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Canadian Index of Wellbeing (CIW) 
Purpose 

 
When Canadians go to bed at night, they don’t worry about growth in GDP. They worry about 
their health, their jobs, caring for an elderly parent, or their kids’ education. They dream about 
vacations or spending time with friends. They care about how they are really doing – that’s 
what’s measured in the Canadian Index of Wellbeing.  

• The Canadian Index of Wellbeing (CIW) analyzes almost two decades of data, drawing 
from over 130 data sources, primarily from Statistics Canada, for 64 indicators 
representing eight domains identified in broad consultation with Canadians as being of 
vital importance. 

• The Canadian Index of Wellbeing is a revealing and comprehensive analysis of how we 
are really doing in the areas of our lives that matter most. 

 

Guiding change for a better future 
 
The process of change necessarily starts with thinking about problems, but must shift to 
problem-solving.  The CIW is a catalyst for an ongoing process of raising questions within and 
across domains, identifying challenges, and measuring social progress, all with the intent to 
stimulate action to improve the quality of life of Canadians and Ontarians. 
 

Sparking political not partisan dialogue  
 

• One of the CIW’s goals is to spark political dialogue and action. The report spans 17 
years of trends in our wellbeing and identifies challenges that are of central concern to 
political parties of all stripes at the local, provincial, and federal levels.  

• Data have no political party. The findings and recommendations shape a vision for a 
better society regardless of political affiliation.  

The report encourages everyone to find out more, to get involved at their local level, and to 
advocate for all levels of government – as well as other organisations affecting the lives of 
Canadians – to put wellbeing at the heart of public policy. 
 

Advocating for better data 
 
Expanded and ongoing collection of data are critical to help us better understand all aspects of 
wellbeing for all Canadians. 
 
Measuring wellbeing consistently and comprehensively over time can help governments to 
develop and improve policies, companies to improve productivity, organisations to innovate, and 
people across Ontario and the rest of Canada to live more satisfying lives. 
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Report Findings – How are Ontarians Really Doing? 
 

• The Canadian Index of Wellbeing exposes a growing chasm between GDP and the 
wellbeing of Ontarians and Canadians. 

o Over the 17-year period, GDP has grown almost four times more than the CIW.  

• When times are good, total wellbeing does not keep up with economic growth, and when 
times are bad, the impact on our wellbeing is even harsher. 

• Significant progress in domains of Education, Community Vitality, and Healthy 
Populations is in stark contrast to the stagnation in Democratic Engagement, an overall 
decline in the Environment, and downward trends in Leisure and Culture and in Living 
Standards, which lag far behind the Canadian average. 

• Declining engagement in Leisure and Culture and the increasing time crunch, as well as 
declining Living Standards, have Ontarians asking: “Where have all the good times 
gone?”  

• A persistently time crunched population, dramatically declining economic security, 
growing rates of long-term unemployment, and a widening gap between the rich and 
poor all contribute to growing economic anxiety in Ontario. 

• Two bright spots of the CIW provide some optimism for the future:  significant gains in 
Education and in Community Vitality.  

 

Facts and Trends by Domain 
 

High marks for Education in Ontario (+36.0%) 
 

• A 36.0% gain in the Education domain shows that Ontarians are skilled, adaptable, and 
better positioned to respond to the shift towards a knowledge economy  

o Solid gains in high school completion and very high university graduation rates: 

 9 out of 10 Ontarians complete high school 

 3 out of 10 Ontarians are university graduates 

o Ontario lags behind the rest of Canada on regulated child care spaces  
 

Safer and more caring communities (+15.4%) 
 

• A 15.4% increase in Community Vitality reflects much safer communities where people 
pull together to help one another in difficult times: 

o Over two-thirds of Ontarians expressed a strong sense of belonging to their local 
community in 2010 

o Volunteering and providing unpaid help to others living on their own are rising 
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• There is a paradox of safety and trust – crime rates are at an all-time low, but trust in 
others is down by almost 15% during the same time period. Trust is at the very core of 
relationships – in a family, a community, or a country – and lowering trust is a trend we 
need to watch 
 

Complex signs and symptoms for Healthy Populations (+5.6%)  
 

• A 5.6% increase in Ontario’s Healthy Populations is encouraging, but health is complex:  

o People are living longer 

o 8 out of 10 Ontarians are happy with their health care services 

o We have seen a slight decline in reported cases of depression and many more teens 
– particularly girls – are not smoking. 

o Most of us are physically active almost every day 
 

• We still need to pay attention to serious underlying conditions: 

o Sharp increases in rates of diabetes  

o Flu shot rates are down significantly 

o Mental health, despite improvements, remains an important issue that has an impact 
on wellbeing across all domains 

 

Ontarians are ambivalent about democracy (+1.7%)   
 

• A vibrant democracy that represents the interests of all Canadians needs more than 
weak growth in Democratic Engagement:  

o Ontarians are ambivalent about democracy:   

 There is interest in politics, but not voting, and 

 Ontarians are satisfied with Canadian democracy, but are not confident in federal 
Parliament.  

o Confidence in the federal Parliament has slipped from 48.2% in 2003 to its lowest 
level in 2010 of 45.2%. That’s a 6.2% drop in Ontario, compared to a 2.6% decline 
nationally 

o The under-representation of women in elected office is a persistent trend 
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No progress for the planet (-1.9%) 
 

• Over the 17- year period, the Environment domain has declined – a worrisome trend 
with implications across domains:  

o Smog is increasing and GHG levels remain high 

o Individual Ontarians are making efforts to reduce their emissions, but governments 
and organisations need to take more bold and immediate action 

• Ontario might be performing better on the Environment than the Canadian average, but 
there has still been a decline over the years and that is no cause for celebration 
 

Where have all the good times gone? Less time for Leisure and Culture (-5.9%)  
 

• In Canada and Ontario, attendance at, volunteer time in, and household spending on 
Leisure and Culture hit 17-year lows.   

• The negative trend merits attention: 

o Time and money spent on Leisure and Culture has been something that people 
protect even in harder times, so the recent downward trend is worrisome 

o Declines are seen for all income levels, which indicates the decline is not simply 
recession belt-tightening and reduced access to opportunities for leisure. It also 
reflects how people are caught in a time crunch and how they are forfeiting the things 
that define who they are and what enriches their lives 

o Shifts in participation in Leisure and Culture can also have an impact other domains 
like Community Vitality because of reduced engagement with others 

 

Still caught in the time-crunch (+1.1%) 
 

• One in five Ontarians is feeling caught in a “time crunch”: 

o Even though Ontarians today have more flexible work options and fewer people are 
working more than 50 hours each week, the number of Ontarians caught in a time 
crunch has shown little change due in part to the longest commutes in the country 
and more unpaid time spent caring for an ageing population 

o The time crunch is a consistent trend nationally (+1.2%) and across the domains – 
people have less time for friends, more unpaid time spent caring for seniors or 
others, and less time for leisure and culture 

o Women, in particular, are caught in a double shift of working for pay and spending 
more time taking care of others 
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Ontarians are feeling acute economic anxiety (Living Standards up 6.5% compared to a 
14.3% increase nationally)  
 

• Unlike GDP, Living Standards in Ontario have not shown signs of recovering post-
recession 

• Many Ontarians are feeling vulnerable and are struggling with wildly fluctuating Living 
Standards that lag far behind the rest of Canada: 

o While the overall Living Standards of Canadians rose by 14.3% since 1994, 
Ontarians saw their gains plummet in just three years from almost 30% in 2007 to 
6.5% in 2010 

o The decline in economic security in Ontario has been almost twice as severe as in 
the rest of Canada (down by 27.1% in Ontario and down by 13.9% nationally) 

o The 6.4% increase in the Living Standards domain masks a growing income gap and 
economic insecurity, more volatility in long-term unemployment, and lower 
employment quality 

o Together with high debt levels, more and more people are feeling “on the brink” 

• Two bright spots for Ontario’s Living Standards are a reduction in poverty rates and 
higher median incomes, although both trail the rest of Canada. While progress in these 
areas is encouraging, it is dampened by other economic concerns 
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Canadian Comparisons 
While Ontario and Canada have similar overall results, their paths have been very different.  

Trends are very similar in Education, Healthy Populations, and Time Use 
 

• Ontario and Canada saw almost identical gains in Education (36.0% and 36.2%) and 
very similar gains in Healthy Populations (5.6% and 6.1% respectively) 

• In both Ontario and Canada, the Time Use domain has only improved by 1.1% and 
1.2%, which reflects a chronic time crunch 

Ontario leads in Community Vitality 
 

• Ontario leads the country in Community Vitality – 5% higher at 15.4% (10.3% nationally) 
– evidence that we pull together in hard times  

A dubious distinction for doing “less poorly” on the Environment and in Leisure and 
Culture  
 

• Even though Ontario’s 1.9% decline in the Environment domain is still four times better 
than Canada’s dismal drop of 7.9%, it is not a result to celebrate 

• There is also little to celebrate when the decline in Leisure and Culture (down by 5.9%) 
in Ontario is a better performance than the national average of (down by 7.8%).    

Ontario lags in Democratic Engagement and Living Standards 
 

• Democratic Engagement is four times weaker in Ontario than the national average (up 
by 1.7% versus 7.0% in Canada) 

• Ontario made less than half the gains in Living Standards as the rest of Canada (6.5% 
versus 14.3%). What’s worse, Ontario’s Living Standards fell by almost 23% in three 
years (from 29.2% in 2007 to 6.5% in 2010) 

 

Call to Action 
 

• We need policy makers to put wellbeing at the heart of public policy and to recognise 
that a lift in one domain benefits other domains 

• We need policy makers and people to look at issues from a high-level, systems 
perspective 

• We can look at the community as a key starting point for action on all domains, 
especially for those where collective engagement benefits individuals, communities, and 
society overall 

• We need consistent, ongoing data collection of valid indicators at the national and 
provincial levels to help us create better policy and to track our progress 

• All Ontarians can play a role in their homes, schools, workplaces, and communities to 
enhance wellbeing 
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Other observations… 
Our ageing population 
 

• It’s no secret that Ontarians are living longer. While this report cannot provide a full 
picture of wellbeing for seniors, we are seeing: 

o Engagement by seniors in active leisure pursuits and volunteering remains 
unchanged over the 17-year period 

o Four out of ten seniors are volunteering  

o An increased amount of time spent volunteering in Leisure and Culture – the only 
age group to do so; but 

o Lower participation in daily physical activity lasting at least 15 minutes 

• Although seniors are generally healthier and more financially secure than in generations 
past, one out five women is providing unpaid care to older adults. This has implications 
for Time Use and many other domains – increasingly so as the population ages. 

• We need to look at intergenerational patterns when we think about solutions  

Women doing double duty 
 

• We are seeing more severe time pressure on women in Ontario. They are more apt to 
provide unpaid care to someone living alone, spend more unpaid time caring for seniors, 
and have less time with friends, volunteering, or engaged in leisure and culture. These 
trends are often accompanied by full-time work 

 
 
 

Data Limitations (responsive only) 
 
Of the 64 indicators that make up the CIW, 12 were not available provincially. Hardest hit was 
the Environment domain, where only two of the eight indicators could be tracked for Ontario. 
The Education domain is based on four of its eight indicators. Healthy Populations and Living 
Standards each lost one indicator. 

When indicators were not available, the composite scores for each domain of the national index 
were re-calculated using just those indicators available for the province to ensure valid 
comparisons.  
 
The CIW is a very solid index relying on 17-years of data, over 1,300 data points from over 130 
sources. 
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