




Figure 1 

Canadian Index of Wellbeing (CIW) 

CIW Composite Index 

64 Indicators consolidated 

into a single CIW average 

Guelph, Ontario was the first com­

munity to use the CIW model in 2012. 

The city was looking for an integrated 

approach to infonn sustainability goals, to 

explore social detenninants of health, and 

to identify upstream solutions. As in any 

community, officials could see that despite 

significant costs and multiple system inter­

ventions, outcomes were sometimes poor 

- especially among people who are most

vulnerable. They sought an approach that

could identify important leverage points to

allow them to focus on the root causes of

critical social issues.

Measuring Local Behaviours 
and Perspectives 

While perhaps better known for their 

national and provincial wellbeing indicator 

reports, the CIW also offers a customized 
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Community Wellbeing Survey that is ex­

ecuted in less than one year and has two 

components. The first is a valid, represen­

tative survey of the local population that 

captures residents' perspectives and behav­

iours for each of the eight domains. For 

example, while the environment domain 

for the national index captures high-level 

data like greenhouse gas emissions, ground 

level ozone, and available fannland, the 

community survey asks people about their 

impressions of available greenspace and 

traffic congestion, whether they recycle, 

and whether they walk, bike, or take public 

transit. 

"Compiling all that infonnation gives 

a fairly clear snapshot of residents' well­

being across all eight domains. You can 

easily see where residents themselves 

have identified what's going well and 
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what's not going so well," explains CIW 

director Bryan Smale. 

After the community survey is com­

pleted, the CIW works closely with a col­

laborative of municipal and community 

organizations to identify specific issues of 

local concern and themes surfacing from 

the survey data that need further explora­

tion. A second, customized report then 

provides deeper insight. 

In 2013, the City of Kingston, Ontario 

chose to explore civic engagement as seg­

mented by age, income, and geographic 

area. In 2014, Wood Buffalo, Alberta 

focused on sense of belonging to the lo­

cal community, residency, and household 

type. The Oxford County research delved 

into community engagement, accessibil­

ity, quality of work, health behaviours and 

perceptions, and environmental concerns, 

which were further segmented by house­

hold income, age, living arrangement, 

length of residency, and location. 

"It's important for us to partner with 

the municipality and community organiza­

tions because they'll understand the local 

context," says Smale. "We don't come in 

as experts to tell them what they need. We 

help them work through the infonnation 

to address some of those issues and chal­

lenges that are central there and work with 

them to identify levers in the system." 

Providing New Insights 

Gathering rich social and environ­

mental data provides a fuller and more 

integrated picture of the true state of the 

community. For instance, when resi­

dents are asked to predict which factors 

make the biggest contribution to indi­

vidual and community wellbeing, they 

typically identify living standards and 

healthy populations. However, the three 

domains that make the most significant 

contribution to quality of life are com­

munity vitality, leisure and culture, and 

time use. "That doesn't mean the other 

domains are not making a significant 

contribution; rather, those three domains 

rise above the others in their impor­

tance," says Smale. 

In short, the surveys and reports pro­

vide a richer understanding of the factors 

that contribute to quality of life, the im­

portance of and the connections between 

them. "It's a matter of understanding 

that if we do X, we could affect A, B, 



'' 
Rich data and analysis are only part of the 
equation. Real change happens through 

awareness, discussion, engagement, 
and broad community mobilization. '' 

and C," says Crockett. "The data set we 

have now helps us understand those cor­

relations. We have a lot of work to do 

to be able to see how that plays out in 

the community, but it's certainly a great 

starting point." In his community, these 

deeper insights brought to light specific 

vulnerabilities for people who live alone, 

stressors for people living with young 

children, and the income threshold that 

triggered a substantial difference in qual­

ity of life. Crockett explains, "It takes 

more than being out of poverty to have 

opportunities for a higher quality of life." 

Leveraging Community 
Resources 

Rich data and analysis are only part 

of the equation. Real change happens 

through awareness, discussion, engage­

ment, and broad community mobiliza­

tion. When 90 percent of survey respon­

dents in Oxford County say they have 

a personal responsibility to help protect 

the natural environment, it shows they 

care about where they live and under­

stand the impact the natural environ­

ment can have on their wellbeing. 

While the conversation linking wellbe­

ing and sustainability is just beginning, 

it will generate ongoing support for the 

sustainability plan and buy-in for ongo­

ing tracking, reporting, monitoring, and 

evolution of the plan over time. Now, 

community leaders and organizations 

are identifying what they want to do and 

when, what are the best leverage points, 

who will lead each initiative, and how 

they will tackle challenges. For the 

future, the intent is to conduct local sur­

veys in national census years to allow 

comparisons with other communities 

and to national survey data. 

This shift to early and deep grass­

roots engagement and action is a criti­

cal element of long-term, successful 

outcomes. With declining budgets and 

ever greater needs, it has never been 

more important for municipalities to 

maximize resources, to understand resi­

dents' priorities, and to engage them in 

creative solutions and collective impact. 

This represents a significant evolution 

from the top-down, siloed, industrial 

age municipal model to a people-cen­

tred model that uses wellbeing as the 

lens for decision making. MW 
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