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Key points
• Delivering wellbeing requires a long-term 

view with a focus on future generations 
that goes hand-in-hand with meeting 
today’s needs 

• A transformational shift is needed to 
enable policy makers and practitioners 
to recognise broader connections in 
wellbeing and to work with partners 
outside their own area 

• Building capacity and capability within 
systems is vital to enable public servants 
can act on the evidence we already have

• It is important to strike a balance between 
setting broad goals and objectives and 
working out how to measure progress 
without blindly following measures and 
metrics

Abstract
In 2016, Wales became the first country in the world to appoint a Future 
Generations Commissioner – in essence a ‘guardian’ of the interests of future 
generations – under its Well-being Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015. The 
Act puts in place seven long-term wellbeing goals: a prosperous Wales; a 
resilient Wales; a more equal Wales; a healthier Wales; a Wales of cohesive 
communities; a Wales of vibrant culture & thriving Welsh language; and a 
globally responsible Wales. The Act also defines five ‘ways of working’ or 
principles that public bodies must demonstrate in decision making: thinking 
for the long-term, prevention; integration; collaboration; and involvement. The 
inaugural Commissioner, Sophie Howe, who held the role for seven years, 
reflects on the challenges and successes of leading transformational change 
to achieve a whole-of-government focus on wellbeing across policy and 
practice. In this interview with PHRP Editor-in-Chief Don Nutbeam, she shares 
some of the key lessons learned during her time in the role, including the 
need to embed the future generations approach in law, to set holistic, long-
term goals – and to avoid blindly following measures and metrics. 

Q: How did the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 20151, and 
the role of Future Generations Commissioner come about?

A: When power was devolved to Wales in 1999, there was a clause in the 
Government of Wales Act 2 that said sustainable development should be a 
central organising principle of the government. The Environment Minister 
at the time, [Jane Davidson], really championed this, resulting in the 
appointment of a non-statutory Sustainable Development Commissioner. 
However, in 2010, when the UK Government changed, they abolished the 
English version of the non-statutory Sustainable Development Commissioner. 
Amid the push for “clear red water” between Wales and England [a Welsh 
Labour strategy of distancing itself from the UK Labour Party], it gave the 
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We’ve got a similar issue at the moment with big 
investment in renewable energy in Wales – needed 
to meet carbon targets, reduce energy costs and the 
potential to create jobs. But it comes with pylons which 
are going to be a blight on the landscape. So there are 
those tensions.

Q: There’s a sense that a Commissioner is a little 
bit divorced from the cut and thrust of politics, but I 
imagine all your decisions would have had a political 
upside and downside. Can you tell us about that?

A: I’m appointed, not elected, so I don’t have to worry 
about people-pleasing the existing electorate. My job 
is to be the voice of future generations who don’t have 
any voice elsewhere. But yes, everything is set within a 
political context, and of course, I can’t force anyone to 
do anything or stop anyone doing anything. But I can 
hold a mirror up to government and the public bodies 
and say, “You’ve passed this legislation (in the case of 
government). You’re covered by this legislation, and you 
have to show me how you’ve taken into account these 
considerations around the interests of current and future 
generations”. Now, that doesn’t mean that we always get 
everything right and that they always do that, but it is a 
useful process.

Q: Can you tell us a bit about how your powers and 
responsibilities manifest themselves in the preventive 
health domain and what the important issues were in 
the context of your role in prevention?

A: The starting point in terms of prevention was primarily 
focusing on those wider determinants of health – we 
should be looking to do the things in policy that overall 
make the biggest contribution to each of the seven 
wellbeing goals. So from that, I chose housing, planning, 
and transport on the infrastructure side of things, and 
then jobs and skills for the future, better ways to keep 
people well and tackling childhood adversities, on the 
more ‘people’ side of things.

I would say that what we’ve done on transport in 
Wales – which is stopping spending on roads and 
investing in public transport and active travel – is a 
preventive intervention in terms of its benefits to health. 
Likewise, in terms of the reforms that we’ve driven through 
on planning policy – how we plan, design, and build our 
community’s infrastructure. 

There have also been some big interventions around a 
universal basic income (UBI), of which I was a fairly early 
advocate. We commissioned a big piece of research 
looking at the benefits of the UBI against delivering the 
seven wellbeing goals. Of course, the biggest benefit 
is taking people out of poverty – that was seen as 
completely impossible just, 5 or 6  years ago. But at the 
beginning of last year, Wales started its first pilot of UBI. 
It’s targeted initially at care leavers [people leaving care 
when they turn 18] who’ll be receiving £1600 a month 
(A$3000) with a big evaluation wrapped around that. 

minister a lever to convince the Welsh First Minister 
that not only should we not abolish the non-statutory 
commissioner, but we should go a step further and put 
it on a statutory footing, and legislate for sustainable 
development. So that’s what happened.

The Future Generations Commissioner3 has powers 
to advise and support public institutions on how they 
should reach the Act’s seven long-term wellbeing goals4 
and to assess their progress. The overarching duty of the 
Commissioner is to be the guardian of the interests of the 
future generations of Wales.

Q: There’s a lot of attention to wellbeing at the 
moment. Not all of that is linked to the wellbeing of 
future generations, but that was an explicit position 
taken by the Welsh Government. Could you tell us 
what advantages and constraints came with that focus 
on the future?

A: I feel this is common sense in a way. But we have 
situations across different governments where you’ve 
got people doing sustainable development, people 
developing wellbeing budgets and wellbeing in quality of 
life indices, and then people looking at existential threats 
and long-term issues – and the three are kept quite 
separate.

To me, you can’t deliver wellbeing unless you take 
a long-term view, and that has to be about future 
generations. Our Act is about balancing the needs 
of current and future generations. We should meet 
today’s needs without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs. So, I think that the 
three aspects have to go hand-in-hand if you’re going to 
get a sensible approach to actually delivering this.

Q: Were there ever occasions where the needs of the 
present generation significantly conflicted with the 
needs of the next generations?

A: Yes, for example, one of the big changes brought 
about as a result of the Act is that we’ve pretty much 
stopped building roads in Wales. It started with a big 
issue that I intervened in around government plans to 
spend the entire of their borrowing capacity building a 
30 mile stretch of motorway to deal with the problem of 
congestion. 

So this is the rub. If you’re stuck in traffic congestion 
in Newport, you get pretty irritated… and it’s probably 
not good for your wellbeing. The problem is that if we 
keep doing the same thing, nothing ever changes and 
we get the same result. So at some point, we do have 
to stop, pause, and do something differently. You won’t 
like that if it means you’re not going to get a road built. 
But fast-forward 10 years when the investment is moved 
from roads into public transport, and it’s now much 
easier for you to get the train, we’ve reduced air pollution 
and carbon emissions as a result and you’re healthier 
because there are safe routes to walk and cycle and 
interact in your community…then, that is actually good for 
your individual and societal wellbeing in the long term.
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you’ve got to put some of those radical things out there 
because otherwise, you just plod along.

More broadly, this is transformational change. The 
first three years of the legislation being in force were 
incredibly turgid and irritating, from my perspective, 
because we had a traditional public sector response – 
“It’s a bureaucratic exercise – what we need to do here is 
just carry on doing what we’re doing and use wellbeing 
words to describe it”. However, what we now see in the 
next set of wellbeing plans and assessments is that they 
are much further forward. 

There are areas where some really interesting stuff is 
happening – on transport, planning and school curriculum 
reform. I feel it is getting through now. The government 
has something called an ‘Economic Contract’ – when 
the government gives money to businesses, they need 
to sign this economic contract which requires them to 
sign up for decarbonising, improving the skills of their 
workforce and focusing on the physical and mental 
health of their workforce. That’s in line with the Future 
Generations Act. But no-one’s monitoring what they’re 
actually doing on that economic contract. So that’s really 
annoying. 

The biggest challenge with all of this is capacity and 
capability in our system. There are many people – for 
example public health people – who can see that there’s a 
better way of doing things, but the system has frustrated 
them from doing that. The Act gives them permission to 
challenge the system. But you have to be really tenacious. 
You have to find the time and space to do that and it’s still 
really difficult.

Q: Are there generalisable lessons you can share 
from your unique experience that might be useful for 
people who are thinking about the next generation of 
wellbeing mechanisms, whether that’s by an Act or 
Commissioner or other means?

A: Putting such wellbeing mechanisms into law is critically 
important. It doesn’t mean necessarily you can force 
anyone to do anything or stop anything from happening, 
but the ability to wave the law is really important. 

The holistic nature is also really important. It needs to 
be a mission for a whole country so they actually know 
where they want to go and have a set of long-term goals 
that the country can aspire to.

We need to focus on how we can act on the evidence 
we actually have and who is going to roll their sleeves up, 
get into the system, and provide some of that capacity 
and support in the day-to-day lives of civil servants. 
Most of what we do on the outside of the public sector is 
write reports describing the situation or giving a series 
of recommendations, and that isn’t good enough. Those 
of us outside the system have a responsibility to reflect 
on our own ways of working and what is actually going 
to drive outcomes and change. And I can tell you now, it 
probably won’t be another report!

What we’re aiming to do here is to really prove, in a UK 
context, the difference that taking this particular group 
out of poverty can make and then start to model that out 
further.

Q: Specialists in public health are quite often driven 
down a rather narrower pathway focused on primary 
care, screening, health education etc. What was your 
experience regarding broadening that view of public 
health? 

A: We tried to get people to recognise the broader 
connections and the need to work with broader partners. 
Under the Act, there is infrastructure called Public Service 
Boards where all the key public services in each local 
authority area come together. Each of those individual 
organisations has duties to set objectives that maximise 
their contribution to all seven goals. But then, as a Board, 
they have collective duties: first off, to do a wellbeing 
assessment of their area and then to develop a wellbeing 
plan encompassing collective actions. In the first set of 
wellbeing plans, health bodies were focused on health 
initiatives etc, but the latest iteration of those plans is 
about making the connections, and there is some really 
interesting early work. 

For example, through the Public Service Board in 
Cardiff, a public health consultant was seconded into 
the local authority to lead on the development of the 
transportation strategy and to apply a health lens to a 
transport problem. If you put highways engineers on that, 
they would probably find ways of building more roads. 
However, the consultant, Dr Tom Porter, started looking 
at the areas with the highest levels of air pollution, the 
lowest levels of life expectancy, and so on, and started 
to redirect resources to public transport and active travel 
there. Because we also have duties around the goal of a 
resilient Wales, which is about enhancing and maintaining 
nature and biodiversity, there was an added health 
benefit to cleaning and greening these communities. So, 
when putting in cycle lanes, we’re going to build them 
using green infrastructure, which has the added benefit 
of providing better drainage. So, you’ve got reduced air 
pollution, the potential for increased physical activity and 
attractive, vibrant, safe, well-connected communities. So 
that’s the kind of interesting initiatives that start to come 
from this.

Q: You called for the introduction of a Minister for 
Prevention to try to get the kind of joined-up thinking 
across government that you’ve just described. How 
is that joined-up Government working in Wales, given 
the commitment you’ve had in place for quite a time 
now?

A: My recommendation was not just a minister for 
prevention, but a minister for prevention with a 10% top 
slice of every budget across government at their disposal 
to coordinate action across government and invest in 
preventive interventions. We don’t have that. But I think 
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The other thing I would say is that you need to strike 
a balance between having a broad set of goals and 
aspirations and working out how to measure progress 
without getting too obsessed with indicators. If you start 
with looking at how we’re going to measure this, this 
and this, it sucks away that kind of collective innovation. 
There’s a real tension there. What I see across a number 
of different countries looking at wellbeing is that a lot 
of them are starting with the quality of life index and 
wellbeing indicators, and so on. And my question there is: 
‘So what? How are you using that to actually inform what 
you do and how you test the indicators that may drive 
progress here but actually take you backwards in other 
areas?’

Our five ways of working connected to the objectives 
are critical. You’ve got to be integrated. You’ve got to be 
collaborative. You’ve got to be looking at not just short-
term wins of your indicators but at what’s the long-term 
benefits or potential damage from them. So just blindly 

following measures and metrics is not it. 
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