between dimensions to under-
stand how fundamental these aspects were considered in regard 
to well- being. Our results show that over one- third of the studies 
integrated some equity concerns within their well- being defini-
tion, using a range of equity- adjacent terms such as equality, rec-
ognition, capability, justice and empowerment. More than half of 
the studies integrated environmental aspects with their well- being 
definition with terms such as sustainable, ecosystem services, en-
vironment and nature. Nearly 25% of the definitions mentioned 
interrelationships with phrasings such as ‘links between well- 
being and nature’ (Tauro et al., this issue), ‘relationships with place’ 
(Carmenta et al., this issue) and ‘harmonious coexistence with na-
ture’ (León, 2015).

We found it notable that in a set of cases chosen partially for their 
focus on well- being, two- thirds did not provide an explicit definition 
of the term. Of the definitions provided, there was diversity in the 
citations referenced and aspects included, which reflects the myriad 
ways in which the concept can be conceived and mirrors other well- 
being research showing that the term is broadly used by a range of 
disciplines that apply different meanings. The use of well- being and 
emphasis of its associated terms (subjective, objective and relational 
well- being) has changed through time, often impacted by the field 
in which it is used (White, 2015), and like terms such as ‘resilience’ 

F I G U R E  2  Index for findings from the three research questions in this paper. The findings from our first research question (a) span five 
aspects assessed through our codebook, from defining well- being to implementing constructs. The findings from our second research 
question (b) relate primarily to exploring well- being construct dimensions and interactions between dimensions, and are further explored in 
defining well- being. The findings from our third research question (c) index across both (a) and (b), and are organized into three overarching 
sections: components of equity lens, categories of social differentiation lens and implications of using equity lenses 

(a)

(b)

(c)
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(Baggio et al., 2015) and the ‘anthropocene’ (Braje & Lauer, 2020), 
is acting as a boundary object which requires continuing scrutiny.

3.1.2  |  Exploring well- being construct 
dimensions and interactions between dimensions

We explored the range of dimensions, or conceptual categories, that 
constructs used to organize different aspects of well- being. The 
majority of the coded constructs had dimensions related to envi-
ronmental, health, social, cultural and economic aspects; however, 
these were operationalized in different ways. The environmental 
dimension is explored in depth in section 3.2. We found that most 
constructs measured positive or desirable aspects of well- being. 
However, many also specifically discuss negative aspects (or ill- 
being). For instance, in their study of the impacts of private protected 
areas and ecotourism through interviews of local people, Serenari 
et al. (2017) identified ‘eviction with few alternatives’ due to privati-
zation of land as a recurring theme in a local communities’ well- being 
framework, and Estes (2015) notes the need to balance between the 
use of positive and negative indicators within dimensions.

The majority of studies (65%) did not report on interactions (such 
as synergies and trade- offs) between any dimensions of well- being. 
Of those that did, we found that roughly 20% explicitly recognized 
interactions while in 15% of cases the recognition was inferred. 
Similar patterns arose in data collection for well- being constructs. 
While many studies discussed the importance of recognizing or con-
sidering interactions across dimensions, few actually included this in 
design, measurement or implementation, though Pinar (2019) pro-
pose a method to incorporate interactions between dimensions that 
can be tailored to a particular place.

Well- being frameworks work within the context of complex 
social– ecological systems and should, theoretically, encompass 
interactions and change dynamics. Yet, many frameworks do not 
yet do so. A focus on aggregate notions of well- being— for exam-
ple on overall poverty, or single elements such as cash income as 
the primary measure of poverty— can miss heterogeneity in social 
and ecological dimensions of poverty as well as the dynamics within 
and between dimensions of well- being (Agrawal & Chhatre, 2011; 
Woodhouse et al., 2018). This same pattern in overlooking heteroge-
neity and dynamics is seen in approaches to understanding ecosys-
tem services; most studies focus on a single service at a time and do 
not consider the interplay between them (Renard et al., 2015) or dis-
regard the need for disaggregate analysis of ecosystem service ben-
efits across social groups, especially marginalized groups (Chaudhary 
et al., 2018). Efforts to frame outcomes in terms of interrelationships 
reflect attempts to move beyond mono- consequentialism and rec-
ognize where change in one dimension may induce complementary 
change or occur at the cost of other dimensions of well- being (e.g. 
Fischer et al., 2017; Hirsch et al., 2013; Oracion et al., 2005).

Thoroughly capturing and reflecting the relationships within 
and across well- being dimensions requires moving beyond the 
idea of winners and losers and framings of synergies or co- benefit 

scenarios. A social group, or even an individual, can simultaneously 
experience gains in some dimensions and losses in others (Cinner 
et al., 2014; Daw et al., 2011; O'Brien & Leichenko, 2003). Thus, co- 
benefit framings can oversimplify the diversity and complexity of 
impacts from change and come with a potential high risk to reward 
ratio (Gurney et al., 2015). Without taking into account all likely di-
mensions of well- being that are important for local contexts and the 
range of interactions between these dimensions, programmes risk 
exacerbating existing inequities and stressors (McShane et al., 2011) 
and limiting long- term sustainability (Chaigneau & Brown, 2016). In 
addition, by not taking into account interactions between dimen-
sions (both in concept and in practice), programmes could lead to 
false conclusions that objectives were achieved without significant 
costs when in reality, those costs may have been experienced but 
not measured.

3.1.3  |  Developing constructs

We found varying levels of detail regarding how a construct was 
developed. For some constructs, there was little to no information 
on the process and methods by which it was created (e.g. Centre 
for Thriving Places, 2019; Fontalvo- Herazo et al., 2007; Office for 
National Statistics, 2020); we could not find information on how 
different categories were determined and/or who had a say in the 
development process. Other studies provide extensive detail around 
the development process itself (e.g. Meo- Sewabu, 2015; New 
Zealand Government, 2019; Trebeck & Abeyasekera, 2012). This 
could be for several reasons; first, some constructs provide more 
detail as they are aiming to create and describe a framework for use 
by other researchers and practitioners. In this case, providing such 
detail is crucial to allow for replication of the construct. It is also pos-
sible that for some of the constructs with little to no detail, definitive 
documents exist on the construct that are hard to find. If so, these 
details should be more widely shared.

We found that almost half (45%) of the studies in our final data-
set described some type of validation of the construct as it was 
developed. Construct validation varied in approach and included tri-
angulation of data (Pereira et al., 2005), testing against alternatives 
(Wallace et al., 2020), peer review (Meo- Sewabu, 2015; NZEPA, 
2020) and literature review (Centre for Thriving Places, 2019; City 
of Santa Monica, 2017). Validation also involved surveys and/or in-
terviews to determine whether the construct appropriately reflects 
what is important to those whose well- being is being measured, an 
indication of procedural equity in construct development; see more 
discussion on this in Section 3.3 (Camfield & Ruta, 2007; Canadian 
Index of Wellbeing, 2016; Meo- Sewabu, 2015). Some studies dis-
cussed a single validation event, whereas others employed a dynamic 
approach with regular ground truthing of the construct (Canadian 
Index of Wellbeing, 2016).

We found that two- thirds of the well- being constructs we 
coded included indicators, and of that subset, we identified two 
broad conceptual approaches to how a construct was developed. 
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One process conceptually begins at the indicator level, building 
upon pre- existing indicators to develop a well- being construct 
(hereafter ‘indicators to concept’). Almost 40% of constructs that 
provided indicators were categorized by this model, in which the 
index is a direct reflection of the underlying available metrics. 
We found the majority of constructs using this approach were 
applied at national or broader regional scales. The other ap-
proach conceptually moves in the opposite direction (hereafter 
‘concept to indicators’): the well- being construct is first devel-
oped, which, in turn, determines the underlying indicators; these 
constructs are primarily applied at sub- national and local levels. 
We found both approaches among the well- being constructs 
we coded. For instance, the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency Well- being Index (Summers et al., 2017), Thriving Places 
Index (Centre for Thriving Places, 2019) and Canadian Index of 
Wellbeing (Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2016) take an ‘indica-
tors to concept’ approach. In contrast, the Vanuatu National 
Sustainable Development Plan Monitoring and Evaluation 
Framework (DSPPAC, 2017), Indicators of Resilience in Socio- 
ecological Production Landscapes and Seascapes (Dunbar 
et al., 2020), and New Zealand Environmental Protection 
Authority Matauranga [Māori] Framework (NZEPA, 2020) take 
a ‘concept to indicators’ approach. Some constructs (e.g. the 
United Nations University Institute for the Advanced Study of 
Sustainability or UNU- IAS framework) were developed to be 
applicable across social groups by suggesting more general in-
dicators that can be tailored to suit local contexts and needs 
(Verschuuren et al., 2014).

When considering the two methodological approaches to 
indicator development (‘indicator to concept’ vs. ‘concept to in-
dicator’), we see trade- offs. Constructs that are developed from 
existing indicators might be more quickly and easily implemented, 
and more easily compared across diverse contexts as the underly-
ing indicator data are already being measured and collected. One 
consideration, however, is whether these a priori indicators are 
measuring what is most important for well- being, or rather se-
lecting data that are readily available. For instance, the Thriving 
Places Index is described as, ‘first and foremost… a resource that 
can be used’ because it pulls from ‘data that is already available, 
rather than creating a wishlist of ideal indicators’ (Centre for 
Thriving Places, 2019, p. 14). This practical aspect of being readily 
usable certainly has its merits; however, exclusively using source 
data from global datasets and/or national statistical offices might 
reflect certain notions of what should be measured (or can eas-
ily be measured at scale) rather than the most meaningful mea-
sures (Sterling, Filardi, et al., 2017). That said, existing indicators 
can certainly have meaning for the people it is measuring. For 
instance, the Canadian Well- being Index uses pre- existing indi-
cators from different Canadian authorities, but is the result of ex-
tensive consultation with groups of Canadians to ensure it reflects 
what matters most to them and reflects the importance of proce-
dural equity in developing constructs (see more discussion on this 
in Section 3.3).

The approach that takes ‘concept to indicator’ might better re-
flect the group for which it is describing well- being. This approach 
requires rigor in understanding what really matters to that group 
and then determining how to measure sometimes intangible attri-
butes (similar to the process described in Section 3.3 for a biocul-
tural approach that centres equity). However, in our experience, and 
inferred from the reviewed cases, a concept to indicators approach 
can be very rewarding in its relevance but also take extensive time 
and resources to measure, collect, store and analyse the resulting 
data. Such an approach can also present difficulties in developing 
and validating appropriate indicators and providing a robust system 
for continued measurement and data collection.

3.1.4  |  Measuring constructs

We assessed how well- being constructs with environmental and 
equity aspects collected data to measure well- being, and report 
here our findings on levels of measurement (see Appendix C for ad-
ditional results).

Well- being constructs can measure well- being at different levels, 
such as at the individual level or a broader level such as community or 
collective well- being. Well- being measured at the individual or house-
hold level can be summed or averaged to give a measure of well- being 
for a broader group. For example, the Living Standards Measurement 
Survey measures progress towards poverty alleviation primarily at the 
household scale and uses these results to describe overall poverty 
across a region/area (Thomsen et al., 2018). As another example, the 
Global Person Generated Index (GPGI; Camfield & Ruta, 2007) asks 
individuals to list issues that are most important to them and to score 
their satisfaction in those areas. This creates a personalized approach 
to well- being, which is aggregated across groups to provide an overall 
picture of well- being; similar approaches have been applied to measure 
poverty and livelihoods (e.g. the Basic Necessities Survey; Clements 
et al., 2014). Approaches such as the GPGI contrast with the more 
common method of using predetermined metrics that are believed to 
be indicative of well- being for all individuals. Aggregating individual 
measures of well- being, regardless of how they are collected, can be 
useful for identifying opportunities to improve individual experience 
and well- being. That said, simple averages can obscure and perpetuate 
existing inequalities by not acknowledging underlying differences in 
well- being within a given population (Chaudhary et al., 2018).

A second suite of framings takes into account the relationships be-
tween individual and collective well- being. Constructs with this framing 
acknowledge that individual well- being is intertwined with the well- 
being of the collective, underlining the relational dimension of well- being 
(Donkersloot et al., 2020; Meo- Sewabu, 2015). Proponents of these 
concepts argue that averaging or summing is not feasible because well- 
being is non- cumulative (Dawson & Martin, 2015; Irvine et al., 2016). In 
this framing, well- being may be measured instead by the overall health 
of the collective, based, for instance, on social exchange networks (e.g. 
regularity of sharing resources with neighbours, helping in communal 
or neighbouring gardens, participating in roles dictated by social norms, 
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and contributions for future generations, etc.; Meo- Sewabu, 2015). As 
an example, the UNU- IAS community well- being assessment frame-
work was developed to measure well- being of rural communities, rather 
than individual community members, as ‘individual satisfaction is usually 
subsumed by broader community goals and preferences for well- being’ 
(Verschuuren et al., 2014, p. 35). Constructs with this framing often ac-
knowledge that individual well- being improves through individual contri-
butions to the collective (Donkersloot et al., 2020; Meo- Sewabu, 2015). 
Higher- level organization and resilience can also contribute to individ-
ual well- being, for instance, through institutional capacity to respond 
to changes and shocks, such as with government safety nets (Ulrichs 
et al., 2019). This includes structural aspects that are not measured at 
the individual scale but are integral to individual well- being (e.g. health-
care system capacity; GIPMO, 2019; Shiell et al., 2020).

Some constructs acknowledge the difference between these lev-
els and choose to measure at multiple levels. For example, the City of 
Santa Monica (2017) construct includes individual- level information 
such as health and personal outlook as well as community- level as-
sessment that reflects aspects such as infrastructure and services.

At the broader level, the importance of collective well- being 
echoes what has been discussed in other sectors (e.g. conserva-
tion, natural resource management, collective and cooperative 
action), where individual contribution to and participation in man-
agement and governance of a commons resource is a crucial com-
ponent of well- being at multiple scales (e.g. McCrea et al., 2014; 
McGregor, 2007; Ostrom, 1990; Woodhouse et al., 2015). For in-
stance, Meo- Sewabu (2015) notes that in the Fijian context, defini-
tions of wealth and well- being (sautu) rely on relationships to other 
people and to the fertility of land and sea. Yalomatua, or wisdom, 
in the context of sautu is knowing the ‘way of being’ in relation to 
Vanua, which is a complex Fijian word for a people and their place/
environment, spirituality, chief, history and culture. An inability to 
contribute to the collective level, or to fulfil the roles set out by so-
cial norms is seen as not healthy, to the point of being disrespectful 
or shameful. Importantly, this framing also considers how collec-
tive strength, for instance in strong institutions such as governance 
or health care, can contribute to individual well- being. The Fijian 
worldview also resonates with the Māori concepts of whakapapa 
(broadly interpreted as genealogy) and tuakana- teina (broadly in-
terpreted as the relationship between older and younger siblings) 
which connects an individual to their human and non- human an-
cestors in addition to codifying their responsibilities to both people 
and place (Lyver et al., 2019). These themes of collective well- being 
emerging in Fiji and Aotearoa New Zealand are also reflected in the 
Pacific Northwest, for example through efforts led by Donatuto 
et al. (2014), Donatuto et al. (2016) to develop a community health 
evaluation methodology centred on Indigenous definitions of health 
that result from interweaving of practices and knowledge about co-
existence with other humans and with nature. The Indigenous health 
indicators developed through this work are all measured at the com-
munity level, including dimensions of community connection, secu-
rity of natural resources, cultural use, education, self- determination 
and resilience.

Many development policies manifest at the community level, 
making community well- being a crucial consideration for manage-
ment. This consideration should include the relational level of inter-
actions with others, humans or non- humans, that a particular culture 
or social group might view as most important for understanding their 
well- being. For instance, western framings are often more focused 
on individual well- being and place less emphasis on the importance 
of the health and condition of the collective as its own standalone en-
tity or of hybrid nature– culture communities (Aumeeruddy- Thomas 
& Hmimsa, 2018). There is a need to incorporate recognitional equity 
through understanding local worldviews on this notion and not privi-
lege western, individual- focused understandings of well- being (more 
discussion on this in section 3.3). It is clear that myriad socioeconomic 
and environmental factors influence well- being, and these different 
factors operate at different scales (Small et al., 2017). As such, multi- 
level approaches could encompass dynamic aspects of well- being.

3.1.5  |  Implementing constructs

Three- quarters of the constructs analysed did not mention how they 
were integrated into planning, monitoring and/or decision- making. 
However, for several constructs, there were details around how 
they were used in framing strategic plans, policies and program-
matic decisions (e.g. Breslow et al., 2016; City of Santa Monica, 2017; 
DSPPAC, 2017; Dunbar et al., 2020; NZ EPA, 2020; New Zealand 
Government, 2019). Some constructs were developed by practition-
ers or government agencies responsible for decision- making, for in-
stance, the Aotearoa New Zealand EPA uses the Matauranga [Māori] 
Framework for decision- making in permitting review processes and 
also to inform a series of cultural capability building initiatives within 
the agency (NZ EPA, 2020). Other constructs were developed by a 
range of stakeholders with the goal of characterizing well- being in 
policy- relevant ways. For example, after its development, the Canadian 
Index of Wellbeing convened a group of experts to review the Index's 
findings and develop relevant strategies and specific policy actions 
(Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2016). Some studies that described 
implementation of a well- being construct used evaluation to iden-
tify ways that implementation could inform future applications. For 
example, the Aotearoa New Zealand Well- being Budget design pro-
cess integrates ‘impact analysis and evaluation of policies’ to support 
evidence- based management (New Zealand Government, 2019, p. 6).

3.2  |  How do well- being constructs with 
environmental and equity aspects consider 
environmental dimensions of well- being, and 
to what extent do these constructs illuminate 
interrelationships between human well- being and 
environmental dimensions?

Given our inclusion criteria, all the constructs we assessed included 
the environment in some way, either as a determinant or a constituent 



    |  9People and NatureBETLEY ET aL.

of well- being and there was variation in how the environment was 
described. In terms of dimensions, some constructs simply had an 
‘environment’ dimension, whereas others described this dimension 
with terms related to the physical environment and security. Some 
constructs explicitly referred to the benefits to humans from the 
environment through the term ecosystem services. Others referred 
to diversity, ecosystem protection, resilience and biodiversity, or 
referenced humans' care for the environment through stewardship. 
A few environment- related dimensions referred to nature provid-
ing sustenance, with terms like ‘food’ and ‘agricultural biodiversity’. 
Some constructs used multiple dimensions to express the myriad 
ways the environment is related to well- being. For instance, Wallace 
et al. (2020) describe ‘adequate resources’, ‘aesthetically pleasing 
environment’ and ‘benign physical environment’ as three environ-
mentally related end- state values.

As expected, the way the environmental term was characterized 
impacted what that dimension measured. For instance, those dimen-
sions described in terms of security and physical properties measure 
whether basic properties are within ranges favourable to well- being 
(e.g. temperature, lead concentration). Similarly, the dimensions 
framed in terms of their benefits to humans focus on essential re-
sources such as clean air, water, availability of food. In contrast, di-
mensions that highlight the integrity of ecosystems and biodiversity 
included different indicators such as the density of endangered spe-
cies in an area (Shaker, 2018).

The consideration of interrelationships between human well- 
being and environmental aspects in the constructs manifested in 
different ways. Some of the analysed constructs provided great 
detail regarding conceptualization of these connections. For in-
stance, the IPBES Conceptual Framework of well- being describes 
six interlinked elements between natural and social systems, such 
as anthropogenic assets, which refer to built infrastructure that in-
herently is co- produced and linked with nature (Díaz et al., 2015). 
IPBES’s framework acknowledges that different worldviews colour 
these human– nature relationships and creates space for them to 
change through time and vary across scales (i.e. local relationships 
to the environment are different from global scale feedbacks and 
relationships). Taking a different approach, Thiry et al. (2018) lay 
out the three key ways poverty and the environment relate to each 
other in their conceptualization, specifically through ‘livelihood, en-
vironmental health and vulnerability to environmental hazards’. In 
the case of a construct by Flaherty et al. (2019), a ‘place- based lens’ 
was applied to fully consider the various ways that the environment 
impacts individuals and social groups.

Operationalizing inclusion of human– environment interrelation-
ships was sometimes addressed through a dimension focused on 
one's relationship to place. For instance, the Thriving Places Index 
(Centre for Thriving Places Index, 2019) includes a dimension called 
‘Place and Environment’ while another construct includes a dimen-
sion called ‘Place and Planet’, that considers how the environment 
(built and natural) supports community values and well- being (City 
of Santa Monica, 2017). Other constructs include dimensions such 
as ‘Connection to Nature’ (Flaherty et al., 2019) and ‘Tangible and 

Intangible interrelationships we have with other people and with na-
ture’ (Breslow et al., 2016). Several constructs designed for planning 
and management of natural resources are explicit about the need to 
measure trade- offs and synergies related to well- being for effective 
policy (e.g. Llopis et al., this issue; New Zealand Government, 2019; 
Wallace et al., 2020). Similarly, the Bhutan National Happiness Index 
(Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH Research, 2016, p. 243) describes 
how understanding such interlinkages ‘supports high impact policy 
sequencing’. Another construct explicitly calls for examination of 
interrelationships by applying a systems approach to indicator se-
lection to ensure the different elements of a system and their inter-
actions with the environment are fully considered (Fontalvo- Herazo 
et al., 2007). The construct details that an indicator should not only 
measure performance regarding the system at hand, but also the 
other systems connected to it.

Some constructs reported on how data collection led to identifi-
cation of links between people and their environment. For instance, 
Llopis et al. (this issue) described how the complex nature of the in-
terrelationships at hand became apparent through interviews about 
well- being in Madagascar, and Dawson et al. (this issue) detail that all 
respondents described their well- being as inextricably linked to their 
Caatinga landscape in northeastern Brazil. As part of data collection, 
Tauro et al. (this issue) assessed the links between well- being and 
one's territory through land analysis (i.e. areas of forests, bodies of 
water, etc.).

3.3  |  How do well- being constructs with 
environmental and equity aspects consider equity?

3.3.1  |  Components of equity lens

We found that about half of the studies clearly demonstrated proce-
dural equity in the process of developing well- being constructs, for 
example, with inclusion of stakeholders and/or using a co- creation 
process, while a quarter of the studies demonstrated it during data 
collection and measurement. Several data sampling designs aimed 
to incorporate procedural equity, with studies describing the use 
of inclusive participatory techniques, empowerment, participation 
in governance or in construct development, and interweaving of 
Indigenous knowledge. For example, Biedenweg et al. (2017) ex-
plicitly considered social justice during the process of ranking and 
finalizing human well- being indicators for a project in Puget Sound, 
Washington. The project placed substantial effort in recruiting par-
ticipants representing a wide range of backgrounds and expertise 
(including Native Americans, conservationists, agricultural interests, 
economic developers and members of the conservative political Tea 
Party movement in the United States, among others) and followed 
key aspects of pluralistic social justice: the recognition and partici-
pation of diverse stakeholders and the commitment to protecting 
those who are most vulnerable to environmental challenges and 
most likely to be affected by decisions to address them. Similarly, 
Pereira et al. (2005) used diversity sampling techniques to account 
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for gender and age bias in their sampling design, in addition to seeking 
people engaged in different activities and people considered worse 
or better off economically. Fontalvo- Herazo et al. (2007) employed 
an inclusive participatory process to involve local coastal stakehold-
ers in the design of a coastal management indicator system in Brazil. 
They encouraged participation of people from different groups and 
living conditions through sub- group meetings at the village level, to 
alleviate concerns of young, female or otherwise marginalized stake-
holder groups in sharing potentially sensitive information.

In assessing how the well- being constructs in this study con-
sidered equity overall, we found variation in the consideration of 
the components of equity we assessed (Figure 3). Distributional 
equity was most frequently present across development of con-
structs, measurement using the construct, and the few instances 
where a construct was implemented. We found that some studies 
took a very clear and purposeful approach to considering equity in 
their constructs, while others took a more superficial approach. As 
mentioned previously, the 4Cs framework developed by Breslow 
et al. (2016) conceives of equity and justice as a cross- cutting do-
main (defined as ‘comparisons among gender, age, ethnicity, income 
and other variables; evidence of racism and discrimination; rights; 
human rights violations’), and represents a well- being construct 
that considers all four components of equity covered in our anal-
ysis. For example, distributional equity is considered in the con-
struct's ‘Conditions’ domain, with attributes such as access to food, 
water and healthcare, and in the ‘Capabilities’ domain, with consid-
eration of sovereignty and rights. Breslow et al. intentionally mea-
sure freedom and voice, engendering procedural equity and noting 
that public participation can sometimes be undemocratic and/or 
inequitable. Under the Capabilities domain, the authors provide 
examples of recognitional equity as factors directly enabling indi-
viduals and communities to act meaningfully to pursue their goals, 
including livelihoods and activities, knowledge systems, political 
participation and governance. Underpinning the 4C's framework 
is contextual equity, embodied in the definition of the equity and 
justice cross- cutting domain.

3.3.2  |  Categories of social differentiation lens

The categories of social differentiation around which equity was 
considered varied, with gender, ethnicity, culture and class/eco-
nomic most often explicitly or implicitly considered (Table 1). Out 
of all the instances where social differentiation was considered, 
80% were explicit and 20% implicit.5 In the development of their 
well- being construct, Breslow et al. (2016) explicitly considered 
the following equity categories: racial, gender, class/economic, 
ethnicity/cultural, political, social and livelihood/employment. 
The authors noted that equity and justice are central concerns in 
studies of human well- being, and that while relative experiences 
and perceptions of inequity negatively influence well- being and 
can lead to inter- group conflicts, having confidence in the secu-
rity of favourable conditions, such as employment or democratic 
governance, contributes directly to one's well- being. Donkersloot 
et al. (2020) assess the sustainability and equity of Alaska salmon 
fisheries and examines equity across health, class/economic, eth-
nicity, culture, political, social and livelihood/employment catego-
ries. The authors assessed a range of indicators, including many 
equity- based indicators such as market value of fishery access 
rights compared to median household income by community, and 
discussed their utility and limitations as assessment tools that can 
effectively measure and evaluate social considerations within fish-
ery systems.

3.3.3  |  Implications of using equity lenses

From a procedural equity lens, cultural protocols and norms are 
especially important to consider when deciding on data collection 
methods. Our study identified some lesser known methods that care-
fully followed cultural customs and norms (see Appendix C), which, 
in turn, could provide insights beyond those found in more stand-
ardized approaches. Participatory methods such as transect walks 
and trend lines are particularly useful for taking into account the 

F I G U R E  3  Components of 
distributional, recognitional and 
procedural equity present in well- being 
constructs with environmental and equity 
aspects (data on contextual equity are not 
presented, given variation in reporting 
of consideration of contextual equity in 
constructs) 
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specificities of a particular place as an element of well- being which 
is context dependent. Method combinations and sequencing is also 
something to consider in data collection. For instance, Fontalvo- 
Herazo (2007) discussed how surveys were helpful in preliminary 
data collection, but were limited in that they only provided insights 
based on the researchers’ frame of mind at the time of designing the 
survey, and did not create space for additional conversation. For this 
reason, the authors felt it was imperative to also have participatory 
methods such as village meetings to help determine which indicators 
were most appropriate in a particular setting. Furthermore, Lebel 
et al. (2015) found that a combination of qualitative, quantitative and 
participatory methods was necessary to fully capture the most im-
portant dimensions of well- being.

Externally derived (sometimes referred to as ‘western’, ‘Euro- 
centric’, ‘Global North’ or ‘mainstream’) framings of well- being can 
be problematic if they do not resonate with local or cultural con-
texts, including the heterogeneity of worldviews, values and priori-
ties circulating within them. Discordances can result in the potential 
misapplication of measures when social groups do not subscribe to 
the values prioritized via externally derived frameworks and ap-
proaches (Aguado et al., 2018; Donkersloot et al., 2020). For exam-
ple, analyses examining the gaps and overlaps between important 
components of well- being in the Pacific Islands and those described 
via the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) revealed that region-
ally important factors such as the connections between and across 
people and place, and the importance of Indigenous and local knowl-
edge were represented minimally (if at all) in the globally oriented 
SDG framework (Sterling et al., 2020). Several cases noted that sin-
gle indicators rarely translate across scale and that even within a 
place there can be problems arriving at a consensus on what is im-
portant to measure (Breslow et al., 2016; Donkersloot, 2020). This 
critique also resonates with calls for plural valuation processes, epis-
temic diversity, and with cognitive justice, or equity for all forms of 
knowledge that is cognizant of power disparities (Jacobs et al., 2020; 
Pascual et al., 2017; Rodriguez, 2017). For example, Rincón- Ruiz 

et al. (2019) describe how the dominant ecosystem services para-
digm can be reframed to be more inclusive and allow for inclusion of 
multiple perspectives and plural valuation.

Better understanding of local and cultural contexts for well- 
being initiatives requires an approach that explicitly identifies and 
learns from local values, knowledge systems and management prac-
tices, used in combination with methods to incorporate evidence 
from multiple sources and scales (Donatuto et al., 2016; Sterling, 
Betley, et al., 2017; Tengö et al., 2014). This is sometimes referred 
to as a biocultural approach (Gavin et al., 2015). Several studies have 
described what such an approach can look like when modification 
and implementation of environmental, sustainability or conservation 
goals are carried out with the explicit approval of, and in collabora-
tion with, affected communities, so that the approach addresses the 
distinct features of those social groups (Dacks et al., 2019; McCarter 
et al., 2018; Sterling, Filardi, et al., 2017); this aligns with the con-
cept to indicators approach discussed earlier in Section 3.1. Notably, 
biocultural approaches begin with cognitive justice and an under-
standing of priorities and needs defined and sanctioned through 
legitimate community institutions that inform community decision- 
making towards sustainable pathways for development. However, 
perhaps more importantly, biocultural approaches help to charac-
terize interrelationships between biological and cultural dimen-
sions of a system and, when used in combination with inclusive and 
participatory methods that engage local stakeholders, can support 
community empowerment and, ultimately, improved environmen-
tal and social outcomes of resource management initiatives. These 
types of community- focused approaches are increasingly being 
used for setting indicators and expressions of well- being in practical 
and meaningful ways for understanding and measuring well- being 
and progress towards sustainability. While such approaches are not 
without their challenges, case studies have demonstrated that when 
careful and explicit acknowledgement is given to inclusion of differ-
ent worldviews, it can lead to a truly participatory process seen as 
legitimate by all involved parties (e.g. Matuk et al., 2020).

Achieving equity in any effort to develop, measure and im-
plement a well- being construct can be a multifaceted endeavour 
(as reviewed by Sterling, Betley, et al., 2017), given the numer-
ous factors to consider when engaging stakeholders, such as type 
of engagement (e.g. passive information sharing vs. active part-
nership); timing (e.g. initial inclusion and duration of stakeholder 
involvement); level of transparency of the process; conflict reso-
lution success; and other factors which must be balanced against 
the risk of ‘engagement fatigue’. Meo- Sewabu (2015) interrogated 
the complexity of procedural equity intersecting with contextual 
and recognitional equity by exploring cultural constructs of health 
and well- being in a Fijian village in Lau and in a transnational Fijian 
community in Whanganui, Aotearoa New Zealand. The author 
found that developments initially thought to create more freedom 
and distributional equity for the villages in fact made them more 
dependent on outside resources, for example market economies. 
As the cash economy displaces the traditional barter system and 
exchange of goods through kinship ties, the author argues that this 

TA B L E  1  Equity or equity- adjacent concepts recognized in 
dimensions of development (constructs, n = 41) and measurement 
(constructs n = 28) of well- being constructs with environmental 
and equity aspects and measurement, by category of social 
differentiation (from most commonly recognized to least)

Gendera

Ethnicity, Culture
Class/Economic
Livelihood/Employment
Social
Political
Health
Ability
Racial
Age/generational
Religion
Sexual Orientation
Urban/Rural

aGender categories primarily focused on binary gender.
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process disrupts the structures that sustain social capital within 
the village communities, further illuminating patterns of uneven 
(Harvey, 2005; Smith, 2010) or even anti- equitable development 
(Li, 2014) familiar in other disciplinary literatures. Procedural and 
recognitional equity is strongly emphasized throughout the con-
struct development and data collection phases through efforts 
to embody ‘Fijian information- sharing protocols’ in methodology, 
with researchers developing an understanding of the Fijian worl-
dview of health and well- being and using culturally appropriate 
procedures and working to establish good interpersonal relation-
ships and rapport with ethnic Fijian participants. Given that value 
differences across scales and geographies can result in disjunc-
tions between those collecting data and those affected by the col-
lected data, Meo- Sewabu (2015) provides a poignant narrative on 
challenges the author faced with New Zealand university ethics 
panels proscribing methods counter to cultural procedures in her 
community in Fiji. The author noted that if she had followed the it-
erated procedures from her university (e.g. conducting interviews 
only with participants unknown to the researcher or in accordance 
with randomized sampling designed to reduce ‘bias’), she risked 
offending her clan. Fijian protocol directs her to undertake the 
research in either her parents’ community or that of her husband.

3.4  |  Limitations of this review

While we aimed to identify well- being constructs that consider 
both equity and environmental dimensions, this paper is not a 
comprehensive review of every construct that meets this criteria, 
in part because the study of well- being is a disparate, diverse and 
ever- evolving field. A search strategy that returns all of the ways 
well- being is conceived around the world would be an enormous 
effort, and new terms are emerging concomitantly in the litera-
ture. That said, future research could expand on this work by in-
cluding additional search terms and conducting searches in other 
languages.

In bringing equity into view when assessing well- being con-
structs, coders in our study often needed to make inferences 
to identify the equity and equity- adjacent terms in studies that 
were not explicit about addressing equity in their constructs. We 
also encountered conceptual and methodological issues around 
power. We observe that, in our work, as well as in many of the 
works in the literature that we reviewed, power is acknowledged 
but rarely specified, much less addressed in a systematic or the-
oretically informed manner. As has been well established, science 
has never been ‘pure’ but, rather, is imperfect as the product of 
human influence, shaped by society and culture through time 
and space (Shapin, 2010), caught up in the political struggles of 
all of their diverse contexts. We argue that what some call con-
textual equity or recognitional equity is crucial in the context of 
designing and implementing well- being metrics because what gets 
measured can overlook important values of people whose social 
group is being measured in ways that support or do not support 

the political goals, aspirations or movements of particular social 
groups engaged in the real politics of representation, authority or 
agency. For instance, much published scholarship is grounded in 
an understanding of well- being as foundationally about individual 
experience and that summing over a set of individual experiences 
via aggregation is sufficient to understand community/national 
well- being. However, such approaches may ignore worldviews 
that consider collective well- being as something with its own dis-
tinct characteristics and desired features which are not easily cap-
tured by measuring at the individual level. The result may be an 
insidious paradox in which the imposition of outside worldviews of 
well- being on the people whose well- being is being measured re-
produces and reinforces existing manipulative, repressive or oth-
erwise hegemonic structures which have been brought to bear on 
Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities globally, over centu-
ries, by various colonial, missionizing, globalizing or transnational 
capital projects. As the political geographer, Sultana (2021, p. 7) 
notes in a recent analysis of such complex problems of knowledge 
and power, ‘Capacious, fluid, creative, and subversive thinking is 
necessary not only in further critiquing complexities of empire, 
imperialism, and capitalism but also decentring them and fostering 
cognitive and epistemic justice’. While our current work could not 
fully take up Sultana's challenge, in addition to urging that well- 
being researchers and practitioners centre equity and equity- 
related topics, we strongly encourage that they enter into their 
projects, in advance of field research, analysis or implementation, 
with clarity around conceptualizations, models and methods for 
investigating the diverse dynamics of power. Sensitive engage-
ment with these dynamics, always found at the intersection of 
society and environment, is necessary for advancing ethical sci-
ence towards sustainable ecological futures and well- being across 
scales. We suggest that any discussion or investigation of equity 
and frameworks of well- being consider power dynamics, power 
relations, cognizance of power- disparities, and the practical ethics 
of empowerment for social groups located within particular politi-
cal histories and sociocultural contexts.

4  |  CONCLUSION

In this review, we use a mixed- methods approach to review and sum-
marize progress to date in developing, measuring, and implementing 
well- being constructs that address equity as well as interrelation-
ships between humans and the environment.

Through our analysis of available published information on 
these constructs, we distil several key findings. Most importantly, 
we note a consistent lack of transparency and specificity in how 
well- being is defined in many well- being- focused studies. We 
find that the most frequently used dimensions in the well- being 
constructs in our study relate to environmental, health, social, 
cultural and economic aspects; and rarely do constructs consider 
interactions among any dimensions of well- being or potentially sig-
nificant differences in local and cultural understandings of those 
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dimensions themselves (Caillon et al., 2017; Sterling et al., 2020). 
For the constructs that considered interrelationships between 
human well- being and environmental aspects, we found a variety 
of different approaches, including several constructs that address 
these interrelationships through a dimension focused on one's re-
lationship to place. When reviewing how well- being constructs are 
developed, we identify two broad conceptual approaches, from 
‘indicators to concept’ or ‘concept to indicators’ that tend to be 
applied most frequently at national scales and above or in local ap-
plications, respectively. We identify different ways that collective 
well- being can be measured: aggregated from measurements at an 
individual level and a level that considers interactions between in-
dividuals and the collective. The latter level can overcome method-
ological challenges with aggregated individual measures, because 
well- being is heterogeneous and non- cumulative, and also reflect 
cultural contexts that emphasize collective well- being. A significant 
majority of the studies we analysed had no mention of how the 
construct described was integrated into planning, monitoring and/
or decision- making.

We used two different equity lenses to assess how well- being 
was considered in constructs, and found that distributional equity 
was most frequently present across development, measurement 
and (infrequent) implementation of a construct. We found that some 
studies took a very clear and purposeful approach to considering 
equity in their constructs, both for components of equity and cate-
gories of social differentiation, while others took a more superficial 
approach. Our use of these equity lenses raised more questions than 
presented answers. Some of these questions include: how should 
well- being metrics be framed, and who defines (and who does not 
define) resources and allocation for measurement? Can taking an 
approach that considers interrelationships across human and envi-
ronmental dimensions provide additional context for clarifying what 
rights, responsibilities, benefits and costs are, who measures and se-
cures them, and how they are distributed? Overall, while some may 
express concerns about moving away from standardized quantita-
tive metrics, others are moving forward in developing inspirational 
examples of well- being constructs that use intentional cultural 
competency and deep ethnographies to inform planning and design 
(Agyeman, 2012, 2013; Rishbeth et al., 2018).

Our work points to several pathways forward for development 
and implementation of well- being frameworks that can inform ef-
forts to leverage well- being for public policy, especially in relation 
to sustainability.

1. Many aspects of well- being remain poorly understood, likely 
in part because it is such a complex and multi- scalar concept. 
The path forward must include sharing different ways that well- 
being is defined and sharing knowledge and expertise about 
development, measurement and implementation of well- being- 
focused approaches.

2. It is not sufficient for well- being frameworks to only assess the 
discrete dimensions of a construct; rather frameworks must lev-
erage interdisciplinary approaches to assess interactions among 

the dimensions of well- being, both in concept and in practice, that 
may produce trade- offs as well as synergies.

3. Well- being frameworks that do not consider the environment (as 
constituent or determinant), or interrelationships between people 
and their environment, are not truly measuring well- being in all 
its dimensions. Carefully designed quantitative (exploring causa-
tion) and qualitative approaches should be used to better under-
stand the complexity of these interrelationships (see Schleicher 
et al., 2017).

4. Future work should explore the implications of different ways to 
measure collective well- being (from aggregation of individualized 
measurements to broader measures of community or collective 
well- being) for different components of equity, in particular rec-
ognitional equity. Such work may begin to more adequately ad-
dress the heterogeneous character of well- being across socially 
salient groups or domains within the community of study.

5. There is value in expanded efforts to (a) validate well- being con-
structs, in part to help ensure equity; (b) share how validated 
constructs have been integrated into planning, monitoring and/or 
decision- making; and (c) assess the implementation of well- being 
constructs for improved monitoring, evaluation and learning.

6. Use of equity lenses to assess well- being frameworks and further 
exploration of how well- being- focused approaches can advance 
equity in all its dimensions (distributional, procedural, contex-
tual, and recognitional) and will support public policy aimed to-
wards enhancing well- being amidst increasing frequency of global 
shocks that affect human well- being. This, in turn, aligns with 
increasing efforts to more holistically characterize well- being to 
both inform and guide sustainability management in ethical and 
equitable ways.

7. Constructs should be developed to explicitly centre equity and 
equity- related categories of social differentiation such as gender 
when it is present in their efforts (rather than implying it), and 
share information on guidelines or metrics relating to equity when 
the construct is being implemented while accounting for the mul-
tidimensionality and intersectional complexity of equity within 
particular social and cultural contexts (Leach et al., 2018). In addi-
tion, if equity is not included in development, measurement or im-
plementation of a construct, then the limitations of the construct 
as a result of the omission must be considered.

ACKNOWLEDG EMENTS
We acknowledge the Indigenous Nations and Peoples on whose 
traditional and ancestral homelands many of the institutions repre-
sented in this paper and its authorship are located. We recognize the 
longstanding significance of these lands for Indigenous Nations and 
Peoples past, present and future. The material is based on work sup-
ported by the National Science Foundation under grant numbers No. 
EF- 1427091, EF- 1427453, and 1444184 and work conducted by the 
Assessing Biocultural Indicators Working Group supported in part by 
SNAPP: Science for Nature and People Partnership, a collaboration 
of The Nature Conservancy, the Wildlife Conservation Society and 
the National Center for Ecological Analysis and Synthesis (NCEAS) 



14  |   People and Nature BETLEY ET aL.

at the University of California, Santa Barbara. Any opinions, findings 
and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this material are 
those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the 
National Science Foundation. Support for this project also comes 
from the Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation, Lynette and Richard 
Jaffe and the Jaffe Family Foundation. SC received support from the 
InSHS- CNRS program ‘Soutien à la Mobilité Internationale- 2018’. 
Partial support for this work comes from PICS (Projet International 
de Coopération Scientifique) funded by CNRS- INEE (Institut 
écologie et environnement) for ‘The Institutional Dynamics of 
Conversion to Organic Wine Production: A Comparative Analysis 
in Occitanie, France’, a collaboration between the University of 
Toronto— Department of Geography and CNRS— Centre d'Ecologie 
Fonctionnelle et Evolutive. We thank Ana Luz Porzecanski for her 
input. We are grateful to the editors of this Special Issue and the au-
thors of the other papers in this issue for their thorough comments 
and constructive support.

CONFLIC T OF INTERE S T
The authors declare no conflict of interest.

AUTHORS'  CONTRIBUTIONS
E.C.B., N.G., P.P., A.S. and E.J.S. conceived the ideas and designed 
the methodology; E.J.S. and P.P. screened search results for relevant 
citations; Y.A.- T., F.A., E.C.B., S.C., S.H.C., M.E.I., P.P., D.R., L.S., A.S. 
and E.J.S. coded the papers and analysed the results; E.C.B., P.P., 
A.S. and E.J.S. led the writing of the manuscript. All authors contrib-
uted substantively and critically to the drafts and gave final approval 
for publication.

DATA AVAIL ABILIT Y S TATEMENT
The authors have archived the data collected during this research 
in the online, publicly available database Zenodo https://doi.
org/10.5281/zenodo.5758636 (Betley et al., 2021). Data can also be 
accessed upon request via the corresponding author.

ORCID
Erin C. Betley  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0009-8939 
Amanda Sigouin  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1272-1898 
Samantha H. Cheng  https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1799-6310 
Felicity Arengo  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2511-1167 
Yildiz Aumeeruddy- Thomas  https://orcid.
org/0000-0002-2690-0571 
Marney E. Isaac  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5975-833X 
Alexander Mawyer  https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9742-1677 
Alexandria C. Moore  https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3563-7119 
Delphine Renard  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3228-4269 
Eleanor J. Sterling  https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2692-8264 

ENDNOTE S
 1 Equity as ‘the absence of systematic disparities … between groups 

with different levels of underlying social advantage/disadvantage— 
that is, wealth, power, or prestige’ (Braveman & Gruskin 2003, p. 254).

 2 We define a well- being construct as a framework, method, approach 
or tools for conceptualizing and measuring well- being. This can include 
conceptual frameworks, indices, dashboards and indicators.

 3 We define environment as the multidimensional concept of the non- 
human physical environment, including living and non- living com-
ponents, along with the physical processes that comprise the global 
earth system at different scales. The environment includes human- 
modified and non- human- modified systems.

 4 Example of explicit definition: ‘we define human wellbeing as a state 
of being with others and the environment, which arises when human 
needs are met, when individuals and communities can act meaning-
fully to pursue their goals, and when individuals and communities 
enjoy a satisfactory quality of life’ (Breslow et al., 2016, p. 251). In 
contrast, Dawson and Martin (2015, p. 62) provide an example of an 
inferred definition; they did not state their definition but explain that 
they used ‘emerging frameworks for studying multiple dimensions of 
human wellbeing, drawing on Amartya Sen's capabilities approach to 
human development’.

 5 As an example of an explicit consideration of distributional equity 
related to health, the National Sustainable Development Plan for 
the Republic of Vanuatu lays out the following policy objective: to 
‘Ensure that the population of Vanuatu has equitable access to af-
fordable, quality health care through the fair distribution of facilities 
that are suitably resourced and equipped’ (DSPPAC, 2017, p. 11). As 
an example of inferred consideration of class/economic, health and 
livelihood/employment in relation to equity, the Oxfam Humankind 
Index discusses ‘deprived communities’, relying on the Scottish Index 
of Multiple Deprivation 2020 which defines deprivation in terms of in-
come, employment and health (Trebeck & Abeyasekera, 2012; Dunlop 
& Swales, 2012).
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