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“Beyond GDP” 

The Easterlin Paradox

A prevailing belief has been that, as a country’s GDP increases so too does the 
quality of life of its citizens.

GDP = [ private consumption + gross investment + government spending + (exports - imports) ]
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“Beyond GDP” – National and international initiatives

International
OECD’S Better Life Index
Human Development Index (HDI)
World Happiness Report
Social Progress Index

National
Bhutan – Gross National Happiness Index
New Zealand – Wellbeing Budget (Treasury)
Scotland – National Performance Framework
Iceland – Indicators for Measuring Well-being
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Similar to many international and national initiatives, 
the CIW emerged in response to the pre-occupation

with GDP as a measure of not just economic 
progress, but of social progress.

The CIW shifts the focus to our wellbeing – how are 
we really doing? – and reveals wellbeing inequities.

Unlike other initiatives, the CIW is based on the 
advice of Canadians –

what they feel contributes to the quality of their lives.
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CIW vision
To enable all Canadians to share 
in the highest wellbeing status by 
identifying, developing, and 
publicizing statistical measures 
that offer clear, valid and regular 
reporting on progress toward 
wellbeing goals and outcomes 
Canadians seek as a nation.

Rooted in Canadian values

to reduce inequities
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Canadians
Officials Experts

Focus groups with Canadians to identify domains…
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?
?

Research teams develop concepts and identify indicators…
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Essential:
o Conceptual fit to domain
o Clear contributor to or detractor from wellbeing
o Validity and reliability
o Gathered regularly and consistently over time
o Complete or (reasonably complete) coverage of geography
o Comparable across different jurisdictions and groups
o Desirable: (1) objective/subjective indicators, and (2) positive and negative indicators

Data challenges:
Availability of valid and reliable data sources  economic data are abundant and 

gathered more regularly

Indicator selection criteria
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Framework

Measures

Domains

Indicators

Canadian Index of Wellbeing

Education

Healthy 
Populations

Community 
Vitality Environment

Living 
Standards

Leisure and 
Culture

Democratic 
Engagement

Time Use

Safety

Crime Severity IndexPerception of safety in neighbourhood

Dimensions

Community Vitality

Attitudes towards Others 
and Community

Social Support

Social Engagement

Community Safety

Social Norms and ValuesSocial Relationships



UNIVERSITY OF WATERLOOFaculty of HealthCanadian Index of Wellbeing

Dimension

Measure
Indicator



UNIVERSITY OF WATERLOOFaculty of HealthCanadian Index of Wellbeing



UNIVERSITY OF WATERLOOFaculty of HealthCanadian Index of Wellbeing

Gap is widening…

How are Canadians really doing?
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Trends in domains of wellbeing…
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Pct. poverty

Income gap Housing affordability

Selected indicators for Living Standards
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Expenditures

Arts and culture

Social leisure

Selected indicators for Leisure and Culture
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We have tried to
measure what matters…

Now we must
make measures matter
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Average = 7.68

The average level of life 
satisfaction for residents is 
7.68 on this 10-point scale, 
which is fairly typical. 19.2%

Wellbeing and inequality
Most research has focused on average levels of wellbeing for entire populations 
or different groups of people or geographic areas and how overall wellbeing is 
associated with a variety factors that are considered to be influential

But not everyone shares that 
relatively high level of life 
satisfaction – almost 1 in 5 
people (19.2%) are below 
average and over 10% are 
well below average.
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CIW Community Wellbeing Survey
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Cape Breton RM
n = 2,068

Halifax RM
n = 4,634

Strait Area
n = 512

Colchester
n = 868

Cumberland
n = 607

Antigonish-Guysborough
n = 861

Southwest Nova
n = 791

Annapolis Valley-Hants
n = 929

Lunenburg-Queens
n = 787

Pictou
n = 756

Nova Scotia Regions
Total sample = 12,826a

a 13 respondents could not be assigned to a region

Notes:

Over 80,000 households 
invited to participate

Final sample of 12,826 
residents represents a 
16% response rate

Data weighted by sex, 
age, and region to better 
represent province

Nova Scotia Quality of Life Survey
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Characteristics of 
Nova Scotia 
residents with 
above average 
and below
average wellbeing

ABOVE average wellbeing BELOW average wellbeing
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Critical issues for selected groups

Social 
isolation

Sense of 
community

Feelings of 
trust

Experience of 
discrimination Poverty Health

 Men

 Single

 Younger

 Low 
income

 Single 
parents

 Adults 
sharing 
accommo-
dation

 Men

 Single

 Younger

 Low 
income

 Adults 
living alone

 Adults 
sharing 
accommo-
dation

 Men

 Single

 Younger

 Low 
income

 Adults 
living alone

 Adults 
sharing 
accommo-
dation

 Women

 Single

 Younger

 Low 
income

 Single 
parents

 Couples 
with 
children

 Women

 Single

 Younger

 Low 
income

 Single 
parents

 Women

 Single

 Younger

 Low 
income

 Single 
parents

 Adults 
sharing 
accommo-
dation

 Adults 
living alone

Interconnections of critical issues faced by selected groups
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AGEINCOME
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Self-Reported Mental Health Self-Reported Mental Health

Self-reported mental health and wellbeing…
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“… place wellbeing at the centre 
of policy development.” 

For positive social change…
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Source: Finance Canada. (2021). Measuring what matters: Toward a quality of life strategy for Canada. Ottawa: Department of Finance Canada. Available here.

Canada’s Quality of Life Framework

https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/services/publications/measuring-what-matters-toward-quality-life-strategy-canada.html#Toc61968298
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Mapping the CIW indicators to UN’s SDGs…
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Mapping the CIW indicators to UN’s SDGs…
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Oxford County Community Sustainability Plan
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Democratic 
Engagement

Community 
Vitality

Healthy 
Populations

Living 
Standards

Time Use

Education

Environment

Leisure 
and 

Culture

Which domains are most critical to community wellbeing?
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@ciwnetwork #wellbeing
www.ciw.ca

Bryan Smale, Ph.D.
Director, Canadian Index of Wellbeing

University of Waterloo
smale@uwaterloo.ca
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