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THE PURSUIT
OF HAPPINESS 
IN ALBERTA
Rob Roach, Senior Analyst, Economics + Research

The theme of this inaugural issue of Perch is 
happiness in Alberta. Whether you de�ne happiness 
as feeling good at the moment or as a deep sense of 
satisfaction with your life, at ATB Financial, we want 
Alberta to be a happy place. Given this, we 
conducted the Alberta Happiness Survey, where we 
connected with a representative sample of 999 
Albertans to learn more about what makes us happy. 
It’s exciting, not only because of what it tells us, but 
because it’s the �rst, comprehensive survey of 
happiness in our province. 

The following outlines what Albertans said. Perhaps 
this will give us all something to think about when it 
comes to creating an even better province.

You can read a more detailed summary of the results 
at atb.com/economics.

Conducted by Vision Critical between February 5 and 23, 2015 using a web panel, the Alberta Happiness Survey includes responses from a representative 
sample of 999 Albertans.

Who are we?

About Perch
Who are we?

About Perch

We are ATB Financial’s Economics team. We work to 

share our province’s economic story and to connect 

Albertans to the economic news and ideas they need 

to know about. Head on over to atb.com/economics 
to get a better look at who we are and what we do.

Thanks for taking a moment to read ATB Financial’s 

Perch. Published quarterly, each edition will focus

on a topic of importance to Albertans and their 

prosperity. Subscribe here at atb.com/economics.
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SHINY HAPPY 
PEOPLE -R.E.M.

Happiness in Alberta: Would you say that you are...

Source: ATB Financial Alberta Happiness Survey 2015

About eight in ten of us say we are either very happy 
or pretty happy. In this case, we left it up to survey 
respondents to de�ne what happiness means.

While we don’t have national results for this question, 
we can compare Alberta to the United States. When 
we do, we �nd that our southern neighbours are a 
little more likely to say they are happy (87 per cent 
compared to 81 per cent). 

“Over a third of survey respondents said that 
the bad economic news was having a negative 
e�ect on their happiness.”

Very happy14%

67%

Not too happy17%

Prefer not to say2%

Pretty happy

The lower number for our province may be due in 
part to the fact that our survey was conducted in 
February when a lot of gloomy economic news 
related to slumping oil prices was swirling around. 
Over a third of survey respondents said that the bad 
economic news was having a negative e�ect on 
their happiness.
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14%

33% 

67%

54%

17% 13% 2% 0%

Very happy Pretty happy Not too happy Prefer not to say

Happiness of Albertans versus Americans AB USA 2012

What’s also interesting is that more Americans put 
themselves in the “very happy” category than 
Albertans – 33 per cent compared to 14 per cent. Are 
more Americans feeling especially happy than 
Albertans? Or are Albertans just more modest and, in 
turn, less likely to say they are “very happy?”  We don’t 
know. Either way, the survey �ndings suggest that 
we have some catching up to do in terms of how 
happy we feel in Alberta.

The average percentage of people saying they are 
happy in the European Union was 87 per cent (as of 
2006). Alberta is doing much better than Bulgaria, 
where only 38 per cent put themselves in the happy 
category, but we are way behind Denmark, where a 
whopping 97 per cent of the population reports 
being happy (Eurobarometer).

Source: : ATB Financial Alberta Happiness Survey 2015 and US General Social Survey 2012
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WHAT MAKES ALBERTANS HAPPY?

86%

We asked Albertans to rate each of the following on how important they are to their happiness, 
with zero being not important and ten being extremely important.

85%

71%
76%

68%
65%

85%
78%

58%

30%
44%

27%
23%

52%

FEELING HEALTHY

SUPPORTIVE 
RELATIONSHIPS

INCOME/
PERSONAL WEALTH

CONTRIBUTING TO HAPPINESS/
WELLBEING OF OTHERS

FEELING SAFE IN 
MY COMMUNITY

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

INTERESTING/
MEANINGFUL WORK

TIME TO DO THINGS 
I ENJOY

A SENSE OF ACCOMPLISHMENT 
FROM WHAT I DO

BEING CONSIDERED 
SUCCESSFUL BY OTHERS

PARTICIPATING IN ARTS 
AND CULTURAL ACTIVITIES

BELIEF IN A 
HIGHER POWER

ATTENDING ARTS AND 
CULTURE EVENTS

STRONG CONNECTION 
TO NATURE

Brought to you by

The bars below show the percentage of Albertans who said seven or higher out of ten. 



I CAN’T GET NO 
SATISFACTION
-The Rolling Stones

Source: ATB Financial Alberta Happiness Survey 2015 and Spring 2014 Global Attitudes Survey, PEW Research Center

Life satisfaction, select countries, 2014 
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It looks like The Rolling Stones are wrong about this 
when it comes to the majority of Albertans: about 
two-thirds of us say we are relatively satis�ed with 
our lives. This �nding is based on a widely used 
measure of life satisfaction called the Cantril ladder 
(after its inventor Dr. Hadley Cantril). Survey 
respondents are asked to imagine a ladder with steps 
numbered from zero at the bottom to ten at the top 
and told that the top of the ladder represents the 
best possible life for them and the bottom the worst. 

Respondents are then asked to say which step of the 
ladder they feel they stand on at the present time.
 
About 63 per cent of Albertans put themselves on 
rung seven or higher, a pretty good indication that 
they are relatively satis�ed with how their lives 
are going.

(Cantril ladder- percentage saying step 7, 8, 9, or 10)
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Source: ATB Financial Alberta Happiness Survey 2015 and OECD Better Life Index
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That 63 per cent puts Alberta in roughly the same 
camp as Americans and Germans, but a long way 
back from Mexicans and Israelis. It also puts us well 
ahead of Egyptians and Kenyans. 

To compare Alberta to Canada and other OECD 
countries, we take the average Cantril score for 
Alberta, which is 6.6 out of 10. When we do this, we 
�nd that Alberta’s life satisfaction level is on par with 
the OECD average, but a bit below the Canadian 
average of 7.6.

Looking at the extremes, about ten per cent of 
Albertans put themselves on the top two rungs of 
the Cantril ladder while only one per cent put them-
selves on the bottom two. With that said, over 20 per 
cent of Albertans put themselves on rung four or 
lower – that’s one in �ve of us who think our lives are 
going rather poorly. 

Life satisfaction, OECD countries
2013 average Cantril ladder score out of ten
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“Alberta’s life satisfaction level is on par with 
the OECD average.”

http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/


HOW DOES
IT FEEL? -Bob Dylan

“The majority 
of Albertans

Emotional well-being is another way to put a face on 
happiness. Headlines about Latin American countries 
like Paraguay being the happiest in the world are 
based on a battery of questions about how people 
say they felt the day before the survey. Typical 
questions include:  Did you feel calm? Did you feel 
well-rested? Did you smile and laugh a lot? Did you 
feel respected? 

The Gallup survey company used to do an 
international ranking of emotional well-being using 
something it called the “Positive Experience Index.”   It 
was this poll that ranked Paraguay, Panama, 
Guatemala, Nicaragua and Ecuador as the �ve 
happiest countries in the world in 2013.

feel a lot of positive 
emotions.”

 Is Alberta more or less happy than countries in Latin 
America when it comes to emotional well-being? 
Di�erences in survey techniques and shifting 
de�nitions of emotional well-being make it a bit 
tough to insert Alberta into this and similar rankings.
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“While it’s not a cure-all, the findings suggest 
that getting more sleep could be a way to boost 
the health and wellness of Albertans.” 

Source: ATB Financial Alberta Happiness Survey 2015

Positive emotions
Percentage of Albertans who rated feeling this as six or higher out of ten the day 
before the survey

Happy Calm Enjoyment Smiling and laughing

71 68 68 61

Negative emotions
Percentage of Albertans who rated feeling this as six or higher out of ten the day 
before the survey

Tired Stressed Worried Sad

55 38 38 22
Angry

17
Depressed

17

However, we can still gain a lot of insight about the emotional health of Albertans by looking at the province in 
isolation. According to ATB Financial’s Alberta Happiness Survey, the majority of Albertans feel a lot of positive 
emotions. About 61 per cent said that they smiled and laughed a lot the day before the survey and 71 per cent 
reported feeling a six or higher out of ten when asked if they felt happy. In terms of negative emotions, about 38 
per cent of Albertans reported feeling lots of stress and worry and 55 per cent felt quite tired. 
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DON’T WORRY, 
BE HAPPY -Bobby McFerrin

For most people, “don’t worry, be happy” is a lot 
easier to say than do.  We also know that our 
happiness is about more than just the absence of 
worry. We need to �gure out what makes us happy 
and seek those things as much as we can. When we 
asked Albertans what makes them happy, three 
things topped the list: feeling healthy, supportive 
relationships with family and friends and time to do 
the things they enjoy. 

Over 85 per cent of Albertans rank the importance of 
these factors to their happiness as a seven or more 
out of ten (see the infographic on page 5).

Whether it’s to keep up with the Joneses, or more 
likely, because of the sense of security and lifestyle 
options it generates, money is rated as pretty 
important to their happiness by 68 per cent of 
Albertans.

“Supportive relationships with family and friends 
stands out with 40 per cent of Albertans giving 
this a ten out of ten in terms of its importance to 
their happiness.” 
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MONEY CHANGES 
EVERYTHING -Cyndi Lauper

“Genetics, personal 
choices and the luck 
of the draw can all 
conspire to make 
someone happy 
or unhappy 
independent of 
their bank account.”
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Very happy and pretty happySpeaking of money and happiness, are rich people 
happier than those with less? Or is it the other way 
around? It’s the age old question: Does money buy 
happiness? The short answer is, perhaps not 
surprisingly, yes and no.

Let’s start with the no side. The survey results show 
two things clearly. First, Albertans place value on a lot 
of things in addition to their income and wealth 
when it comes to their happiness. Second, not 
everyone with a high income is happy and not 
everyone with a low income is unhappy. Genetics, 
personal choices and the luck of the draw can all 
conspire to make someone happy or unhappy 
independent of their bank account.

It’s also widely understood that, notwithstanding the 
handful of people who truly would rather have a 
stack of cash than things like a loving family or a 
sense of purpose in life, money is important because 
of what it makes possible rather than in and of itself. 

Now for the yes side. The survey results show there is 
at least some link between higher incomes and 
higher levels of happiness.

About two-thirds of people living on less than 
$30,000 a year say they are either very happy or 
pretty happy, so clearly a low income does not 
automatically sentence people to unhappiness. 

40

80

Source: ATB Financial Alberta Happiness Survey 2015
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With that said, by the time you reach $150,000 or 
more of household income, almost everyone (88 per 
cent) puts themselves in the happy category. That 
still leaves about one in ten rich folks who are 
unhappy, so money is not enough to secure 
happiness alone. The connection between happiness 
and money is known to be extremely complex. For 
example, it’s often not clear if being happy helps 
people achieve �nancial success or if achieving 
�nancial success makes people happy. 

“About two-thirds of people living on less than 
$30,000 a year say they are either very happy or 
pretty happy, so clearly a low income does not 
automatically sentence people to unhappiness.”

It’s perhaps obvious, but worth pointing out that 
not having enough money to, for example, feed 
your kids or make the rent or pay for prescription 
drugs will have a corrosive e�ect on a person’s 
happiness. This is one of the many reasons not to 
lose sight of the value of a strong economy – one 
that provides all Albertans with opportunities to 
earn a good living and retire well. 
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IF IT MAKES 
YOU HAPPY -Sheryl Crow

Source: ATB Financial Alberta Happiness Survey 2015

Life satisfaction 
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The correlation between money and happiness is 
particularly strong when we think of happiness in 
terms of life satisfaction.

Only 41 per cent of Albertans with household 
incomes below $30,000 put themselves on rungs 
seven or higher on Cantril’s ladder compared to 78 
per cent of those with incomes over $150,000. This is 
a startling di�erence.  We know that self-reported 
happiness and life satisfaction are sensitive to how 
people feel they are doing relative to their 
neighbours and peers, so it makes sense that those 
at the upper end of the income scale tend to rate 
their satisfaction with their lives higher than those at 
the bottom end. 

With that said, a lack of satisfaction with how one’s 
life is going is a warning sign that should be heeded. 

When one in ten Albertans rates their life as a four or 
lower out of ten, but a quarter of those with 
household income below $30,000 do the same, we 
have some work to do as a society to see how we 
can improve this.

“A lack of 
satisfaction with 
how one’s life is 
going is a warning 
sign that should be 
heeded. ”

Under $
30,000

$30-79,000

$80-149,000

$150,000+

(Cantril’s ladder)
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TODD TALKS

Source: ATB Financial Alberta Happiness Survey 2015

Todd Hirsch, Chief Economist

Percentage who say this is not 
important to my happiness

From pre-historic cave paintings to hip-hop dancing, 
humans have expressed themselves through art. We 
act, sing, paint, sculpt, tell jokes, scrapbook, dance, 
strum guitars, blow horns, bang drums, make �lms 
and tell stories. We do this to express our joys, face 
our fears, worship, entertain, earn a living – the list 
goes on. What we often refer to as “arts and culture” 
is a fundamental part of our lives. 

So why, when you ask Canadians to rank their 
priorities, does arts and culture languish at or near 
the bottom of things that are important to us? Given 
the millions of downloads of songs from iTunes, the 
popularity of events like the Edmonton Fringe 
Festival, all the kids in music and dance lessons... 
surely most of us would say that arts and culture is 
critically important to our happiness.

Nope. According to ATB Financial’s recent Alberta 
Happiness Survey, arts and culture ranks 
surprisingly low.

It’s not that no one in Alberta thinks that arts and 
cultural activities are important to emotional 
wellbeing. Fully 30 per cent of us rate “attending arts 
and cultural activities” at least seven out of ten when 
asked about how important this is to our happiness. 
Nearly a quarter of us say that participating in arts 
and cultural activities is key to our happiness. If you 
are an arts and culture advocate like me, this is 
good news.

0%

0%

Feeling healthy

Time to do things I enjoy

Getting a sense of 
accomplishment from what I do

Feeling safe in my community

My income/personal wealth

Supportive relationships 
with my family and friends

Actively contributing to the 
happiness and wellbeing of others

Physical activity

Interesting/meaningful work

A strong connection to nature

Attending arts and culture activities

Being considered 
successful by others

Participating in arts 
and cultural activities 

Belief in a higher power

2%

8%

12%

16%

22%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%

4%

The Art of Happiness

(zero out of ten on the scale)

But even though survey respondents were free to 
give everything on the list a ten out of ten, the 
percentage of people saying that arts and culture are 
important is still far lower than other choices. 
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Feeling healthy, supportive relationships with friends 
and family, meaningful work, safe communities, a 
strong connection to nature—all rank well above arts 
and culture. Forty per cent of us gave “supportive 
relationships” a ten out of ten compared to just four 
per cent who gave full points to “attending or 
participating in arts and cultural activities.”

Two things are likely going on here. 

First, when you ask people what matters most to 
their happiness, there’s no denying that for the 
majority of us arts and culture do not spring to mind 
as quickly or as forcefully as other factors. People are 
going to think of holding their grandchild in their 
arms, a ful�lling career or a host of other things as 
integral to their happiness before attending an art 
show or reading a good novel.

Second, even though the question was posed in a 
way that made it clear arts and culture were broadly 
de�ned—everything from movies to the 
opera—perhaps the term “arts and culture” just 
doesn’t resonate with people.

For many of us, the phrase is likely to evoke highbrow 
notions of Bach, Beethoven and Brahms. 

We’re less likely to think of Stompin’ Tom Connors or 
Big Valley Jamboree. But all are part of what we call 
“arts and culture.”

Written by ATB’s economists, The Owl focuses 

on the day’s top economic news. Keep a close 

eye on Alberta’s economy by subscribing at 

atb.com/economics.

ATB’s Chief Economist Todd Hirsch is one of our country’s most 

sought-after speakers on the economy. In clear and energetic 

talks, Todd breaks down what is happening in Alberta’s 

economy, where it’s headed and how it impacts us individually. 

Request Todd to come speak at your event here. 

Todd Talks

Subscribe to The Owl

“Perhaps the term 
‘arts and culture’ 
just doesn’t resonate 
with people.”

Elvis Presley once said that, “I learned very early in life 
that without a song, the day would never end; 
without a song, a man ain't got a friend; without a 
song, the road would never bend — without a song. 
So I keep singing a song.”

When you think about it, arts and culture does play a 
larger role in our lives than most of us probably 
realize. Maybe if we recognize and embrace that a 
little more, their importance would rise on our list of 
priorities and strike us as fundamental when we think 
about what makes us truly happy.

http://www.toddhirsch.com/speaker-request-form.html
http://www.atb.com/economics



