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Preface
This report presents the findings of a collaborative research project between The
Conference Board of Canada and DIALOG to develop a framework for defining
and evaluating the built environment’s contributions to community wellbeing. The
Framework was conceptualized based on the definition of community wellbeing,
which encompasses the essential domains related to the social, economic,
environmental, cultural, and political conditions identified by individuals and
their communities as essential for them to flourish and fulfill their potential. The
Framework is meant to be a guide for understanding the relationship between the
physical environment and the wellbeing of people and natural systems.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Community Wellbeing:
A Framework for the
Design Professions
At a Glance

• This report presents the findings of a collaborative research project between The
Conference Board of Canada and DIALOG to develop a framework for defining
and evaluating the built environment’s contributions to community wellbeing.

• The Framework was conceptualized based on the definition of community

wellbeing, which encompasses the essential domains related to the social,
economic, environmental, cultural, and political conditions needed for people
and their communities to reach their potential.

Find Conference Board research at www.e-library.ca.
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There has been growing interest among
governments, urban planners, designers, and
other stakeholders in the design decisions that
foster health, vitality, and wellbeing.1 Indeed,
the design of our built environment impacts our
health and wellbeing, with potentially long-term
consequences on quality of life. As described
by Dr. Theresa Tam, Chief Public Health Officer
of Canada, “Without being aware of it, our
neighbourhoods and how they are built influence
how healthy we are.”2
Importantly, changing our built environment has tremendous potential
for helping Canadians live healthier lives. Certainly, context impacts an
individual’s behaviour, which in turn affects their health and wellbeing.3
In the context of the built environment, the design of spaces and places
can be used to promote better or healthier choices and constrain
undesirable behaviours.
This report presents the findings of a collaboration between The
Conference Board of Canada and DIALOG, a fully integrated
multidisciplinary design firm, to contribute to efforts directed at promoting
community wellbeing. DIALOG partnered with the Conference Board on
a research initiative to develop a framework for defining and evaluating
the built environment’s contributions to community wellbeing, as well as
to demonstrate to their clients that investments in wellbeing are beneficial
for everyone.
The research included a literature review, key informant interviews, and
case studies. The development of the Framework included research
on a definition of community wellbeing. The definition that forms the
foundation for the Framework identifies the essential dimensions, or
1

The “term “wellbeing” can also be hyphenated (well-being), but in our research we have chosen to
use the unhyphenated version to emphasize that the two terms are joint and integrated rather than
fragmented. This is also consistent with our holistic view of community wellbeing.

2

Public Health Agency of Canada, The Chief Public Health Officer’s Report on the State of Public
Health in Canada 2017.

3

Thaler and Sustein, Nudge.

Find Conference Board research at www.e-library.ca.
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domains, of community wellbeing: “the combination of social, economic,

The Framework
is unique in its
emphasis on
examining the
impact of the
design of physical
environments on
the wellbeing of
individuals and
communities.

environmental, cultural, and political conditions identified by individuals
and their communities as essential for them to flourish and fulfill
their potential.”4
These five domains form the structure of the Framework and guided the
selection of community wellbeing indicators. In addition to identifying
the domains of wellbeing, the definition integrates the concept of selfdetermination, leaving its application adaptable to specific contexts,
as defined by project users, and to different spatial scales—a city, a
neighbourhood, or a building. While these aspects are unique features
of the Framework, they also had implications for the research decisions.
Most importantly, they implied that the Framework would not be a
closed system for evaluation, but rather an open-ended guide for
decision-making. This is an important distinction that not only informed
the selection of metrics for gauging different project design features in
relation to respective wellbeing indicators, but also sets this Framework
apart from others. The Framework is also unique in its emphasis on
examining the impact of the design of physical environments—the
subject matter of urban planners, architects, landscape architects,
interior designers, and engineers—on the wellbeing of individuals
and communities.
The Framework is intended as a guide for built environment design
professionals and the communities they work with to promote a holistic
approach for design; provide easy-to-use approaches for examining
how design features can contribute to community wellbeing; facilitate
decision-making around design options; and enable the ongoing life of
a project to continue to contribute to the wellbeing of the community. It
is meant to be sustainable and straightforward to implement, and seeks
to be flexible and accommodating to varying degrees of data, resources,
and time availability.
Future research will further refine the Framework and improve its
robustness, applicability, and meaningfulness to a broad range of
applications and stakeholders. (See Exhibit 1.) Next steps will involve

4

Wiseman and Brasher, “Community Wellbeing in an Unwell World,” 358.
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pilot-testing the Framework on several projects in various stages of
planning and completion, and collecting additional project data to inform
benchmarking and precedents.
We also seek to gain insights into how the Framework could more
directly address issues of accessibility and mental health needs of
individuals and communities, as well as respond to cultural preference
and appropriateness. We will seek to glean such insights from
broader engagement with users representing various backgrounds
and perspectives.

Exhibit 1
Community Wellbeing Wheel

Source: DIALOG.

Find Conference Board research at www.e-library.ca.
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CHAPTER 1

Designing for Community
Wellbeing
Chapter Summary

• A wellbeing approach conveys a holistic way of understanding societal progress.
It also integrates the success and fulfillment of people with the health of
natural systems.

• As the physical environment—buildings (interiors and exteriors), natural systems

and their relationship with built forms, roads and streets, neighbourhoods, and
communities—is the platform for everyday life, its design plays an important role
in supporting community wellbeing.

• Based on a comprehensive review of literature, this chapter outlines the complex
nature of wellbeing. Examination of wellbeing initiatives at various spatial
scales confirms that the physical built environment is increasingly seen as a
mechanism for improving public health and wellbeing.

Find Conference Board research at www.e-library.ca.
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This research is founded on the idea that the
design of our built environment impacts our
health and wellbeing,1 with potentially long-term
consequences on quality of life. As described
by Dr. Theresa Tam, Chief Public Health Officer
of Canada, “Without being aware of it, our
neighbourhoods and how they are built influence
how healthy we are.”2 Importantly, changing
the built environment is recognized as having
tremendous potential for helping Canadians live
healthier lives.
The 2008 publication by Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein, Nudge:
Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth, and Happiness, was
persuasive in demonstrating that behaviour can be strongly influenced
by context.3 People can be nudged into making more desirable decisions
through different presentations of choices, including through choice
architecture. In the context of the built environment, design can be used
to promote better or healthier choices and/or constrain undesirable
behaviours. There has been growing interest among governments, urban
planners, designers, public health units, and other stakeholders in the
design decisions that foster health, vitality, and wellbeing.
At a national level, initiatives such as The Chief Public Health Officer’s
Report on the State of Public Health in Canada 2017,4 Healthy
Communities Practice Guide by the Canadian Institute of Planners (CIP)5
and related initiatives, “Canada Walks”6 by Green Communities Canada,
Healthy Canada by Design7 by the Coalition Linking Action and Science
1

The “term “wellbeing” can also be hyphenated (well-being), but in our research we have chosen to
use the unhyphenated version to emphasize that the two terms are joint and integrated rather than
fragmented. This is also consistent with our holistic view of community wellbeing.

2

Public Health Agency of Canada, The Chief Public Health Officer’s Report on the State of Public
Health in Canada 2017.

3

Thaler and Sunstein, Nudge.

4

Public Health Agency of Canada, The Chief Public Health Officer’s Report on the State of Public
Health in Canada 2017.

5

Canadian Institute of Planners, Healthy Communities Practice Guide.

6

Green Communities Canada, “Canada Walks.”

7

Healthy Canada by Design, Healthy Canada by Design CLASP Initiative.

Find Conference Board research at www.e-library.ca.
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for Prevention (CLASP) (among others) have brought the implications of

The World Health
Organization’s
European Healthy
Cities Network has
drawn attention
to the role of
architecture,
urban design,
and planning in
supporting health
and wellbeing.

the built environment on community health and wellbeing to the forefront
of policy and planning agendas. Initiatives at the municipal level are also
emerging in Canada. For example, the Region of Peel has developed the
Healthy Development Assessment tool to help planning and development
stakeholders assess the degree to which development proposals
integrate design standards that are essential to healthy communities.8
Similarly, the World Health Organization’s (WHO) European Healthy
Cities Network has drawn attention to the role of architecture, urban
design, and planning in supporting health and wellbeing.9

Goals and Objectives
For the design profession, defining and evaluating the impacts of built
environment design on community wellbeing, while demonstrating to
their clients that investments in wellbeing are beneficial for everyone,
presents both opportunity and challenges. The purpose of this research
was to develop a practical tool for guiding and evaluating project design
decisions in support of enhancing community wellbeing as well as for
demonstrating the broader value of corresponding investments. The
tool would need to be of practical relevance to the design profession
at large, including architecture, interior design, urban planning, urban
design, landscape architecture, and engineering (structural, mechanical,
and electrical) as well as the stakeholders and communities they work
with. It would need to be an easy-to-use, reliable, and valid reference
tool for evaluating the contribution of different project design features to
community wellbeing and for guiding project design decisions, including
ongoing maintenance and operations. Accordingly, the goal of this joint
research initiative was to create an evidence-based framework that
would serve to define community wellbeing and to explain how project
design decisions can impact community wellbeing.
With this goal in mind, the main research objective was to develop a
community wellbeing framework that would be of practical relevance
8	Region of Peel, Healthy Development Assessment User Guide.
9

For example, see World Health Organization, National Healthy Cities Networks in the WHO
European Region.

Find Conference Board research at www.e-library.ca.
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to the design professions, and applicable to the full spectrum of built
environment design projects and all aspects of design practice. Subobjectives included the following:
• to identify a definition of community wellbeing that accurately reflects its

multi-faceted nature and that depicts the domains of wellbeing that can
be positively influenced by built environment design features
• to identify valid and reliable indicators for each of the wellbeing domains

that are meaningful to design professions
• to identify valid and reliable metrics for assessing design features—ones

that map onto the identified indicators, are relevant across project scales,
and are easily measured (i.e., data/information are readily accessible
and/or measurement is feasible)

Research Approach
Development of the new community wellbeing framework has been
and continues to be a collaboration between The Conference Board
of Canada, an independent, evidence-based, applied research
organization, and DIALOG, a fully integrated multidisciplinary design
firm with offices across Canada and the United States.10 DIALOG has
a strong vision of enhancing community wellbeing through design; it
views the concept of community wellbeing holistically, recognizing that it
comprises physical, mental, spiritual, and socio-economic elements. The
Conference Board is dedicated to building a better future for Canadians
through impactful research and insights. Accordingly, the present
research has been guided by a holistic approach to built environment
project design, to inform the development of a framework that would be
representative of a broad range of project design considerations and
perspectives, including those of designers, clients, stakeholders, subconsultants, political and community leaders, and the public at large.
The research built on existing literature and frameworks in the field
to advance the contribution of the design profession to community

10

DIALOG is a design firm that provides several related services, including urban design and planning;
architecture, structural, mechanical, and electrical engineering; interior design; landscape architecture;
and sustainability. See http://www.dialogdesign.ca.

Find Conference Board research at www.e-library.ca.
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wellbeing. The development of the new Community Wellbeing
Framework (Framework) was informed by a comprehensive literature
review, key informant interviews, consultations with experts in the field
of wellness and design, case studies and guidance from DIALOG’s
Steering Committee. There are different philosophies around how
the methodology for this type of research should be structured. A
qualitative research design that is defined by exploratory, descriptive,
and explanatory research methodologies was deemed most appropriate
for gathering and synthesizing evidence to inform the development
of a framework around a concept that is itself subjective and of
qualitative nature.
This design is consistent with the scientific research philosophy and
practice commonly applied in the social sciences, where qualitative
research is used to gain an understanding of underlying reasons,
opinions, and motivations. Qualitative data collection methods also rely
on specific data collection and analysis techniques beyond those used
to quantify a problem by collecting measurable data and generating
numerical data or data that can be transformed into statistics. Rather,
qualitative research represents a scientific method that is used to gain
insight into issues of interest, reveal trends, explore the depth and
complexity inherent to the subject under study, and develop a structural
explanation of findings.
Therefore, the qualitative research methodology was best suited for
guiding the development of a framework that would serve to delineate
community wellbeing for the design profession. It guided the collection
and analysis of perspectives from different stakeholders and provided
a comprehensive understanding of the various interests and pertinent
considerations relevant to designing for community wellbeing. Qualitative
research methods are also frequently used to help develop ideas or
hypotheses for potential quantitative research; the outcomes generated
may, therefore, also be useful in this regard for the next phase of
this work. Also, a common feature of qualitative research is that it is
interactive and entails an iterative process, in that it aims to create
understanding from data as data collection and analysis proceed.

Find Conference Board research at www.e-library.ca.
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The process used to develop the Framework was iterative—new data
collected from one method were both verified with and informed by how
data were collected using another method. For example, a literature
review was used to examine and build on existing frameworks in the
field of community wellbeing and to identify definitions of the concept.
A short list of definitions was then vetted with experts in the field and
with community design stakeholders, and a definition upon which the
Framework was structured was selected by consensus.
The conceptual framework that outlined the key elements of the
Framework was then tested through application to three different built
projects designed by DIALOG (case studies). Similarly, selection of
indicators and metrics was informed by the literature review and through
consultations with experts and design professionals; their practical
relevance and usability were examined through case studies. Findings
and insights gained through the case studies were then used to
further refine the descriptions of indicators, as well as to refine, modify,
remove, or add metrics. The entire process was overseen by DIALOG’s
Steering Committee. A detailed description of the underlying research
methodology is available in Appendix B.

Framework Development
The development of the Framework was guided by three
main hypotheses:
1. the wellbeing of communities can be meaningfully improved through

improvements to the quality and character of their built environment
(i.e., cities, neighbourhoods, sites, buildings, landscapes, and building
interiors), which is to a large extent dependent on design decisions;
2. the Framework will facilitate a better understanding and measurement

of the relationship between the wellbeing of communities and built
environment design features;
3. the work of design professions can be meaningfully informed by a

framework and associated methodology that defines and focuses on
community wellbeing.

Find Conference Board research at www.e-library.ca.
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The Framework was developed through an iterative process. Its structure
was informed by the definition identified through the literature review,
validated through key informant interviews, and adopted by DIALOG’s
Steering Committee. The indicators for each wellbeing domain and
their respective design features, or metrics, were developed and
validated through a process that entailed a systematic literature review,
interviews with various stakeholders, case study applications, and
Steering Committee feedback. Importantly, the process through which
the indicators and metrics were adjusted and/or modified was iterative.
The methodology underlying the development of the Framework, its
indicators, and metrics is described in detail in Appendix B.
The iterative process through which the Framework was developed is
central to DIALOG’s approach to engagement:
The process is iterative. It is a living and ongoing thing. We are
talking to stakeholders and we learn what is and is not working,
and then we adjust the process. Think of a Venn diagram where
two triangles converge. We start wide and then narrow around a
solution, then the process can broaden out. We can expand as
we build support and momentum. It is always different, always
contextually specific, and highly customized.11
Accordingly, the Framework does not focus on quantifying project
design features and recognizes that the mix of engagement tools and
opportunities will vary from one project to another, and over time. The
iterative process of developing the Framework was defined by three
main stages: the development of the conceptual framework; indicator
selection; and metric selection.

Stage 1: Conceptual Framework Development
The first stage of the Framework development process involved
establishing a conceptual framework that would provide a structure
around a cohesive set of concepts, theories, and definitions related
to community wellbeing. This is a critical first step as it guides the
11

Interview with DIALOG principal, August 3, 2017.

Find Conference Board research at www.e-library.ca.
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collection of indicators and determines what is evaluated.12 The

The Framework
portrays a holistic
approach, using
a broad, inclusive
definition that
incorporates
social, economic,
environmental,
cultural, and
political elements
of wellbeing to
form its organizing
structure.

definition of community wellbeing and the research methodology were
intently focused on developing a framework that would assist planners,
architects, engineers, and designers in contemplating project design
contributions to community wellbeing and making decisions around built
environment design.
Developing the conceptual framework involved a balance of top-down
and bottom-up research approaches: a literature review was used
to inform the conceptual framework (top-down), and the definition of
wellbeing was tested with external stakeholders through the interview
process and numerous consultations with DIALOG and its Steering
Committee (bottom-up). Feedback from early presentations on the
Framework at a design conference (October 2017) and at several
DIALOG events with internal and external stakeholders served to further
refine and validate the conceptual framework.
The Framework portrays a holistic approach, using a broad, inclusive
definition that incorporates social, economic, environmental, cultural,
and political elements of wellbeing to form its organizing structure.13 As
such, the definition determined the five core domains of the Framework
(interior concentric circle) that guided the selection of indicators.

Stage 2: Indicator Selection
The second stage of the Framework development involved the selection
of indicators. The selection of indicators was also the result of a
collaborative process between the Conference Board and DIALOG’s
Steering Committee. The literature review, insights from interviews, and
input from the Steering Committee provided the foundation for selecting
and framing the indicators to meet the study’s objectives. The following
principles of good practice for indicator selection were considered:
• evidence-based and documented significance to wellbeing (as per

the definition);

12

Canadian Index of Wellbeing, “Framework.”

13

Davern and others, “Best Practice Principles for Community Indicator Systems and a Case Study
Analysis,” 570.

Find Conference Board research at www.e-library.ca.
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• relevance to design (and the work of design professionals, as exemplified

by DIALOG);
• gaugeable at the appropriate level and scale (design projects) to

enable comparisons;
• specific and quantifiable;
• data availability and replicability.

A longer list of indicators was narrowed down to a short list of 18. This
process was facilitated by focusing on those indicators that met all or
most of the above-cited criteria.

Stage 3: Metric Selection
The process of metric selection was the most involved and iterative
of the three processes. In addition to following the principles of good
practice outlined above, the metrics had to be relevant to all types of
projects—completed projects as well as those at the front end of the
design process. And in the case of the political domain, metrics had to
account for the process itself (in addition to design features).
Our initial long list of metrics was well over 120, and they were mostly
qualitative. Over time, a short list of 48 was created, with a greater mix of
qualitative and quantitative metrics. Some metrics, such as those in the
political domain, remain more qualitative; this is consistent with what was
observed in other frameworks on health and wellbeing. The selection of
the final set of metrics was a gradual process that consisted of further,
more targeted literature reviews; interviews with experts; consultations
related to case applications; and ongoing discussions with DIALOG and
its Steering Committee.

Stage 4: Case Studies
Following development, the initial Framework was applied to three of
DIALOG’s completed design projects. DIALOG’s projects were selected
given the availability of project information and participants. The
Conference Board and DIALOG’s Steering Committee had numerous
early conversations to determine selection criteria for which projects
were best suited for evaluation—that is, for application of the Framework.

Find Conference Board research at www.e-library.ca.
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Interviews with DIALOG staff were also helpful in determining which
three projects would be used as case studies. The Framework’s
application to the cases (i.e., case studies) was completed in stages to
allow for an iterative process for refining the Framework.
The Framework was first applied to the Durham Regional Police
Complex. This provided insights for refining the indicators and metrics
of the Framework. After incorporating Steering Committee feedback
from the first case, the Framework was applied to the Kahanoff Centre/
Decidedly Jazz Danceworks project in Calgary and to The Banks
project in Saskatoon. As part of the case studies, Conference Board
researchers completed semi-structured interviews with project designers,
managers, municipal staff, and end users, and conducted site visits to
each of the three projects. The site visits also enabled guided tours of
the projects and the surrounding area; additional interviews with related
stakeholders; photography of selected building and design features
specified by the Framework; and additional data collection relevant to the
evaluation process.

Stage 5: Peer Review
A complete draft of the report, including all appendices, underwent
internal and external peer review. Internally, the draft report was
reviewed by members of DIALOG’s Steering Committee and staff and
by a senior researcher at The Conference Board of Canada. External
peer reviewers included researchers from the Center for Interdisciplinary
Research in Rehabilitation and Social Integration (CIRRIS); senior policy
analysts from the Public Health Agency of Canada; and members of
the Design Industry Advisory Committee (DIAC), a not-for-profit, crossdisciplinary design think tank and research group.

Stage 6: Final Report
Feedback from the peer review process was incorporated into the
preparation of a final report. One structural suggestion made by the
reviewers was that some sections of the full report be separated out into
the appendices, to facilitate a more focused read of the core content of
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the Framework and its application. Accordingly, the following sections

Wellbeing can
be thought of as
consistent with
good urbanism and
with good planning.

have been included in the Community Wellbeing Framework appendices:
• Appendix A: Glossary
• Appendix B: Methodological Approach
• Appendix C: Extended Literature Review
• Appendix D: Return on Investment Tables
• Appendix E: Bibliography

Defining Community Wellbeing
Wellbeing is a broad concept with specific applications across spatial
and cultural contexts. While much has been written about wellbeing
over the last few decades, there is no single, agreed-upon definition
for this term.14 Health is a concept that is closely related to wellbeing.
According to WHO, for example, health in its broader sense can be
defined as “a state of complete physical, mental, and social wellbeing
and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.”15 The term “livability”
is more concretely related to community wellbeing and is relevant to
the design professions. Livability “reflects the wellbeing of a community
and comprises the many characteristics that make a location a place
where people want to live now and in the future.”16 A livable place is
characterized as “safe, attractive, socially cohesive and inclusive, and
environmentally sustainable; with affordable and diverse housing linked
to employment, education, public open space, local shops, health
and community services, and leisure and cultural opportunities; via
convenient public transport, walking, and cycling infrastructure.”17 In this
sense, wellbeing can be thought of as consistent with good urbanism
and with good planning.

14

Diener and others, “Defining Well-Being”; Dodge and others, “The Challenge of Defining Wellbeing”;
Lee and Kim, Searching for the Meaning of Community Well-Being.

15

World Health Organization, ”Constitution of WHO: Principles.”

16	Victoria Competition and Efficiency Commission, A State of Liveability.
17

Lowe and others, Liveable, Healthy, Sustainable.
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Defining Wellbeing
The Canadian Index of Wellbeing (CIW) defines wellbeing as “[t]he presence of
the highest possible quality of life in its full breadth of expression focused on but
not necessarily exclusive to: good living standards, robust health, a sustainable
environment, vital communities, an educated populace, balanced time use, high
levels of democratic participation, and access to and participation in leisure
and culture.”18
The emphasis on quality of life in this definition raises important questions
about the meaning of this concept. WHO defines quality of life as “individuals’
perception of their position in life in the context of the culture and value
systems in which they live and in relation to their goals, expectations, standards
and concerns.”19
This is a broad concept that refers to physical and cognitive health,
independence, social relationships, relationships with one’s surroundings,
and beliefs.20
The use of wellbeing synonymously with other terms, such as quality of life
or happiness, has been critiqued by researchers who view this approach as
overlooking the multi-faceted nature of the construct.21 Some have argued that
new definitions put forward the need to better reflect the diversity inherent within
the term.22
Sources: Canadian Index of Wellbeing; World Health Organization; Foregeard and others; Gasper.

Indeed, wellbeing is a multi-faceted and multi-dimensional concept.
Based on traditional schools of thought, there are three main views
on wellbeing—one with a focus on happiness, life satisfaction, and
the attainment of pleasure; another that focuses on fulfillment of one’s
potential and living in accordance with one’s core values; and a third that
focuses exclusively on physical health. The three regularly recognized
dimensions of external influences on wellbeing are the material, which
18

Canadian Index of Wellbeing, How Are Canadians Really Doing?, 11.

19

World Health Organization, “WHOQOL,” 1.

20

Ibid.

21

Forgeard and others, “Doing the Right Thing.”

22

Gasper, “Understanding the Diversity of Conceptions of Well-Being and Quality of Life.”
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speaks to practical considerations (i.e., welfare, living standards); the

The individual
and community
experience of
wellbeing is
shaped by access
to resources
and exposure to
challenges.

relational, which refers to relationships and networks (i.e., with other
individuals, the state); and the subjective, which speaks to experiences,
concerns, and perceptions. These three dimensions are viewed as
interrelated and interdependent.
Wellbeing is also seen as a dynamic concept. The individual and
community experience of wellbeing is necessarily shaped by access
to resources, on the one hand, and exposure to challenges, on the
other. When one is exposed to overwhelming challenges or suffers
the loss of key resources, the result is imbalance and compromised
wellbeing.23 A framework can be used to capture this aspect of wellbeing
by analyzing built environment indicators for wellbeing within the context
of a community’s population characteristics and tracking them over time.
There is also an important spatial component to wellbeing, in that it can
vary according to the country, region, neighbourhood, or context in which
an individual lives, and can be viewed at different spatial scales, ranging
from smaller (i.e., neighbourhood, site, building, and building interiors) to
larger (i.e., municipal and national) project scales.
There are long-standing debates as to the meaning of wellbeing, and
new definitions continue to be put forward. Clarity around the definition
of terms is important for purposes of focusing research and forming the
organizing structure for the development of a framework. Recognizing
the multiplicity of related terms and concepts, a definition from the
public health literature was proposed by the Conference Board and
supported by DIALOG’s Steering Committee. It is a definition put forward
by researchers affiliated with the Community Indicators Victoria (CIV)
Project in Australia,24 and used by other academics.25 This definition of
community wellbeing is:
[T]he combination of social, economic, environmental, cultural, and
political conditions identified by individuals and their communities
as essential for them to flourish and fulfill their potential.26
23

Dodge and others, “The Challenge of Defining Wellbeing.”

24

Wiseman, Measuring Wellbeing, Engaging Communities.

25

Interview with community well-being academic, May 26, 2017.

26

Wiseman and Brasher, “Community Wellbeing in an Unwell World,” 358.

Find Conference Board research at www.e-library.ca.

13

For the exclusive use of Sophia Ali, sophiaal@familyservicetoronto.org, Family Service Toronto.
Community Wellbeing

A Framework for the Design Professions

This definition emphasizes the role of different spatial scales and
domains relevant to DIALOG’s work. Importantly, it also has an aspect
of self-determination, meaning that it leaves itself open to interpretation
and requires the active participation of communities to adapt it to
their specific context. Moreover, an interview conducted with one of
the academics affiliated with CIV for this project confirmed that this
definition and its framework have recently undergone a rigorous review
process and are still relevant.27 While DIALOG’s Steering Committee
and the Conference Board agreed that the chosen definition of
community wellbeing was the best suited to guide the development of
the Framework, interviews with external stakeholders from a variety
of professions and across disciplines were also used to validate it
and confirm that it resonates with a broad audience. Deciding on this
definition had ripple effects on the rest of the research and development
of the Framework. For one, it implied we would not establish a closed
evaluative system (which could be categorically benchmarked), but rather
an open-ended guide for decision-making (which could be benchmarked
only in relative terms).
The definition identifies five conditions of community wellbeing.
These conditions were used to define the core domains of community
wellbeing for the design profession and to structure the Framework.
Considered together, they reflect the holistic approach to promoting
community wellbeing that motivated this work. The five domains are
described below:

Social Domain
The social domain comprises the social conditions that enable
individuals and their communities to flourish and fulfill their potential.
It “reinforces the desire for a community to be built on mutual respect,
self-restraint and generosity of spirit, one that creates opportunities for
people to participate in community life and self-realization.”28 Wellbeing

27

Interview with community well-being academic, May 26, 2017.

28

Wiseman, Measuring Wellbeing, Engaging Communities, 40.
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can be improved by helping individuals become more socially connected
in their communities and enhancing their ability to participate in society.29

Environment Domain
The environment is defined as the “objective and perceived
characteristics of the physical context in which people spend their time
(e.g., home, neighbourhood, school), including aspects of urban design
(e.g., presence and structure of sidewalks), traffic density, distance to
and design of venues (e.g., offices, services, and parks),” and more.30
It also includes the healthy functioning of natural systems (e.g., the
indigenous ecology, air quality, climate adaptation, biodiversity, and
natural capital) and the relationship between them and features of the
built environment.
The physical space in which individuals and communities reside is
a fundamental component of any discussion on wellbeing. Its role in
either enabling or inhibiting the social, economic, cultural, and political
conditions of community wellbeing cannot be overstated. The definition
above can be separated into its constituent parts: constructed and
natural systems, and their interdependence—that is, the “physical
infrastructure and services that provide the spatial links or connectivity
among activities.”31 Additionally, the extent to which the functions of the
environment are resilient and able to adapt to change is important.

Economic Domain
While a leading economic measure is gross domestic product (GDP),
this is insufficient in measuring community wellbeing due to its narrow
focus on current output. While the economic domain recognizes the
importance of access to affordable support systems and work in
individual and community wellbeing (including work that takes place
inside or outside of the home), and the contribution it makes to local
economies, it acknowledges the connection between vibrant local

29

World Health Organization, Urban Green Space Interventions and Health.

30

Davison, Krahnstoever, and Lawson, “Do Attributes in the Physical Environment Influence Children’s
Physical Activity?,” 2.

31

Transportation Research Board, Does the Built Environment Influence Physical Activity?
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communities and vibrant local economies. As with others, understanding
of the economic domain requires a dimension of time, having regard for
the long-term cost/benefits of projects.

Cultural Domain
The cultural domain recognizes the role that arts, cultural, recreational,
and leisure activities have in wellbeing. These activities shape identity
at the community and individual level; they reflect contemporary social
issues and provide people with opportunities to express themselves
(alone or with others),32 Contexts that promote creativity, foster a
personal sense of belonging, and provide opportunities to play and learn
are important to individuals’ quality of life, health and wellbeing.

Political Domain
The political domain concerns the political conditions that enable people
to flourish and fulfill their potential.33 It is primarily concerned with
whether people have opportunities to contribute to their own wellbeing
and therefore emphasizes process through which people can shape
or influence their environment, such as collaboration (e.g., community
engagement in project decision-making, integration of community and
stakeholder perspectives). It includes aspects related to both the creation
of their built environment and its ongoing occupancy and operation.
The full Framework, with indicators and metrics, is presented in
Chapter 3.

32

Wiseman, Measuring Wellbeing, Engaging Communities.

33

Wiseman and Brasher, “Community Wellbeing in an Unwell World.”
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CHAPTER 2

Building a Business Case
in Support of Designing
for Wellbeing
Chapter Summary

• Examples of projects that demonstrate a business case for investing in designs
that promote community wellbeing are presented for five sectors: workplace;
academic; hospital; retail; and residential. For each sector, examples of
design features are used to support a business case for each of the five
Framework domains.

• Through investment in healthy design solutions, the full potential of spaces to

serve human development and wellbeing needs can be realized. See examples
of calculated returns on investment from designs that promote community
wellbeing in Appendix D.
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Why Is Community Wellbeing
Important From a Business
Perspective?
Even though we are living longer, we may not
necessarily be living better. Quality of life is
impacted by how and where we live, which can
contribute to negative health problems resulting
in pain, disability, and mental distress, to name
a few.
As highlighted in The Chief Public Health Officer’s Report on the State
of Public Health in Canada 2017: Designing Healthy Living,1 chronic
conditions (e.g., obesity) and diseases (e.g., diabetes, cancer, and
cardiovascular disease) linked to unhealthy living are increasing in
Canada but can be improved through changes to our built environment—
through design features that contribute to wellbeing.
Indeed, the design of built environments can be used to improve the
physical, emotional, and mental health and wellbeing of communities and
of the individuals therein by influencing lifestyle choices and behaviours,
such as tendencies to be physically active versus sedentary, accessing
healthy food, building and maintaining social relationships, relying on
active transport versus driving, and participating in recreational activity.
Built environment design features, such as connected streets; mix
of residential, commercial, educational, and employment areas; bike
paths; and good public transit, for example, promote physical activity
by supporting active transport. Similarly, green spaces, waterways,
walking paths, trails, and recreation facilities can promote recreational
physical activity. Easy access to healthier food options can promote
better diets and better health. Spaces for socialization and opportunities
for volunteering can support the creation of social structures that can
have a positive influence on mental health and loneliness, as well as
enhance a community’s resilience. The built environment also relates to

1

Public Health Agency of Canada, The Chief Public Health Officer’s Report on the State of Public
Health in Canada 2017.

Find Conference Board research at www.e-library.ca.

18

© The Conference Board of Canada. All rights reserved. Please contact cboc.ca/ip with questions or concerns about the use of this material.
Chapter 2 | The Conference Board of Canada

economic factors, such as affordability, that can have an influence on

From an economic
standpoint, healthy
and happy citizens
contribute to a
prosperous society.

health behaviours. While the relationship between the built environment,
healthy living, people’s behaviour, and health status is complex, “cities
and communities can be designed and built to set people up for success
so that healthy choices are the easier choices.”2
Rather than focus on the unwell state of the world in which we live and
on managing the numerous physical and mental health problems that
characterize it, the present research focuses on defining indicators
of wellbeing through a community design lens, drawing attention to
opportunities and motivating proactive thinking. The focus is on creating
conditions that promote desirable lifestyle behaviours and foster healthy
community living through design features. Viewing the design of where
people live, work, learn, and play through a community wellbeing
lens also points to the economic benefit opportunities of creating the
conditions that promote and sustain positive social, environmental,
economic, cultural, and political experiences. These experiences
contribute to outcomes that affect population health, productivity, and
the broader economy. From an economic standpoint, healthy and happy
citizens contribute to a prosperous society. Accordingly, this chapter
describes how taking a community wellbeing approach is not only the
right thing to do but is also good for business.
Given the objective of this work was to create a framework that
would inform the work of design professionals as well as decisions
of community stakeholders and built project investors, it is important
to also illustrate why designing for community wellbeing should be a
business imperative.
The supporting evidence for a business case was drawn from literature
on existing projects in Canada and globally. The aim was to inform a
broad business case for each of the five community wellbeing domains
identified by our selected definition by sector, with four purposes: First,
it substantiates the importance of investing in designs that promote
wellness from an economic perspective (for both public and private
actors). Second, it confirms the value of evidence-based wellbeing

2

Ibid., 14.
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frameworks for assessing the broader impacts of project designs. Third,
it identifies specific design features that are relevant from a wellbeing
and business perspective (and have therefore been incorporated into
the Community Wellbeing Framework). Fourth, given the considerable
and varied costs associated with ill health for individuals, employers, and
society as a whole, the information can help stakeholders across sectors
make better project design and operation decisions.
This chapter presents a business case for five sectors that were
identified as recurring in the literature review, namely workplace;
academic; hospital; retail; and residential. We also acknowledge
the existence of a viable business case for other types of sectors
(e.g., naturalized environments) and suggest they be considered
when applying the Framework described in the following chapter.
For each sector, we look at examples of design features that have
been associated with economic benefits through their contribution to
community wellbeing. The design features are described in relation to
the five wellbeing domains identified by the Framework. In developing
the business case, we examined the wellbeing and economic impact
of design features in conjunction with examples of return on investment
(ROI) of design solutions. Examples of ROI for designs that promote
community wellbeing were drawn from the literature and are presented in
Appendix D.

Building a Business Case for Wellbeing
Across Sectors
This section builds the business case for designing for wellbeing by
delineating the positive relationship between certain design features
and indicators of wellbeing, and by outlining the respective economic
benefits. Supporting evidence is examined by sector and described
under the respective wellbeing domains.
We recognize that design professionals and stakeholders applying
the Framework will still need to consider the individual context and
circumstances of their project.
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Workplaces and Office Settings

In addition to a
suite of personal,
organizational, and
societal influences,
some community
design factors
have been linked
to workplace
wellbeing and
employee
productivity.

Much of the literature cites examples for workplaces and office
environments. Wellbeing is important in these contexts, as poor
employee health generates substantive costs for affected individuals,
their employers, and society. Employers bear numerous costs associated
with the poor health of staff—reduced productivity and output losses,
sick pay and leave, and recruitment costs being chief among them.
Research by the Conference Board estimated that mental health issues
alone cost employers over $20 billion annually due to lost labour force
participation represented by absenteeism and presenteeism.3 In 2011,
the estimated direct costs of absenteeism to the Canadian economy
were $16.6 billion, with the average absenteeism rate among Canadian
organizations being 9.3 days per full-time employee.4 Presenteeism is
even more prevalent than absenteeism and in the long term may be
more damaging for productivity.5
In addition to a suite of personal, organizational, and societal influences,
some community design factors have been linked to workplace wellbeing
and employee productivity. A sense of community belonging, for
example, can be influenced through built environment design and has
been shown to positively impact mental health.6 Accordingly, workplace
wellbeing—and subsequently organizational productivity and revenue—
can be impacted through design. Small investments involving very low or
no upfront cost, such as providing employees access to plants, natural
light and views, biophilic design, air quality, and thermal comfort among
other elements of the environment, have been shown to provide healthy
returns.7 Having a healthy, happy workforce can translate into increased
productivity and long-term business success.
Stakeholders, including designers, developers, business owners, and
employers, interested in ensuring that workplaces are designed to
encourage health and wellness for employees and clients are more likely

3

Conference Board of Canada, The, Mental Health Issues in the Labour Force.

4	Stewart, Missing in Action.
5

Garrow, Presenteeism.

6

Orpana and others, “Measuring Positive Mental Health in Canada.”

7

Terrapin Bright Green, LLC, “The Economics of Biophilia.”
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to experience the economic benefits. Business owners see the value
of healthy and happy employees (recruitment and retention of a skilled
workforce, increased productivity, reductions in costs for medications for
preventable diseases and chronic conditions). Designers and developers
who understand and can better cater to designing for wellbeing will likely
see an increase in demand for their services, which is good for business.

Design Features Associated With Wellbeing
and Economic Gains in Workplaces
Described below are design features that are frequently cited as having a
positive impact from a wellbeing and business perspective.

Social Domain
• Workplace look, “feel” impacts the extent to which occupants and

visitors feel welcome. Lack of physical or cultural accessibility, for
example, can result in the disenfranchisement of entire sectors of
the workforce.
• Socialization, defined as the ability for employees to collaborate, relax,

and socialize, has been linked to improved productivity, innovation, and
enhanced mental health.8

Environmental Domain
• Indoor air quality, defined by high ventilation rates, low concentrations

of pollutants and CO2, has been linked positively with productivity
improvements. Poor air quality (e.g., pollutants, poor ventilation, aromas)
or poor thermal comfort (air temperature, humidity) in office spaces
can lead to negative health outcomes, such as headaches, infections,
seasonal affective disorder, and/or breathing disorders.9 Studies show
that improved ventilation in office buildings contributes to enhanced
decision-making performance and, in turn, increased productivity. A
meta-analysis of 24 studies found that low air quality and elevated
temperatures lowered employee performance by approximately 10 per

8

World Green Building Council, ”Welcome to the World Green Building Council.”

9

MacNaughton and others, “Economic, Environmental and Health Implications.”
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cent. Related to air quality, control over thermal comfort also has a

Economically, the
value of a view of
nature has been
quantified.

positive impact on satisfaction in the workplace.10
• Maximizing the presence of natural light/daylight is important for

workplace satisfaction. Employee proximity to windows and user control
over lighting, for example, were found to improve productivity. Natural
light and high-quality lighting have the potential to increase the health
and wellbeing of workers—both are related to fatigue, which has a major
impact on productivity and job performance.11 A comparative examination
of an old office space with poor lighting and air quality as opposed to an
office with bright daylight showed greater activation of hormonal stress
in the old office space and significantly fewer headaches in the brightly
daylit office.12
• Biophilia, a connection with nature, is important for improved mental

health. Employees exhibit reduced signs of stress, including reduced
levels of frustration, increased patience, and overall satisfaction, when
they have views of nature through windows.13
• Views of nature have also been linked to lower illness and absenteeism,

better staff retention, and higher job performance (mental stress/
fatigue).14 Research shows that visually unstimulating spaces lead
to boredom and induce lowered concentration and decreased
effectiveness. Rather than being a distraction, nature can reinstate
as well as promote an individual’s mental functioning and capacity.15
Economically, the value of a view of nature has been quantified.
For example, employees with seated access (from their cubicles) to
views of vegetation through large windows were significantly more
productive compared with employees with no view of the outdoors. With
many employees, profit margins grew significantly, making the value
proposition clear.16 It has been cited that building design can reduce
the costs to human resources within the context of an administrative
building. One study showed that employee absences could be reduced

10

World Green Building Council, “Health, Wellbeing and Productivity in Offices,” 20.

11

Hepburn, Boyer, and Chénier, Running on Empty, 37.

12

Thayer and others, “Effects of the Physical Work Environment.”

13

Kahn and others, “A Plasma Display Window.”

14

Terrapin Bright Green, LLC, “The Economics of Biophilia.”

15

Maas, “Take a Hike!”

16

Heschong Mahone Group, Inc., Windows and Offices.
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if architectural elements were better connected with nature.17 The same

Physical design of
an office has been
shown to greatly
impact wellbeing.

study found that employees with views of trees and natural landscapes
took, on average, nine fewer sick days than employees without a similar
view (57 hours versus 68 hours per year). These findings suggest that
access to natural scenery is related to employee health and productivity.
Opportunities to enhance these design features in modern buildings
include adding green roofs where views of nature—even in commercial
and urban settings—can be made available to all users.
• Acoustic conditions can impact wellbeing and productivity. Interior

layout can influence internal noise in workplaces through workstation
density and configuration, and mix between quiet (individual) and
social (group) spaces. Unwanted noise and distraction caused by noise
are leading causes of employee dissatisfaction. Studies show that
productivity can decline for those working in environments with a lot of
background noise, because it can affect memory and thus performance.
Noise should be minimized to help avoid distractions, reduce workplace
dissatisfaction, and improve productivity.18
• Physical design of an office (e.g., shapes, colours, windows, ceiling

height) has also been shown to greatly impact wellbeing. Using natural
colours, like green, and smooth corners can improve cognitive ability.
Workspace and office configuration can also impact productivity, health,
and wellbeing. The look of an office can be used to create brand loyalty
and increase retention and recruitment of new employees.19

Economic Domain
• Access to workplace amenities on-site or in the surrounding

neighbourhood can contribute to wellbeing of employees (including
child care and other services).20 As well, access to affordable housing
and transit are increasingly recognized by employers as integral to staff
attraction and retention.21

17

Elzeyadi, “Daylighting-Bias and Biophilia.”

18

World Green Building Council, “Health, Wellbeing and Productivity in Offices,” 32.

19

Ibid.

20

Ibid., 8.

21	See Amazon’s Request for Proposals for a site for its second headquarters. Amazon, “Amazon
HQ2 RFP.”
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Political Domain
• Designing spaces to be flexible and highly responsive promotes

open innovation and convergence between disparate sectors and/or
disciplines. Creating flexible and highly responsive spaces that allow
people to decide what works best for them supports openness and
collaboration, which is important for wellbeing. Similarly, interactive and
sharable spaces promote personal face-to-face communication and
personal intimacy that are highly valued by employees. Face-to-face
communication facilitates both tacit and highly complex information; this
is particularly important in innovation and creative settings.22

Academic Sector
The relationship between the built environment and wellbeing of
students, faculty, and staff is acknowledged in schools, universities/
colleges, and other academic institutions. This acknowledgement has
historically focused on physical health, but recent academic studies
stress the importance of adopting a broader view of wellbeing that
includes mental, social, and physical health.23 There is also a clear
link between physical environments at schools and universities and
academic performance. This link is acknowledged by institutions such as
the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, the U.S.
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), and WHO, which
notes that “healthy children achieve better results at school, which in
turn are associated with improved health later in life.”24 This is especially
important, given education’s social and economic effects.25
Academic institutions have developed a variety of initiatives to create
physical environments that lead to better wellbeing outcomes. These
are exemplified by the Okanagan Charter, which calls on colleges and
universities to fully integrate health and wellbeing into campus life, and
by The University of British Columbia’s wellbeing initiative which, among

22

Wagner and Watch, Innovation Spaces.

23

Konu and Rimpelä, “Well-Being in Schools,” 79.

24

Langford and others, “The World Health Organization’s Health Promoting Schools Framework.”

25

Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development and Centers for Disease Control, Whole
School, 3.
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other things, focuses on creating spaces that foster teaching, learning,
and development, as well as environmental sustainability.26 In addition,
Simon Fraser University’s (SFU) Healthy Campus Community program
includes a set of principles that guide the design of SFU’s building and
surrounding environments. Key elements of these principles include air
quality, furniture, lighting, connections to nature, art and colour, inclusive
physical spaces, and social connection.27
Stakeholders—including designers, developers, administrators, and
governments—who work toward ensuring the academic sector is
designed to encourage healthy and happy users—including employees,
students, and others in the community—are more likely to experience the
economic benefits from a business, individual, and societal perspective.

Design Features Associated With Wellbeing
and Economic Gains in Academic Settings
Design features are frequently cited as having a positive impact from a
wellbeing and business perspective.

Social Domain
• Spaces that welcome students and make them feel safe encourage

learning and are important to a child’s development. For early learning
centres, for example, spaces should be “cozy,” inviting, bright, and
linked to the outdoors.28 Several academic institutions are moving away
from a traditional methodology that emphasizes a top-down approach
to providing “instruction” to one that is focused on enabling “learning,”
including the curation of the corresponding learning environments that
nurture personal exploration and collaboration.29

26

University of British Columbia, The, Okanagan Charter. Other priorities include physical activity and
sedentary behaviour, food and nutrition, inclusion and connection, and mental health and resilience.
See University of British Columbia, The, “Built + Natural Environments”; University of British Columbia,
The, “UBC Wellbeing.”

27	Simon Fraser University, “Well-Being Through Physical Spaces.”
28

Berris and Miller, “How Design of the Physical Environment Impacts Early Learning.”

29

Barr and Tagg, “From Teaching to Learning.”
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Environment Domain

Environments that
foster student and
staff wellbeing
tend to incorporate
views of nature
and enhance
building interior
environments with
indoor plants.

• Biophilia and views of nature are associated with improved classroom

learning rates. Environments that foster student and staff wellbeing
tend to incorporate views of nature and enhance building interior
environments with indoor plants.30
• Presence of natural light/daylight is related to educational

achievement and students’ performance in academic settings. For
example, positive correlations have been demonstrated between
classroom daylighting levels and academic performance: students
progressed 20 per cent faster in math and 26 per cent faster in reading in
classrooms with the most daylight compared with those with the least.31
Low-quality light can make it difficult for students to see and to process
information, decreasing their capacity to learn and thus increasing their
levels of stress. Control over light is also important; teachers who could
control the amount and type of light were found to be healthier, happier,
and more efficient.32 The quality of views and the amount of daylight
in buildings and workspaces have also been shown to be significantly
related to the amount of sick leave taken by teaching staff.33
• Acoustic conditions, including background noise and reverberation

time (the length of time sounds remain in a defined space), have been
linked to several indicators of student and staff wellbeing. For instance,
background noise in the classroom and isolated “noise events” in the
surrounding environment have been found to lead to poorer student
academic performance, especially among students with special needs.34
High reverberation times and exposure to sound were associated
with lower job satisfaction, increased fatigue after work, and reduced
motivation among teachers, leading some teachers to express interest in
leaving their jobs.35

30

Terrapin Bright Green, LLC, “The Economics of Biophilia.”

31

Barrett and Zhang, Optimal Learning Spaces Design Implications for Primary Schools.

32	Shishegar and Boubekri, “Natural Light and Productivity,” 75.
33

Elzeyadi, “Daylighting-Bias and Biophilia,” 7.

34	Shield and Dockrell, The Effects of Classroom and Environmental Noise on Children’s Academic
Performance, 7.
35
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• Indoor air quality, mainly poor ventilation, can lead to declines in

academic performance through decreases in students’ reaction times,
ability to associate text and colour, memory, and word recognition.36

Cultural Domain
• Spaces that support a full spectrum of learning needs, mainly

collaboration, individual study, point-of-need services, or “occasional”
sessions taught by campus faculty, are deemed to be important for
academic performance and wellbeing in academic settings.37 Many
Canadian post-secondary institutions are actively trying to increase their
international students and/or continued education enrolment. They are
also acknowledging the imperative of indigenizing their curriculum and
campus (including spaces and symbols).38 Success in these ventures is
contingent upon their ability to create physical environments that foster a
sense of cultural and social wellbeing.

Political Domain
• Spaces that foster individualization, ownership, flexibility, and

connection are linked to wellbeing by benefiting students’ learning
process and behaviour. For example, intimate and personalized spaces
are better for absorbing, memorizing, and recalling information.39
Ownership of the classroom sets the stage for cultivating feelings of
responsibility.40 A classroom that has distinct architectural characteristics
(e.g., unique location [bungalow or separate buildings]; shape [L shape,
T shape]; embedded shelf for display; intimate corner; facilities
specifically designed for pupils; distinctive ceiling pattern) also seems
to strengthen the pupils’ sense ownership.41
• Spaces that create a collaborative learning environment are

associated with higher levels of social presence, satisfaction with the
learning environment, and collaboration among students.42 Spaces that
are visually transparent allow both teachers and students to observe
36

Bakó-Biró and others, “Ventilation Rates in Schools and Pupils’ Performance,” 3.

37

Head, Planning and Designing Academic Library Learning Spaces.

38

Macdonald, “Indigenizing the Academy.”

39

McMillan, Classroom Spaces & Learning Places.

40

DeVries and Zan, Moral Classrooms, Moral Children, 320.

41
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42	So and Brush, “Student Perceptions of Collaborative Learning.”
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and learn from teaching and learning occurring in other learning spaces,

Designing hospital
facilities with
wellbeing in mind
can not only benefit
patients but also
health care staff.

and to be observed in return.43 Visual transparency allows for teaching
practice to be observable by those passing by the learning space,
supporting a more collaborative and shared style of teaching. Shared
space also promotes collegiality and enhances informal professional
discussions and collaboration among teachers.44

Health Care Delivery Sector
By the end of 2017, Canada’s total health expenditure was expected to
be $242 billion. This amounts to approximately $6,600 per capita and
11.5 per cent of Canada’s GDP.45 The majority of health care spending
in Canada is devoted to hospitals, at 28.3 per cent ($1,871 per person).46
There is a long-standing body of literature that examines the relationship
between the design of the physical environment and wellbeing for
patients, family members, and staff in health care.47 Recognizing that
hospitals are inherently stressful environments, research has examined
how poor design could adversely affect everything from anxiety levels, to
blood pressure, to pain medication requirements, and even the duration
of post-operative hospital stays. As such, to promote wellbeing, the role
of design is to provide psychologically supportive environments (also
known as healing environments48) to reduce the negative impacts of
stress on health and wellbeing.
Designing hospital facilities with wellbeing in mind can not only benefit
patients but also health care staff. The impact of an investment in healing
environments can be substantial and has been linked to increased
staff productivity and efficiency, reduced turnover, increased job
satisfaction, and is an important part of the staff recruitment process.49
The expectations of patients and the public are also essential when

43

Osborne, Modern Learning Environments.

44	New Zealand Ministry of Education, The Impact of Physical Design on Student Outcomes.
45

Canadian Institute for Health Information, “Health Spending.”
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48
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49
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considering how to design hospitals. Supporting the needs of patients is
key when designing a hospital facility that epitomizes wellness. Patients
benefit from access to external areas, access to leisure facilities, proper
signage, accommodation and space for visitors, reduced noise, and the
ability to control lighting and room temperature.50 These benefits are
reflected in enhanced healing and recovery times and subsequently in
lower health care costs.
Stakeholders, including designers, developers, health care
administrators, and governments, who work toward ensuring the health
care delivery sector is designed to encourage healthy and happy patients
and employees are more likely to experience the economic benefits from
a business, individual, and societal perspective.

Design Features Associated With Wellbeing
and Economic Gains in the Health Care
Delivery Sector
Here are design features that are frequently cited as having a positive
impact from a wellbeing and business perspective.

Social Domain
• Larger, single-patient rooms in hospitals are typically preferred

by patients, allow easier care by family members, and are factors in
increasing patient satisfaction. Single rooms have the added benefit
of reducing the spread of disease and the incidence of hospitalcontracted infections, falls, and medication errors. With modern hospital
construction in the U.S., single rooms have become the industry
standard. Beyond space and privacy, single rooms “may also result
in cost savings, due to a reduction in transfer cost, a lower probability
of dietary and medication mix-ups, higher bed occupancy rates and a
reduction in labour costs.”51

50	Rechel and others, Investing in Hospitals of the Future, 13.
51

Ibid.
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Environment Domain

Patients showed
a 22 per cent
reduced need for
pain medication
in rooms with
bright sunlight.

• Presence of natural light/daylight is positively correlated with patient

recovery.52 Larger windows enhance views and increase access to
natural light, both of which have calming effects that support recovery
and patient outcomes; staff also benefit from the calming effects of larger
windows. For example, patients showed a 22 per cent reduced need for
pain medication in rooms with bright sunlight.53
• Indoor air quality (e.g., HEPA filtration to remove particulates) is

important for reducing the likelihood of infections.54
• Biophilia and views of nature are effective in therapy and healing,

reducing patient and staff stress, reducing patient medication use, and
increasing staff satisfaction.55 Biophilic experiences and a renewed
connection with nature have been associated with improved healing
rates.56 Research showed that patients whose windows overlooked
a scene of nature recovered and were released after 7.96 days, on
average, compared with 8.71 days for patients whose views were of the
hospital’s exterior walls (a difference of 8.5 per cent).57
• Acoustic conditions that reduce noise through sound-absorbing

materials (e.g., ceiling tiles, finishes, carpeting) reduce sleep deprivation,
thereby also reducing stress and recovery time.58
• Healing works of art in patient care and public areas can improve

outcomes for patients; art that depicts nature can improve recovery
times, reduce stress, and anxiety.59
• Healing (indoor and outdoor) gardens can reduce stress, provide

positive distractions for patients, and are also restorative for staff, family
members, and visitors.60
• Exercise facilities for staff and patients promote physical activity and

support wellbeing.
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Economic Domain
The following features benefit patient wellbeing.61
• Adaptable rooms help to avoid patient transfers from one level of

care facility to another, which reduces delays, likelihood of falls, and
medication errors.
• Larger patient bathrooms with double-door access help reduce falls

between the bed and the bathroom and within the bathroom; larger sizes
and double doors enable carers to assist patients using the bathroom
and reduce the likelihood of falls.
• Ceiling-mounted patient lifts prevent strains and injuries associated

with staff lifting patients out of bed; they also reduce sick leave and costs
for hospitals.
• Hand-hygiene facilities help prevent the spread of viruses and

infectious agents (pathogens).

Cultural Domain
The following features benefit patient wellbeing:62
• Accommodation for alternative therapies, such as music therapy, can

provide a positive distraction that assists with healing (improve recovery,
decrease pain and stress, reduce symptoms of depression, reduce
length of stay).
• Information resource centres facilitate transfer of health information

and promote learning.
• Paintings in hospitals contribute to health and wellbeing in health care

environments. Art confers numerous physical and mental health benefits,
including improved recovery times; reduced workplace stress; lower
levels of patient anxiety, depression, and stress; shorter patient hospital
stays; reduced need for pain medication; improved communication
between patients and care providers; and support long and healthy
lives and improved job satisfaction for staff, as well as having a positive
influence on recruitment and retention.63, 64

61	Sadler and others, Fable Hospital 2.0, 15–18.
62

Ibid.
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Case Study Example: Niagara Health
System’s St. Catharines Site
Niagara Health System’s St. Catherines Site was completed in 2013 and
achieved LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) Silver
certification. The acute-care hospital features a patient-centred design and
provides a prime example of how hospitals can be designed to improve a
patient’s health and ability to heal. The hospital was designed to improve
infection prevention and control and includes 1,400 sinks for handwashing and
water-efficient plumbing, among other green initiatives to reduce energy costs
and keep the building seasonally temperature appropriate. For example, its
dedicated HVAC system allows the hospital to be divided into two separate airhandling zones for complete isolation if there is a pandemic or other significant
event. The building was also designed to maximize access to daylight (to boost
the spirits of patients) and effective use of space.65
Source: Canada Green Building Council.

Retail Sector
The retail sector is transforming due to challenges that can be
attributed to several factors, including the rise of online shopping; the
existence of too many retail outlets and malls; and a shift in spending
patterns toward travel, restaurants, and bars. These wider changes
are pressuring traditional (bricks and mortar) stores to adapt and
remain competitive in the current economy. Retail stores that focus on
improving the experience delivered (for customers and staff) can realize
increased spending and reduced staff-related health costs. The design
of the physical environment is, therefore, an important mechanism for
improving the retail experience and relatedly economic outcomes.
One important way in which they can do this is by providing experiences
that online retail platforms cannot replicate, mainly those related
to promoting a sense of community wellbeing—which includes
opportunities to socialize, linger, and directly participate with the physical
65
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environment. A growing body of research confirms that customers will

People today are
more driven to
work and shop in
places that enable
healthy living and
greater happiness.

seek these experiences out and not just shop for “what can simply be
acquired.”66 This transformation within retail is partly reflected in the
rise of lifestyle centres—also known as open-air malls. These centres
are outdoor environments that comprise numerous stores adjacent to
one another, with common areas and amenities, pedestrian walkways,
and views to and connections with nature. These centres have been
found to statistically perform better economically than traditional
(covered) shopping malls. According to a 2003 study reported by the
International Council of Shopping Centres, for example, 65 per cent of
shoppers at lifestyle centres reported a better overall atmosphere and
shopping environment compared with traditional malls. Also, within a
30-day period, the number of repeat visits and the number of shops
visited were higher in lifestyle centres.67 These centres employ several
design features associated with wellbeing, including daylight and natural
ventilation, community space, active and inclusive design, and biophilia.
In some cases, their design resembles traditional Main Streets.68
The retail sector’s economic footprint is impacted largely by two
things: the number and types of jobs it generates, and the products
and services purchased by consumers and employees. Employees
are making choices on where and how they work, with a greater
awareness of the impact of the physical environment on individual
health and wellbeing. There is an increasing trend in modernizing retail
spaces to cater to the customer who is motivated by a more holistic
shopping experience in societies that are experiencing a cultural shift
toward health and wellness. As an example, developers of malls in
Hong Kong are adopting this new trend and giving customers more
interaction with nature and the outdoors through design in response to
the country’s walking culture.69 People today are more driven to work
and shop in places that enable healthy living and greater happiness.
As such, stakeholders, including developers, store owners, and even

66
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governments, that work toward ensuring the retail sector is designed with
these purposes are more likely to reap the economic benefits.

Design Features Associated With Wellbeing
and Economic Gains in the Retail Sector
Described below are design features that are frequently cited as having a
positive impact from a wellbeing and business perspective.

Social Domain
• Interior layout should be designed to minimize overcrowding. Poorly

designed layouts can lead to overcrowding, disorientation, and stressed
consumers. Wellbeing can either be activated or compromised by how
retail environments look (aesthetics) and feel (ergonomics), and both are
relevant to inviting and retaining customers.70
• Active design of retail environments can improve business and health

by incorporating design features (i.e., staircases) and facilities (i.e., gyms,
bicycle parking) that support exercise and ease of access.71

Environment Domain
• Lighting and daylight both have a positive influence on safety, comfort,

health, and mood (including addressing seasonal affective disorder) of
occupants; the quantity and quality of light, glare, and daylight being
important considerations. Daylight in retail settings has been shown to
be an easy way for stores to raise their sales dramatically.72
• Biophilia, or exposure to natural environments, has been found to

reduce stress and improve mental health. Providing access to green
spaces (parks, high-quality public realm), views of nature, and actual and
symbolic connections to nature (plant material, water, and animals) can
help support wellbeing. Biophilic experiences and a renewed connection
with nature have been shown to result in higher retail sales.73 Consumers
prefer retail environments where vegetation is heavily prevalent; adding
plant life into retail shopping areas has been shown to boost the image

70
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perception and economic viability of stores.74 For example, evidence
shows that consumers are likely to buy more goods in stores with
strategically situated natural vegetation.75
• Improved access to amenities (restaurants, healthy food options, retail

outlets, health care and gym facilities, child care facilities, entertainment)
can support wellbeing of customers and retail staff. Providing access to
public transit, walking, and cycling opportunities can increase physical
activity levels for staff and for customers.76
• Indoor air quality is important because poor indoor air quality can

lead to dissatisfaction for staff and customers (which results in less
time being spent in the establishment), and, in the extreme, can cause
respiratory problems.77
• Thermal comfort involves controlling temperatures in indoor spaces to

ensure the comfort of employees (in work environments) and customers
(in retail or business environments). Excessive heat or cold can affect
cognitive functioning, which can impede worker productivity. There
is also research to show the link that temperature has on consumer
behaviours (i.e., when retail stores can lose revenue due to loss of
customers as a result of temperatures being too high).78
• Acoustic conditions are important to prevent physical and behavioural

issues that can result from excessive noise pollution; the wellbeing
of staff can be compromised, and customers can be driven away
by noise.79

Cultural Domain
• Community spaces, such as permanent spaces for community events

and activities or temporary spaces in empty retail stores for local groups,
can support wellbeing for retail environments and their community
members.80 Retail spaces will often function as a “third space” (beyond
home and work/school) and a primary social space for many people
74
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(teenagers, seniors). Increasingly, they are also becoming a space for

Access to a
robust public
realm and natural
environments has
benefits that range
from community
cohesion to
economic growth.

conducting business for the self-employed and within the gig-economy.
• Inclusive design of retail environments that considers religion,

gender and gender identity, disability, age, and ethnicity can enhance
perceptions of wellbeing by accommodating diversity, in addition to
attracting a greater constituency of customers.81

Residential and Homes Sector
The impact of neighbourhood design and housing on wellbeing has been
demonstrated and is increasingly recognized by municipalities and urban
planners. Residential projects designed for wellbeing create favourable
mental and physical health conditions, improving resident satisfaction
and increasing capital and rental values. Neighbourhood layouts can
alienate or integrate its social fabric, and the design of homes and
other indoor spaces where people spend more than half their time can
influence human wellbeing through design factors such as air quality,
lighting, noise control, and green space.82 Healthy neighbourhood design
often centres around compactness and walkability; when people can
walk or use another mode of active transportation between where they
live, work, study, and play, they tend to be more physically active, eat
healthily, and connect with the people around them.83 These lifestyle
benefits of built environment design translate into economic gains both
directly and indirectly through their impact on individual and community
wellbeing that is reflected in more attractive, marketable neighbourhoods.
When people rely less on car commuting, they are also likely to have
more disposable income to spend on other necessities (buying goods
and services).84 Similarly, access to a robust public realm and natural
environments has benefits that range from community cohesion to
economic growth. People are generally willing to pay more for homes
that positively impact their wellbeing (e.g., offer practical access to
amenities, views of nature). Healthier, more comfortable homes are not
81
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only more likely to have higher rental and capital value but can also
rent faster and for longer periods, with increased tenant satisfaction.
Improvements in homebuyer or resident satisfaction, in turn, can support
or improve a business’s brand recognition and equity.85
Societies’ increasing awareness that where people live affects their
health and wellbeing has created unprecedented demand for the
residential sector to identify opportunities to cater to this market shift.
Those who are driven to purchase homes that enable healthy living—
including designs of homes and communities that facilitate happiness,
sense of belonging, access to healthy living resources (including social
capital or assets, healthy foods, and nature, to name a few)—will
make purchasing decisions that most fit these requirements. As such,
stakeholders who ensure homes and communities are designed toward
this purpose are more likely to reap the economic benefits. For example,
municipalities are motivated to make policy decisions that enhance their
comparative standing as a desirable place for residents to live and work
and for companies to set up business to drive the local economy. The
public sector stands to benefit from a healthier and more productive
local economy, with less burden on social and health services. Similarly,
developers and designers can benefit from greater value and more
business if they can cater to this purchaser/user demand. For the
end users, a residence designed to enhance wellbeing enables a
healthier and more productive life and enables improved long-term
quality of life and resilience to age in place, raise children, or withstand
personal challenges.

Design Features Associated With Wellbeing
and Economic Gains in the Residential and
Homes Sector
Described below are design features in the residential and homes sector
that are frequently cited as having a positive impact from a wellbeing and
business perspective.

85
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Social Domain

Well-designed,
walkable
neighbourhoods
can generate
financial returns for
residents, property
owners, and
municipalities.

• Walkable communities promote a physically active lifestyle and

are associated with increased longevity and health benefits. Design
and land-use planning decisions that support active transportation
in communities can have positive public health and economic
impacts. Walking and bicycling are associated with lower rates of
cardiovascular disease and cancer and lower all-cause mortality,86 as
well as reduced cognitive decline and dementia.87 Residents of more
walkable communities or more multi-modal communities that support
active transportation tend to exercise more and have lower odds of
being overweight, obese, or having diabetes compared with those in
automobile-oriented neighbourhoods.88
• Well-designed, walkable neighbourhoods can generate financial returns

for residents, property owners, and municipalities. Rent for offices
located in walkable urban areas is 74 per cent higher (per square foot)
than in less walkable suburban areas.89 While walkable urban places
generally have higher rents than in driving-focused suburban areas,
these costs are balanced by lower transportation costs and more
accessible employment opportunities.90 Moreover, compact, mixed-use
neighbourhoods are more substantial and can generate significantly
more tax revenue for municipalities than suburban, car-based
developments.91 More compact, mixed, walkable communities tend to
also have lower per capita crime rates, due to a combination of factors,
including improved surveillance.92

Environment Domain
• Biophilic designs that promote a connection with nature have been

linked to several different wellbeing benefits, including elevated moods,
reduced mental fatigue and outbursts of anger, improved stress recovery

86
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rates, lower blood pressure, improved cognitive functioning and learning

Companies are
seeking sites
with good transit
commuting options
in order to attract
and retain talent;
this benefits a
community’s
economy.

rates, enhanced mental stamina and focus, and decreased violence and
criminal activity.
• Integration of green space into urban design cultivates a society that

is more aware and invested in a long-term shift toward generations that
are healthier, more productive, and more connected to nature.93 Green
settings in communities have been shown to improve attention span
among residents.94 Home values are generally higher when they are
closer to parks, playgrounds, and greenbelts.95
• Quality design and beauty that are characteristic of designs that

demonstrate structural integrity, orderliness, indoor climate quality, and
privacy are linked to reduced symptoms of anxiety and depression.96
• Natural systems, such as clean water, clean air, natural light, biological

services, carbon sequestration, and the absence of pollutants and toxins
in homes are important for preventing health problems (e.g., respiratory
conditions due to dampness), supporting the life of residents,97 promoting
environmentally sustainable neighbourhoods and cities,98 and increasing
the value of homes. A survey showing that 30 per cent of buyers and
renters would be willing to pay more for homes that do not compromise
their wellbeing also found that the top health and wellbeing issues
identified were related to temperature, noise, and energy bills.99
• Improved public transportation can yield tangible financial benefits

for municipalities. Increasingly, public and private sector agents (e.g.,
Toronto Board of Trade) are recognizing the importance of shifting
commuting patterns away from single-car occupancy to more sustainable
modes of transportation, thus improving the ROI of both public
expenditures/revenues and private initiatives.100 Companies such as
Amazon are seeking sites with good transit commuting options in order
to attract and retain talent; this benefits a community’s economy.
93
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Political Domain
• Neighbourliness, a disposition to be friendly and helpful to neighbours,

among residents can be influenced through positive design features,
such as substantial open space allocation.101 The ability for people to
interact and engage socially has a positive effect on the resilience and
wellbeing of individuals and the community as a whole.
• Sense of community has been positively associated with active

transport and positive perceptions of neighbourhood quality.102
• Social engagement, civic integration and social interaction among

residents have been shown to transform a socially alienated and
distressed neighbourhood into a socially integrated and functional one.
Designs that support moderately high densities and diverse land uses
have been shown to improve the quality of life of residents by facilitating
the social exchanges that create social capital.103

Conclusion
Taking a community wellbeing approach to built environment design will
eventually become the norm. As such, investing in thoughtful design to
support and enable community wellbeing across sectors and settings,
including but not exclusive to workplaces, academic settings, retail,
hospitals, and neighbourhoods, needs to happen now.
Recognizing the economic value of designing for community wellbeing
motivates both public and private sectors to use tools and approaches
for ensuring that places where people live, learn, work, and play are
designed to promote and sustain positive physical, emotional, and
mental health, and wellbeing. Demand for spaces and places that
enable users to easily achieve life satisfaction has and continues to drive
innovation in the industry toward this end.

101 Wilkerson and others, “Neighborhood Physical Features and Relationships With Neighbors.”
102 French and others, “Sense of Community and its Association With the Neighborhood
Built Environment.”
103 Bothwell, Gindroz, and Lang, “Restoring Community Through Traditional Neighborhood Design.”
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This chapter has provided evidence on how several design features
connected to activating wellbeing recur across sectors. Although the
design features highlighted in this chapter are those most cited in the
literature as being strongly associated with wellbeing, there are other
examples of design features that can have a positive influence. Likewise,
there are many other sectors or settings beyond the ones included in this
chapter that can benefit from the same line of thinking (e.g., naturalized
environments). These additional opportunities should be considered
when applying the Framework as described in the subsequent chapter of
this report.
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CHAPTER 3

The Community Wellbeing
Framework
Chapter Summary

• This chapter presents the Framework and explains the five domains of the

Framework, the indicators selected to define each domain (18 in total), and the
respective metrics (48 in total) used to assess each indicator. This chapter also
presents a Framework User Guide to assist with implementation.

• The Framework is designed to serve as a tool and resource for

initiating conversations and making decisions that will positively impact
community wellbeing.

• The metrics are positioned as important factors for design professionals and
communities to consider as part of built environment design.
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The Community Wellbeing Framework:
Version 1.0
As stated previously, the definition of community
wellbeing adopted in the Framework is:
the combination of social, economic,
environmental, cultural, and political
conditions identified by individuals and
their communities as essential for them to
flourish and fulfill their potential.1
A visual representation of the current Framework—its domains and
indicators—is illustrated in Exhibit 2.2 This Framework presented is
Version 1.0, as it will further evolve with continual application in the field
and be further refined. Feedback on its application in the field will be
continually collected to inform Framework revisions, and subsequent
versions of the Framework with updated metrics will be made available to
the public. The tables that follow describe the indicators and respective
metrics for each of the Framework domains.

Social Domain
The social domain comprises the social conditions that enable
individuals and their communities to flourish and fulfill their potential.
It speaks to the extent communities create opportunities for people to
participate in community life and self-realization. The built environment
is the human-made space in which people live, work, and recreate daily.
The built environment both makes up the human-made surroundings
that provide the setting for human activity, ranging from large-scale
civic surroundings to personal places,3 and is also the result of social

1

Wiseman and Brasher, “Community Wellbeing in an Unwell World,” 358.

2

The Framework comprises domains, indicators, and metrics. This visual tool, the Community
Wellbeing Wheel, presents an at-a-glance view of the indicators that fall under each domain.

3	Rapoport, The Mutual Interaction of People and Their Built Environment.
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Exhibit 2
Community Wellbeing Wheel

Source: DIALOG.

processes.4 The built and community environments can thus be viewed
as complex, dynamic, and self-producing systems. These systems
create important contexts in which health is shaped. Design features
of built environments may connect and strengthen communities and
enhance community health and wellbeing through their impact on social
engagement, social support, and community safety.
The social domain comprises three indicators and 13 metrics. These are
outlined in Table 1 and further described in the text that follows.

4

Lawrence and Low, “The Built Environment and Spatial Form.”
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Table 1
Indicators and Metrics for the Social Domain of Community Wellbeing
Social domain indicators

Metrics

1 WELCOMING
Do people feel welcomed, safe, and engaged, 24/7,
regardless of background or physical ability?

1A Project design, siting, and orientation provide direct physical Plans, drawings, documents
and visual connections to the public realm

Neighbourhood/region scale: Are all people able to
live, work, and play in the neighbourhood, 24/7, safely?
Is anyone disenfranchised (e.g., low-income families)?
Building/site scale: Are all people able to enter the site
and navigate the building, without physical, social, or
physiological barriers, 24/7? Is anyone alienated (e.g.,
skateboarding teenagers)?
Interior/exterior space: Can all people make use of
the space, with ease and enjoyment, and independently
(without aid, or permissions)?

Data source

1: Frontages along public streets/spaces are physically
and/or visually permeable to support a welcoming
environment (e.g., predominance of doors and windows
facing public areas, while still respecting other objectives
such as thermal performance)
1B Public/common areas and points of entry are located
along main pedestrian routes and designed as special,
civic spaces

Plans, street views, drawings,
documents

1C Lighting design and placement is human-scaled,
circadian, assists wayfinding along public/common areas,
supports a sense of safety, and is sympathetic to the
surrounding environment

Plans, street views, drawing,
documents

1D Project has worked with stakeholders to identify contextspecific safety challenges and mitigation strategies, and
employed best practice CPTED* principles and other tools

Plans, drawings, documents;
project manager, CPTED audit,
post-occupancy user survey

1E In addition to meeting AODA** (or equivalent) standards,
project has worked with stakeholders to identify projectspecific vulnerable and/or challenged users and
designed accordingly

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, postoccupancy user survey

1F Project is designed to accommodate the needs of people of Plans, drawings, documents,
all ages, including children and seniors (8 80 cities concept) project manager, postoccupancy user survey

2 SUPPORT SYSTEMS
Do people have access to support facilities and
services, daily and during moments of need?
Neighbourhood/region scale: Do people have access to
the services and amenities that support living/working in the
neighbourhood: healthy food, active lifestyles, open space,
recreation, health services, schooling, places of social
gathering, shelter, means of transport? Does the community
have spaces to gather during moments of crisis?
Building/site scale: Do people have access to the services
and amenities that support inhabiting the building/site: quiet/
private areas, places of social gathering, access to healthy
food, exercise, and open spaces, clean air and water …? Do
people have spaces to gather during moments of crisis?

1G Project has worked with partners and stakeholders to
identify and make welcome all context-specific individuals
and/or populations

Project manager, postoccupancy user survey

2A Project is within walking distance of health-related
support services

Site plans, drawings,
documents, interviews

2B Project is within walking distance of healthy food options

Site plans, drawings,
documents, interviews

2C Project provides quiet space for individual repose

Project manager, plans,
drawings, documents,
interviews, tour

1: Project provides a minimum of 0.11 m2 per full-time
occupant of interior quiet space
2: Project provides access to exterior/outdoor quiet
space(s) for individual repose or concentration

Interior/exterior space: Do people have access to the
services and amenities that support inhabiting a space:
sunlight and circadian lighting, clean air and water, noise
mitigation, 24/7 safety? Do people have safe spaces/passage
during moments of crisis?
(continued ...)

Find Conference Board research at www.e-library.ca.

46

© The Conference Board of Canada. All rights reserved. Please contact cboc.ca/ip with questions or concerns about the use of this material.
Chapter 3 | The Conference Board of Canada

Table 1 (cont’d)
Indicators and Metrics for the Social Domain of Community Wellbeing
Social domain indicators

Metrics

Data source

3 SOCIALIZATION
Do people have indoor and outdoor spaces to engage
socially at formal and informal levels?

3A Project provides indoor social gathering space

Plans, drawings, documents,
interviews, tour

Neighbourhood/region scale: Are people in the
community, especially the vulnerable, able to enjoy
welcoming spaces of social gathering (indoors/outdoors)?
Are these at the “heart” of the community?
Building/site scale: Are people within the building/site
able to enjoy welcoming spaces of social gathering
(indoors/outdoors)? Are these at the “heart” of the
building/site?

1: Project provides a minimum of 0.4 m2 per full-time
occupant of interior space for social gathering***
2: Project uses lobby of ground floor as a social connection
point (e.g., provides comfortable seating for groups)
3B Project provides access to outdoor social gathering space

Plans, drawings, documents,
interviews, tours

3C Project has worked with stakeholders to identify
and accommodate context-specific spaces for
social gathering(s)

Project manager, client, plans,
drawings, interviews, tours

Interior/exterior space: Are people within the space
able to engage socially, in a manner that is relaxed and
natural? Are these opportunities central to the enjoyment
of the space?
*Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design
**Accessibility for Ontarians With Disabilities Act
***Fire Protection and Prevention Act, 1997
Sources: DIALOG; The Conference Board of Canada.

1. Welcoming Metrics
Socially accessible places create welcoming environments that are
inclusive for all community groups, regardless of socio-economic
factors, such as age and income, physical and mental abilities, sexual
orientation, cultural factors, and Indigenous status.5 Research shows
that more socially engaged residents may be better able to overcome
threats in their community, such as crime and disaster recovery, which,
in turn, can reinforce their social ties and sense of belonging.6 Similarly,
both actual and perceived safety play a role in community health and
wellbeing—higher levels of safety allow residents to enjoy the full range
of the community’s health features without discomfort.7
1A. Project design, siting, and orientation provide direct physical
and visual connections to the public realm: The ways in which a
project or building is designed, set back from, and oriented to the public
realm influences its engagement with pedestrians (passersby, occupants,
and potential visitors). Projects that are built to the front lot line of a main
5

World Health Organization, Urban Green Space Interventions and Health.

6

Pfeiffer and Cloutier, “Planning for Happy Neighborhoods.”

7	Ruiz, Enhancing Human Health and Wellness Through Neighborhood Development Standards.
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street, for example, have stronger pedestrian engagement than those set

Projects that
encourage walking
and pedestrian
movement through
their design, siting,
and orientation
positively contribute
to wellbeing.

back greatly from the lot line or with surface parking lots that separate
the sidewalk from the development. Project design, siting, and orientation
can therefore “shape the sidewalk” and positively improve the walking
experience.8 As walking is associated with improved physical and mental
wellbeing,9 projects that encourage walking and pedestrian movement
through their design, siting, and orientation positively contribute to
wellbeing. Also, permeable facades provide direct physical and visual
connections to public streets and open spaces, aligning with the need for
connectivity, passive supervision, and safety.10
1B. Public/common areas and points of entry are located along
main pedestrian routes and designed as special, civic spaces:
Points of entry and public/common areas play crucial roles in connecting
projects to the street and surrounding community—they are the built
“first impressions” that one has of a given project, and their design can
create welcoming environments that draw people in and encourage
stays.11, 12 The design and orientation of entrances and lobbies contribute
to wellbeing (both for occupants and visitors) to the extent that they
facilitate a walkable, inviting environment with convenient access to
public transit and other off-site amenities.
1C. Lighting design and placement is human-scale, circadian,
assists wayfinding along public/common areas, supports a sense
of safety, and is sympathetic to the surrounding environment: The
literature on lighting and safety is well established, with uniform and
brighter outdoor lighting associated with welcoming and aesthetically
pleasing environments and a sense of safety.13 For example, lighting
needs to promote equity of use across the full range of the diverse
abilities of users (e.g., deaf community and elderly persons have different
visual acuity). This metric highlights the role of lighting in creating a
welcoming, safe, and pleasing environment.
8	New York City Planning Department, Active Design.
9

Ettema and Smajic, “Walking, Places and Wellbeing.”

10

Alvaro and Kostovski, Design and Evaluation.

11

Auckland Design Manual, “Building Entrances.”

12

City of Mississauga, Mississauga Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design Principles.

13

Peña-García, Aquilar-Luzon, and Hurtado, “Impact of Public Lighting on Pedestrians’ Perception of
Safety and Well-Being.”
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1D. Project has worked with stakeholders to identify contextspecific safety challenges and mitigation strategies and employed
best practice CPTED principles and other tools: Individual and
community safety are common themes found in the community wellbeing
literature. At the building and project scale, Crime Prevention Through
Environmental Design (CPTED) is recognized as a means of enhancing
safety. As unsafe areas can adversely affect the likelihood of walking
and active living, CPTED principles have been positively associated
with the public health benefits derived from increased physical activity.14
Second-generation CPTED principles focus more on the importance
of community cohesion and the social determinants of crime.15 This
metric goes beyond existing standards by identifying context-specific
accommodations that might need to be made in relation to a given
project to address both actual and perceived sense of safety.
1E. In addition to meeting AODA16 (or equivalent) standards, project
has worked with stakeholders to identify project-specific vulnerable
and/or challenged users and designed accordingly: Projects that are
not adequately designed for people with disabilities form barriers to use
and enjoyment. These barriers can reduce one’s mobility and contribute
to social exclusion, which compromises wellbeing.17 Other evaluation
frameworks emphasize compliance with accessibility standards as
a metric.18 As accessibility standards are law, simply meeting those
standards is an act of regulatory compliance and does not reflect a
genuine attempt to improve wellbeing. Recognizing the growing interest
in exceeding these standards, projects should provide more generous
designs to maximize barrier-free movement and inclusive spaces, as well
as working with context-specific populations, rather than simply adopting
generic parameters.19

14

Cozens and Love, “A Review and Current Status of Crime Prevention.”

15

DeKeseredy, Schwartz, and Donnermeyer, “Toward a Gendered Second Generation CPTED.”

16

Accessibility for Ontarians With Disabilities Act.

17	Stanley and others, “Mobility, Social Exclusion and Well-Being.”
18

For example, see International WELL Building Institute, The WELL Building Standard, 120.

19

For example, see Tuckey, “Going Beyond the Code to Build Accessible Homes.”
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1F. Project is designed to accommodate the needs of all ages,
including the children and seniors (8 80 cities concept) and mobility
of children (8-year-olds) and seniors (80-year-olds): In addition
to designing for people with disabilities, a growing body of literature
highlights the need to design for all age groups—this is known as the
8 80 cities concept.20 By not designing with the 8 80 concept in mind,
projects can form a barrier to enjoyment and use to large segments of
the population, contributing to social exclusion. As social exclusion is
associated with poor health, this metric draws attention on the project’s
success in being inclusive for all ages.
1G. Project has worked with stakeholders to identify and make
welcome all context-specific individuals and/or populations: This
metric speaks to the role of design in times of global transformations. It
stimulates discussion around ways design can contribute to a more just
society and sustainable forms of living, as well as how it can foster social
engagement beyond user-centred approaches and without marginalizing
the voices of certain populations.21 The metric also emphasizes the
importance of designing projects in ways that are inclusive relative to
Indigenous communities, for example. The Calls to Action released by
TRC22 have initiated debates about how professionals can contribute
to reconciliation, and what this means at municipal23 and local levels.24
Projects that do not acknowledge or address the needs of Indigenous
peoples can contribute to a wider process of social exclusion, which
undermines wellbeing.

2. Support Systems Metrics
Providing convenient access to support systems, including facilities for
health care and healthy food, helps build complete communities that can
meet residents’ needs for daily living throughout a lifetime. The proximity
of these services in relation to where individuals live, work, and play, as

20

8 80 cities, “Creating Cities for All.”

21

FHNW Academy of Art and Design, “Beyond Change.”

22

Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada:
Calls to Action.

23	Robertson, “Statement of Reconciliation From Canada’s Big City Mayors.”
24

Union of BC Municipalities, “Truth and Reconciliation at the Local Level.”
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well as their ability to access these services are a key determinant of

Access to healthrelated services
is an important
component of
wellbeing, and
there are some
signs that elements
of this are in
decline.

wellbeing. Benefits of service proximity include greater degree of access,
increased physical activity, improved mental health through greater
community interaction, and a more equitable and inclusive community—
especially for those who cannot drive, such as children and seniors.25, 26
2A. Project is within walking distance of health-related services:
Access to health-related services is an important component of
wellbeing, and there are some signs that elements of this are in decline.
The proportion of Canadians with a regular doctor, for example, is
decreasing, and wide, geographical disparities are observed, particularly
for Northern communities.27 Within urban planning and related
professions, the 10-minute walk radius (800 metres) is recognized as
the standard for ensuring geographical accessibility to amenities and
services.28 This metric draws attention on the project’s contribution to
providing physical access to health-related services, a key part of the
approach to community wellbeing.
2B. Project is within walking distance of healthy food options:
There is a growing body of literature that documents the rise of and
negative health impacts associated with living in a food desert (i.e.,
neighbourhoods that do not have supermarkets or food vendors selling
affordable and healthy food).29, 30 Food deserts are associated with a
range of negative health outcomes due to poor nutrition, such as obesity
and diabetes.31 This metric raises awareness around the important
contribution of access to healthy and affordable food to the concept of
community wellbeing.
2C. Project provides quiet space for individual repose: The adverse
health effects of noise exposure are well documented in the literature.32, 33

25	Region of Peel, “Healthy Peel by Design.”
26

Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, “Places to Grow.”

27

Canadian Index of Wellbeing, “Healthy Populations.”

28

For example, see Millward, Spinney, and Scott, “Active-Transport Walking Behavior.”

29

Institute of Medicine and National Research Council, The Public Health Effects of Food Deserts.

30

Larsen and Gilliland, “Mapping the Evolution of ‘Food Deserts’ in a Canadian City.”

31	Shafft, Jensen, and Hinrichs, “Food Deserts and Overweight Schoolchildren.”
32	Stansfeld and Clark, “Health Effects of Noise Exposure in Children.”
33

Frei, Mohler, and Roosli, “Effect of Nocturnal Road Traffic Noise Exposure.”
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Noise abatement has long been a policy initiative within cities34 and in
the workplace, and remains an important issue for urban policy today.35
The provision of spaces for rest, quiet time, decompression, and stress
reduction are therefore routinely featured in other frameworks on
wellbeing.36 This metric reflects the role that quiet spaces (and noise
reduction) have with improved wellbeing and isolates the dedication of
space for this purpose.

3. Socialization Metrics
Our capacity to realize our potential is rooted in our collective and social
relationships. Social engagement connects us with others and prevents
isolation. Additionally, social capital may arise from our relationships
when we build an environment of trust where the reciprocation and
sharing of information and social norms takes place.37 To achieve
this, projects should be designed with spaces that foster opportunities
for social interaction. Spaces that provide opportunities for social
interactions can result in reduced social isolation, increased social
capital and cohesion, and creating a sense of belonging and trust in
the community.38
3A. Project provides indoor social gathering space: Community
connectedness has been identified as an important component of
wellbeing, and human relations form an important part of connectedness.
Indeed, loneliness and social isolation are associated with poor
physical and mental health.39 Hence, spaces that can facilitate the
social interactions that lead to improved community connectedness and
social cohesion can make an important contribution to wellbeing. At the
project level, this takes expression within the communities of users (i.e.,
regular occupants). This metric isolates the provision of dedicated indoor
spaces designed to support social gatherings as a key element in the
wellbeing Framework.

34

Peabody, “History of Noise Abatement in New York City.”

35

Adams and others, “Sustainable Soundscapes.”

36

Fitwel, “Fitwel Workplace Scorecard.”

37

Pfeiffer and Cloutier, “Planning for Happy Neighborhoods.”

38

World Health Organization, Urban Green Space Interventions and Health.

39	Smith and Victor, “Typologies of Loneliness, Living Alone and Social Isolation.”
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3B. Project provides access to outdoor social gathering space:

The wellbeing of
the environment
and of natural
systems is
intricately linked
to the wellbeing
of people—one
is unattainable
without the other.

While the previous metric isolates the provision of indoor spaces that
support social gatherings, this metric isolates the provision of outdoor
spaces for this purpose.
3C. Project has worked with stakeholders to identify and
accommodate context-specific spaces for social gathering(s):
This metric raises awareness around the role of design in creating
purposeful spaces that demonstrate and promote inclusive culture
and distinct populations (e.g., spaces that accommodate traditional
Indigenous gatherings). As indicated earlier (see metric 1G), the Calls to
Action report set out by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission40 has
initiated a conversation about what more can be done at the municipal
and community level to support Indigenous Canadians.41 While this
type of space may not be required for all projects, this metric allows
for engagement with stakeholders to determine whether such spaces
(and/or unique design features) are required and to provide for them
as needed.

Environment Domain
The wellbeing of the environment and of natural systems is intricately
linked to the wellbeing of people—one is unattainable without the
other. Design plays a crucial role in preventing the erosion of the
ecosystem services and environments that sustain life at both the
local and global level. Design should seek to sustain and enhance
the healthy functioning of natural systems that sustain clean air and
water, flourishing ecosystems and biodiversity, and controllable climatic
conditions. Projects should seek to create the conditions that promote
healthy behaviours in users, such as the conservation of natural heritage
and capital, the reduction of carbon and GHG footprints, the enjoyment
of active lifestyles with access to natural settings, and to future-proof
the wellbeing of communities by building resilience, mitigation, and
adaptation capabilities.
40

Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada:
Calls to Action.

41	See, for example, Federation of Canadian Municipalities, “Pathways to Reconciliation.”
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The environment domain comprises four indicators and 15 metrics.
These are outlined in Table 2 below and further described in the text
that follows.

Table 2
Indicators and Metrics for the Environment Domain of Community Wellbeing
Environment domain indicators

Metrics

1 DELIGHT AND ENJOYMENT
Can people enjoy high-quality, beautiful spaces
(interior/exterior) with abandon?

1A Project maximizes physical and visual connections to nature Plans, drawings, documents
from public/common areas and from spaces where people
typically spend more than four hours per day

Neighbourhood/region scale: Is it a neighbourhood that
invests in the quality and beauty of the public realm? Does it
celebrate and care for its natural and cultural heritage?
Building/site scale: Is it a building/site that invests in the
quality and beauty of its spaces? Does it celebrate and care
for its natural and cultural heritage?
Interior/exterior space: Is it a space that invests in quality
and beauty? Does it celebrate and care for its natural and
cultural heritage? Are there views to settings of natural and
cultural heritage?

Data source

1: Project provides physical and visual connections to nature
from public/common areas
2: Project provides physical and visual connections to
nature from spaces where people typically spend more
than four hours per day
1B Project maximizes use of natural lighting and ventilation for
public/common areas and spaces where people typically
spend more than four hours per day

Plans, drawings, documents;
project manager

1: Project provides more than three hours of natural daylight/
sunlight for spaces where people typically spend more
than four hours per day
2: Project includes operable windows that provide access to
outdoor air and daylight in spaces where people typically
spend more than four hours perday. Where operable,
windows are installed; sequences or strategies to turn off
mechanical cooling to conserve energy.
1C A biophilia plan is developed and implemented for the
project, maximizing human–nature interactions for public/
common areas and spaces where people typically spend
more than four hours per day

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, postoccupancy user survey

1D Project is designed to evoke a sense of awe and encourage
people to linger

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, postoccupancy user survey

1: Public/common areas and primary circulation routes
incorporate opportunities for active programming, retail,
people-watching, public art, and/or significant views
2: Public/common areas and primary circulation routes
incorporate furnishings for informal use, including seating
3: Public/common areas and circulation routes are generous
in their dimensions, including horizontal space for
informal use, and an ample floor-to-ceiling height
1E Quality design and beauty is a characteristic of the project
recognized by users/stakeholders

Post-occupancy user survey
(continued ...)
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Table 2 (cont’d)
Indicators and Metrics for the Environment Domain of Community Wellbeing
Environment domain indicators

Metrics

Data source

1F Project design delivers high indoor air quality, including
supply of high-quality outdoor air, to occupants

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, postoccupancy user survey

1: Project incorporates best practices around air quality
from industry organizations, whose guidelines are
evidence-based and recommended by professionals
(e.g., meet minimum ASHRAE standards)
2: Project air quality and air filtration system meets
evidence-based standards (ASHRAE, CSA Group, WELL)
3: Project implements control measure to minimize/optimize
the consumption of energy due to outdoor air treatment
(i.e., the system has sequences to recover waste energy
and to reduce energy consumption when spaces are
not occupied)
1G Project maximizes and allows for personalization of thermal
comfort among occupants
1: Efforts have been made to address building thermal
loads by exceeding minimum guidelines for building
thermal properties (e.g., local building codes, ASHRAE,
passive house)
2: Occupancy types have been aligned and grouped to
optimize thermal comfort
3: Where feasible, project design incorporates options for
individual thermal comfort devices that allow occupants to
adjust temperatures to suit their thermal preferences
4: For exterior spaces, project design incorporates features
to support the comfort of pedestrians exposed to weather
conditions, including heat, cold, wind, and shade
2 NATURAL SYSTEMS
Does the project have a positive impact on the
functioning of local and global natural systems?
Neighbourhood/region scale: Does the neighbourhood
function contribute positively to the reduction of GHGs and
to the functioning of the local ecosystem? Does it have a
net positive impact on the accounting of quality water, air,
pollutants, and natural capital?
Building/site scale: Does the building/site construction and
operations contribute positively to the reduction of GHGs
and to the functioning of the local ecosystem? Does it have
a net positive impact on the accounting of quality water, air,
pollutants, and natural capital?
Interior/exterior space: Does the space construction and
operations contribute positively to the reduction of GHGs
and to the functioning of the local ecosystem? Does it have
a net positive impact on the accounting of quality water, air,
pollutants, and natural capital?

2A Project enhances the ecological function and biodiversity
of the site

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, postoccupancy user survey

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager

1: Opportunities for planting trees and naturalized
landscapes are maximized
2: Attention is paid to providing environments that support
pollinator species
3: Project takes appropriate mitigation measures for
ecological conservation (e.g., where projects have natural
habitat components, project implementation includes
appropriate environmental expertise to include adequate
design and implementation of conservation measures)
2B Project is GHG-neutral (or negative)
1: Project develops and implements a sustainability
action plan that demonstrates commitment to reach
GHG-neutral goals (e.g., use of natural resources, nonrenewable energy sources, and waste production)

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager

(continued ...)

Find Conference Board research at www.e-library.ca.

55

For the exclusive use of Sophia Ali, sophiaal@familyservicetoronto.org, Family Service Toronto.
Community Wellbeing

A Framework for the Design Professions

Table 2 (cont’d)
Indicators and Metrics for the Environment Domain of Community Wellbeing
Environment domain indicators

Metrics

Data source

2C Project implements measures to promote water
conservation and provides high-quality water treatment for
use on-site

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, postoccupancy user survey

1: Project evaluates water usage onsite, and has
implemented measures to reduce water use (i.e.,
plumbing fixture type, grey water collection, on-site water
treatment)
2: Project incorporates best practices around water quality
from industry organizations, whose guidelines are
evidence-based and recommended by professionals
(e.g., meet ASHRAE standards)
3: Project design makes high-quality drinking water easily
accessible to occupants
2D Project employs noise reduction materials and measures
to reduce ambient noise levels (50 decibels for large public
spaces; 40 decibels for general spaces; 30 decibels for
quiet spaces)

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, postoccupancy user survey

1: An acoustic plan is developed that identifies loud and
quiet zones, and noisy equipment in the space
2: Project employs noise reduction materials and measures
to reduce ambient noise levels
3 MOBILITY
Does the project facilitate the uptake of active
transportation, active lifestyles, and reduced
car dependency?
Neighbourhood/region scale: Does the neighbourhood
encourage people to lead active lifestyles and to undertake
daily travel by walking, cycling, and transit?
Building/site scale: Does the building/site encourage
physical activity, and prioritize access/circulation by active
modes and transit?
Interior/exterior space: Does the space encourage
physical activity?

3A Project provides ample opportunities for people to lead
active lifestyles
1: Project provides exercise facilities (interior and exterior)
or is located within walking distance of dedicated exercise
facilities (interior and exterior)
2: Project provides showers, lockers, and changing facilities
(minimum 1 m2 per full-time occupant)
3: Project provides integrated vertical circulation system
that encourages everyday stair use between floors
for occupants
4: Project maximizes the accessibility, aesthetics, and
visibility of staircases

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, postoccupancy user survey

3B Project prioritizes and celebrates active modes of
Plans, drawings, documents,
transportation and connections to transit, rather than single- project manager, postoccupancy vehicles
occupancy user survey
1: Project enables and prioritizes active modes of travel to
the project area, with access within walking distance to a
cycling path and a transit stop
2: Project provides secure, covered bicycle storage,
adjacent to public areas, entrances, and primary
circulation corridors
3: Project enables and prioritizes active modes of travel
within the project area, including walking/cycling paths
and vertical circulation
4: Project considers a mix of land uses—includes a
minimum of three different uses (residential, retail, office,
industrial, institutional, hospitality, park, or recreation),
with no single use comprising more than two-thirds of the
total gross floor area (GFA)
(continued ...)
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Table 2 (cont’d)
Indicators and Metrics for the Environment Domain of Community Wellbeing
Environment domain indicators

Metrics

Data source

4 RESILIENCE
Does the project implement a plan for operational
continuity and the management of and adaption to
identified hazards (e.g., climate change, extreme
weather, demographic shifts, economic fluctuations)?

4A Project identifies risks and implements a resilience plan

Documents, project manager

1: Project identifies operational continuity requirements
2: Project identifies potential hazards (shocks and stresses)
3: Project identifies vulnerable systems/populations
4: Project identifies and implements resilience goals and
strategies for mitigation and adaptation

Neighbourhood/region scale: Are people in the community
able to adapt to significant changes in their modes of
4B Project develops and implements a climate adaptation plan
sustenance, social support systems, and daily routines? Do
people have access to community networks and facilities in
times of need? Does the neighbourhood foster community
cohesion? Is climate adaptation planned for?

Documents, project manager

Building/site scale: Are the critical functions that support
people who live/work in the building/site able to continue
operating through a catastrophic event? Is the building/site
able to adapt to evolving needs, demographics, technology,
and economic and climatic conditions?
Interior/exterior space: Are the critical functions
that support people who live/work in the space able to
continue operating through a catastrophic event? Is the
space and supporting systems able to adapt to evolving
needs, demographics, technology, and economic and
climatic conditions?
Sources: ASHRAE; CSA Group; WELL; DIALOG; The Conference Board of Canada.

1. Delight and Enjoyment Metrics
The environmental domain includes both built and natural settings—as
well as the interplay of people and natural systems. Environments that
provoke delight and enjoyment through high-quality design features
and by connecting users to nature impact positively on people’s life
satisfaction and are associated with psychological health benefits.42, 43
When people feel good in their space and function well in their
environment, community wellbeing is meaningfully improved.44
1A. Project maximizes physical and visual connections to nature
from public/common areas and from spaces where people typically
spend more than four hours per day:45, 46 Views onto landscapes
significantly increase recovery from stress and mental fatigue, leading
42	Steemers, “Architecture for Well-Being and Health.”
43	Rudd, Vohs, and Aaker, “Awe Expands People’s Perception of Time.”
44

Huppert and So, “Flourishing Across Europe.”

45

Alvaro and Kostovski, Design and Evaluation.

46

Fitwel, “Fitwel Workplace Scorecard.”
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to healthier, happier, and more productive individuals.47 A project can
maximize user enjoyment of the natural environment and elements by
providing physical access to the outdoors and by situating windows to
allow direct sightlines and views of nature.48, 49
1B. Project maximizes use of natural lighting and ventilation for
public/common areas and spaces where people typically spend
more than four hours per day: Daylight exposure has been shown to
improve wellbeing, quality and amount of sleep, and reduce sick days
taken.50 Ensuring sufficient ventilation reduces the build-up of carbon
dioxide, leading to increased cognitive ability in occupants.51 Projects
can maximize the use of natural lighting and ventilation through designs
that maximize infiltration of natural daylight52/sunlight53 into interior
spaces (aiming for more than three hours of direct daylight per day)54
and including operable windows that provide access to outdoor air and
daylight in every occupied space.55 While natural lighting is desirable,
access to daylight should also be controllable, mainly to regulate
glare. Glare is physiological and can cause intense physical response,
negatively impacting user comfort and wellbeing. Whether designing
lighting or daylighting, the right amount of light with appropriate limits
to glare are important considerations. For most architectural lighting
and daylighting, effective methods of glare control and prevention are
essential to good lighting practices.56
1C. A biophilia plan is developed and implemented for the project,
maximizing human–nature interactions for public/common areas
and spaces where people typically spend more than four hours
per day: Biophilia refers to human’s desire to be with nature. A biophilic
design, as examples, would use natural materials, plant life, natural light,

47

Li and Sullivan, “Impact of Views to School Landscapes.”

48

Alvaro and Kostovski, Design and Evaluation.

49

Fitwel, “Fitwel Workplace Scorecard.”

50

Boubekri and others, “Impact of Windows and Daylight Exposure.”

51	Vehviläinen and others, “High Indoor CO2 Concentrations in an Office Environment.”
52

Fitwel, “Fitwel Workplace Scorecard.”

53

Alvaro and Kostovski, Design and Evaluation.

54

Alimoglu and Donmez, “Daylight Exposure.”

55

International WELL Building Institute, The WELL Building Standard.

56

Benya, “Controlling Glare.”
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and other experiences of nature and wildlife within the modern built

Quality of spaces
is more important
than quantity
of spaces.

environment. A biophilia plan is a commitment to a biophilic design; it
articulates the relationships between nature, human biology, and the
design of the built environment to allow users to experience the benefits
of biophilia in project designs. One study found indoor plants can prevent
fatigue during highly demanding tasks.57 Another found a 13 per cent
increase in wellbeing levels and an 8 per cent increase in productivity for
those working in offices that incorporate elements of biophilic design.58
Projects can achieve this by incorporating a plan to maximize human–
nature interactions within project boundaries, with emphasis on public/
common areas and spaces where occupants spend more than half their
time (e.g., work spaces, social spaces).59
1D. Project is designed to evoke a sense of awe and encourage
people to linger: Feeling time-starved adversely affects health and
wellbeing.60 Evoking a sense of awe can make people feel like they have
more time available, lessen their impatience, and momentarily boost life
satisfaction. Additionally, it can make people less materialistic and more
willing to spend their time helping other people.61 The presence of natural
features, such as mowed grass, is not sufficient to realize the benefits
of natural landscapes on wellbeing. In fact, large landscapes lacking
trees and shrubs can have a negative effect.62 Projects can encourage
a sense of enjoyment by designing windows and doors with sightlines
to animated areas outside the building, by providing outdoor seating to
encourage lingering, and by designing the project interior with ceiling
heights that are generous in their dimensions.63
1E. Quality design and beauty is a characteristic of the project
recognized by users/stakeholders: Quality of spaces is more
important than quantity of spaces.64 Integrating aesthetically pleasing
elements into a space can help project users derive a sense of comfort
57	Raanaas and others, “Benefits of Indoor Plants.”
58

Cooper, Human Spaces Report.

59

International Well Building Institute, The WELL Building Standard.

60

Menzies, No Time.

61	Rudd, Vohs, and Aaker, “Awe Expands People’s Perception of Time.”
62

Matsuoka, “Student Performance and High School Landscapes.”

63

Alvaro and Kostovski, Design and Evaluation.

64

Ibid.
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or joy from their surroundings.65 High-quality and admirable design
features can be used to create a calming environment that is able to
improve occupant mood.
1F. Project design delivers high indoor air quality, including supply
of high-quality outdoor air, to occupants: The standards set by
the American Society of Heating, Refrigerating and Air-Conditioning
Engineers (ASHRAE) are internationally recognized as best practices
and are used in both LEED and the WELL Building Standard. In meeting
minimum ASHREA66 standards, a project commits to incorporating
best practices around air quality from industry organizations, whose
guidelines are evidence-based and recommended by professionals. To
assist in the delivery of high indoor air quality, the project should offer
operable windows that provide access to outdoor air and daylight in
every occupied space, and a filtration system that meets evidence-based
standards.67, 68
1G. Project maximizes and allows for personalization of thermal
comfort among occupants: Thermal comfort preferences are highly
personal, which makes it difficult to find a temperature that is suitable
for all occupants at the same time.69 ASHRAE Standard 55 (Thermal
Environmental Conditions for Human Occupancy)70 outlines the standard
for thermal comfort. It provides minimum requirements for acceptable
thermal indoor environments and establishes the ranges of indoor
environmental conditions that are acceptable to achieve thermal comfort
for occupants. The standard addresses thermal comfort based on six
factors: metabolic range; clothing insulation; air temperature; radiant
temperature; air speed; and humidity. Areas with different thermal
gradients, and also individual thermal comfort devices, can help people
in the building choose those areas with temperatures that best fit their
thermal needs (this is called “free address”). Projects, particularly
those over 200 square metres, can meet the free address criterion

65

International WELL Building Institute, The WELL Building Standard.

66

ASHRAE, “Standard 55.”

67

U.S. Green Building Council, “Minimum Energy Performance.”

68

International WELL Building Institute, The WELL Building Standard.

69

International WELL Building Institute, “Individual Thermal Control.”

70

ASHRAE, “Standard 55.”
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by designing areas with different thermal gradients and providing a

Natural landscapes
and the living and
non-living things
within them support
the wellbeing
of people.

thermal gradient of at least 3°C [5°F] across open workspaces and
between rooms or floors. In addition, project designs can incorporate
options for individual thermal comfort devices that allow occupants to
adjust temperatures to suit their thermal preferences.71 At the urban
site and neighbourhood, consideration should be given the four-season
movement of pedestrians, mitigating the undue effects of extreme
weather conditions.

2. Natural Systems Metrics
The natural environment encompasses all living and non-living things
occurring naturally in our communities. The health of natural systems,
ecosystem services, and the people who enjoy them are intricately
related. Access to green space and natural systems may produce
health benefits through various pathways. Various models have been
proposed to explain the relationship and pathways through which natural
systems may contribute to health; these include improved air quality,
enhanced physical activity, engagement with nature and relaxation,
stress reduction, and greater social cohesion (social activities and
interactions).72, 73 Sustainable, healthy, natural environments provide
clean air and water, reduce pollutants, and provide raw materials for
building, transportation, and food production. Natural landscapes and the
living and non-living things within them have intrinsic value. They support
the wellbeing of people by providing fundamental life-sustaining systems
and by enriching everyday life through stress relief, attentional recovery,
and opportunities for recreation.74
2A. Project enhances the ecological function and biodiversity of
the site: Principles from the field of ecology can be applied as much to
urban and agricultural landscapes as to wilderness areas. Landscape
functions provide ecosystem services, defined as “benefits human

71

International WELL Building Institute, The WELL Building Standard.

72

Hartig and others, “Nature and Health.”

73

Lachowycz and Jones, “Towards a Better Understanding of the Relationship Between Greenspace
and Health.”

74

Wiseman and others, Developing a Community Indicators Framework for Victoria.
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populations derive, directly or indirectly, from ecosystem functions,”75
to places where people live and work. The term “ecosystem services”
refers to the provision of services (e.g., food), regulating services
(e.g., climate, water, public health, and soil), cultural services (e.g.,
education, recreation, and spiritual), and supporting services (e.g.,
primary production and nutrient cycling).76 There is evidence that links
biodiversity with production of ecosystem services, as well as with and
between exposure to nature and health wellbeing. Reported health
benefits of biodiversity and interacting with nature are listed elsewhere
and include positive, measurable psychological and physiological health
effects and general perceptions of wellbeing.77, 78 Psychological health
benefits include improved quality of life; decreased depression, anger,
aggression, frustration, hostility, stress, and fatigue; reduced anxiety and
tension; increased self-esteem, prosocial behaviour, vitality, creativity
and happiness, and calmness; and in children, reduced attention-deficit/
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), improved emotional and social health, and
self-worth. Physiological health benefits include better general health,
wellbeing, and physiological functioning; lower stress and stress-related
illness; and reduced blood pressure, headaches/pain, cardiovascular and
respiratory disease, and sick leave.
2B. Project is GHG-neutral (or negative): Reducing GHGs may have
seemingly minimal effects on short-term wellbeing (e.g., improved air
quality from a reduction in pollution); however, its role in mitigating
climate change and maintaining healthy local and natural systems
well into the future for multiple generations is crucial for providing the
conditions necessary for individuals and communities to fulfill their
potential. To reduce GHGs, projects should develop and implement a
sustainability action plan, using an environmental management system
(EMS) based on the International Organization for Standardization
(ISO) 14001 or similar, which demonstrates commitment to reach
established GHG-neutral goals (e.g., use of natural resources,

75

Costanza and others, “The Value of the World’s Ecosystem Services and Natural Capital.”

76

Carpenter and Folke, “Ecology for Transformation.”

77

Keniger and others, “What Are the Benefits of Interacting With Nature?”

78	Sandifera and Sutton-Grier, “Exploring Connections.”
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non-renewable energy sources, and waste production)79, 80 In 2017,

Quality drinking
water is
essential for the
maintenance of
good health and
wellbeing.

Canada’s Green Building Council (CaGBC) launched Canada’s first
Zero Carbon Building Standard.81 This standard has made reducing
carbon (e.g., reducing emissions and setting targets) as the key indicator
for building performance. To achieve large-scale transformation, the
standard was designed to be applied more broadly in assessing carbon
use in commercial, institutional, and multi-family buildings.
2C. Project implements measures to promote water conservation
and provides high-quality water treatment for use on-site: Clean
drinking water is a prerequisite for optimal health, and drinking water
contamination is a major public health issue. Access “to clear, goodtasting water helps to promote proper hydration throughout the
day. Improving the taste and appearance of tap water encourages
increased water consumption and reduces reliance on bottled water.”82
Consumption of water can be promoted by making high-quality drinking
water easily accessible to occupants. Project designs can promote
consumption of water among occupants by aligning with best practices
around water quality from industry organizations, whose guidelines are
evidence-based and recommended by professionals (e.g., ASHREA
standards;83 WHO;84 Canadian Health Act Safe Drinking Water
Regulation85); by incorporating a water filtration system that limits the
presence of organic contaminants in drinking water; and by providing at
least one drinking water supply on every floor and locating at least one
dispenser within 30 metres of all parts of regularly occupied floor space
(minimum one per floor).86 Because quality drinking water is essential for
the maintenance of good health and wellbeing, it is imperative to protect
our precious water resources. Small changes to water use can make
a big difference for a community. Project design measures that reduce
water use contribute to community wellbeing by preserving water for

79

Ozier, “AIA Introduces 2030 Commitment Program.”

80

Melnyk and others, “Assessing the Impact of Environmental Management Systems.”

81

Canada Green Building Council, “The CaGBC Zero Carbon Building Program.”

82

International WELL Building Institute, “Drinking Water Promotion.”

83

ASHRAE, “Shaping Tomorrow’s Built Environment Today.”

84

World Health Organization, “Health Topics: Water.”

85

Government of Canada, “Canadian Drinking Water Guidelines.”

86

International WELL Building Institute, The WELL Building Standard.
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future generations, fighting climate change, increasing financial savings,

Improving
conditions that
support active
transport has direct
benefits for users
as well as various
indirect benefits.

and reducing energy use and costs for distribution.87
2D. Project employs noise reduction materials and measures
to reduce ambient noise levels (50 decibels for large public
spaces; 40 decibels for general spaces; 30 decibels for quiet
spaces): Projects have various noise-emitting devices, in addition to
the occupants within. As interior spaces are increasingly designed to
promote personal interaction, occupants can experience decreased
levels of privacy and acoustic comfort. Constant noise levels can lead to
elevated epinephrine (adrenalin) levels, motivational deficits, and reduced
posture adjustments.88 Noise has also been associated with elevated
blood pressure and stress hormones in children.89 In work settings, for
example, ambient noise can lead to increased distraction and reduced
concentration, productivity, and performance, especially in open-plan
offices where aural distractions and interruptions from other employees
are frequent. Project designs can reduce ambient noise levels by
developing an acoustic plan that identifies loud and quiet zones, as
well as noisy equipment in spaces, and by employing noise reduction
materials and measures to reduce ambient noise levels.90

3. Mobility Metrics
Whether for the movement of people or goods, societies depend upon
high-quality, accessible transportation to function. Transportation is a
social determinant of health as it enables people to access employment,
education, food, health and social services, and to recreate and to
participate in social activities.91 Active transport is important in an
efficient transportation system—providing basic mobility, transport that’s
affordable, access to motorized forms, physical fitness, and enjoyment.
Improving conditions that support active transport has direct benefits for
users as well as various indirect benefits, such that even people who do

87

Ontario Ministry of the Environment and Climate Change, Education and Outreach for
Source Protection.

88

Evans and Johnson, “Stress and Open-Office Noise.”

89

Evans, “Child Development and the Physical Environment.”

90

International WELL Building Institute, The WELL Building Standard.

91

Badland and others, “The Development of Policy-Relevant Transport Indicators.”
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not use a particular sidewalk, crosswalk, path, or bike rack often benefit
from their existence.92
Walkability is a significant predictor of quality of life.93 Walkability
promotes a more vibrant community where it is convenient and common
for people to walk between destinations, as opposed to taking other
forms of transportation; a walkable neighbourhood is one that has
pedestrian-friendly business as a destination.94 People living in more
walkable areas are more likely to volunteer, work on community projects,
and socialize.95 They are also more likely to know their neighbours,
participate politically, trust each other, and be socially engaged.96
Active transportation “not only tackles climate change, it could also
deliver powerful co-benefits related to preventive health, social capital,
traffic congestion and the economy.”97 Lack of access to transportation
has been identified as a key determinant of social exclusion.98 A shift
away from single-car occupancy toward more sustainable modes of
transportation and a reduction of kilometres travelled can have a positive
effect on the health of the environment by reducing the reliance on fossil
fuels, reducing the emission of GHGs, and reducing the corresponding
consumption of land (e.g., for parking and roads) and non-renewable
resources (e.g., asphalt, metal, and plastics).
3A. Project provides ample opportunities for people to lead active
lifestyles: Because physical activity (PA) is a “multi-dimensional
construct and thus, there is no measure that can assess all facets of
PA,”99 projects should provide opportunities for different levels of PA
intensity, different ages, and different capabilities.100 By incorporating
certain features into their designs, projects can promote active lifestyles.

92

Litman, Evaluating Active Transportation Benefits and Costs.

93

Jaśkiewicz and Besta, “Is Easy Access Related to Better Life?”

94

JB&F Consulting, Walkable Neighborhoods.

95	Rogers and others, “Examining Walkability and Social Capital.”
96

Leyden, “Social Capital and the Built Environment.”

97

Giles-Corti, Shelton, and Falconer, “The Co-Benefits for Health of Investing in Active Transportation.”

98

Lucas, Running on Empty.

99	Sylvia and others, “A Practical Guide to Measuring Physical Activity,” 6.
100 Alberta Centre for Active Living, Measurement of Physical Activity & Sedentary Behaviour.
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Design features can include dedicated exercise facilities (within project
boundaries or within walking distance of project);101 shower, locker,
and changing facilities; accessible, aesthetic, and visible staircases in
prominent project locations, as well as an integrated vertical circulation
system that promotes regular stair use between floors for occupants; and
limited prominence, number, capacity, and size of elevators.102 Stairs that
incorporate natural light/views are preferable, as they tend to be used
more often than fully enclosed/interior stairs.
Walking and cycling are among the most practical and effective ways to
be physically active, especially for inactive and overweight people.103, 104
Therefore, to the extent project designs can increase walking and
cycling, they can contribute to this indicator of wellbeing.
3B. Project prioritizes and celebrates active modes of
transportation and connections to transit, over single-occupancy
vehicles: Projects can promote active modes of transportation through
a number of design features, including site proximity to continuous,
connected bike paths or multi-modal road networks;105 entrance
proximity to public transit stops and transit corridors;106 provision of
secure, covered bicycle storage facilities;107, 108 on-site walking paths;109
through land use and urban design considerations, mainly mix of land
uses;110 and by a variety of transportation demand management (TDM)
strategies. Projects that are integrated into a walkable neighbourhood
allow more ways for people to reach their destination.
Similarly, project designs that tie into public transit systems or provide
easy access to public transit options help to establish a robust and wellused transportation system and thereby lower car dependency. Compact

101 Fitwel Scorecard, “Fitwell Workplace Scorecard.”
102	New York City Department of Design and Construction, Active Design Guidelines, 68.
103 Pucher and Buehler, “Walking and Cycling for Healthy Cities.”
104 Bassett and others, “Active Transportation and Obesity.”
105	Region of Peel, Healthy Development Assessment User Guide, 17.
106	New York City Department of Design and Construction, Active Design Guidelines, 28.
107	Region of Peel, Healthy Development Assessment User Guide, 19.
108 Fitwel, “Fitwel Workplace Scorecard.”
109	New York City Department of Design and Construction, Active Design Guidelines, 42.
110 Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, Performance Indicators for the Growth Plan for the
Greater Golden Horseshoe, 20.
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Including a
mix of housing
types increases
housing density
and consequently
the proximity
between homes
and destinations,
thereby promoting
the walkability of a
neighbourhood.

mixed-use developments that integrate residential, commercial, cultural,
office/institutional, and civic perspectives and functions establish a
robust and well-used transportation system and create connected and
healthy communities.111 For example, increased mixed density (including
housing density), mixed-use planning, and increased connectivity
are features of the built environment that contribute to increased
active transport.112
For single-use projects, mainly residential projects, including a mix
of housing types (or adding to the mix in the community) increases
housing density and consequently also the proximity between homes
and destinations, thereby promoting the walkability of a neighbourhood
and contributing to community wellbeing.113 To achieve maximum benefit,
mixed-density developments should be integrated with surrounding
development, in areas with connected street networks, mixed land uses,
public transport, and with supporting infrastructure, including walkways,
public areas, and cycle paths.114 A number of evidence-based health
assessment tools have been used to provide a consistent evaluative
framework for tracking potential health and community wellbeing
impacts, including of mixed-use projects.115

4. Resilience Metrics
Resilience is “the capacity to adapt to changing conditions and to
maintain or regain functionality and vitality in the face of stress or
disturbance. It is the capacity to bounce back after a disturbance or
interruption.”116 For example, one area of concern for resilience planning
is climate change. This manifests through the design of buildings and
systems that address the root causes of climate change (e.g., GHG
emissions); the project’s areas of vulnerability (e.g., extreme weather
events and rising sea levels); and their ability to mitigate and adapt (e.g.,
climate adaptation).
111 Perkins+Will Canada, Transit Oriented Development Design Guidelines.
112 Gebel and others, Creating Healthy Environments.
113	Region of Peel, Healthy Development Assessment User Guide, 32.
114 Healthy Places & Spaces, “Design Principles.”
115 Lawrence Frank and Company Inc., Evaluating the Public Health Impacts of Land
Development Decisions.
116	Resilient Design Institute, “What Is Resilience?”
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Toronto’s Corktown Common, for example, is a diverse space that
includes a children’s splash pad, winding pathways, and other
natural features. However, it is situated on a flood protection berm to
protect lower-lying areas from the Don River. The area is designed to
accommodate extreme weather fluctuations and provide protection to
parts of the city that are external to the project.117
In other cases, resilience planning may mean designing buildings with
enough daylight and ventilation to remain partially operational during
a power outage. Other hazards (shocks and stresses) that the project
may need to consider from a resilience perspective include changes in
technology, the economy, demographics, environmental conditions, use,
and others. A project will also need to be cognizant of particular areas of
vulnerability for the population it serves, the ecology it is part of, and the
systems and operations upon which it is dependent.
4A. Project identifies risks and implements a resilience plan:
Projects should be designed to be resilient and adaptive to identified
hazards (e.g., climate change, extreme weather, demographic shifts,
economic fluctuations, technological advancements) to sustain the
operational continuity of the community it serves, and its ability to adapt
to evolving conditions, well into the future. This can be accomplished
through the identification of operational continuity requirements, potential
hazards, vulnerable systems/populations, and developing resilience
goals and mitigation strategies.
4B. Project develops and implements a climate adaptation plan:
Projects can support community and global sustainability goals
by identifying key components of a climate change mitigation and
adaptation plan.118

Economic Domain
The key economic factors that influence population health and
community socio-economic wellbeing and sustainability include income,

117 Park People, Resilient Parks, Resilient City.
118 Hay, Gómez-Palacio, and Martyn, Planning Resilient Communities, 313.
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The built
environment plays
an important role in
either diminishing
or in perpetuating
socio-economic
and health
inequities.

housing, labour force activity, and education. When favourable, these
factors help people live better, healthier, and more productive lives.
A built environment’s influence on health and community wellbeing
begins in the home and extends to where people work (and how they
get between the two). Basic physical, social, and emotional needs are
likely to be met when people can afford to choose well-designed, quality
housing in a convenient geographic setting that accommodates safe
living conditions and access to healthy lifestyle options, amenities, and
active transportation between home, work, shops, and services.119, 120
When such choices are not affordable, people live in communities where
homes are further away from basic amenities and services, and where
public transport is less reliable and long commuting distances in cars
is necessary.
While the built environment cannot impact economic inequality, it plays
an important role in either diminishing or in perpetuating socio-economic
and health inequities among individuals, populations, communities, and
regions. When housing is affordable, it makes it easier to attract people
and keep them in a community.121 It may also influence inequities and
a community’s economic wellbeing, contributing to more socially and
economically equitable and sustainable communities, through its impact
on density (e.g., concentration of buildings and population in an area),
availability of public spaces and places, and opportunity for different
uses within the same neighbourhood.122 The built environment can
offset health disparities through the incorporation of design features
that provide affordable project options for people and by supporting the
conditions where individuals and communities can prosper economically.
The economic domain comprises four indicators and six metrics. These
are detailed in Table 3 and described in the text that follows.

119 Government of Canada, “What Makes Canadians Healthy or Unhealthy?”
120 Mikkonen and Raphael, Social Determinants of Health.
121 Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Ministry of Housing, Provincial Policy Statement.
122 Gelormino and others, “From Built Environment to Health Inequalities.”
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Table 3
Indicators and Metrics for the Economic Domain of Community Wellbeing
Economic domain indicators

Metrics

Data source

1 AFFORDABILITY
Can people of different income levels afford a high
quality of life?

1A The project benefits, and can be enjoyed by, people of all
income levels within the community

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, client,
municipality administrative
data, Statistics Canada’s
census tract level data, project
community survey, postoccupancy survey

Neighbourhood/region scale: Does the neighbourhood
offer people economically accessible opportunities to satisfy
everyday life needs, including shelter, food, recreation,
education, health care, mobility, and education?
Building/site scale: Can people of different income
levels enjoy the building/site? Are barriers related to
income minimized?
Interior/exterior space: Does the enjoyment of the space
depend on undue costs?

2 COMPLETE COMMUNITY
Can people realize the activities of everyday life within
walking distance?
Neighbourhood/region scale: Can people realize the
activities of everyday life within walking distance? Is walking
and cycling prioritized in the neighbourhood?

1: Low-income people (as defined by Statistics Canada)
within the community can access the project and
benefit from its function
Use Statistics Canada’s census tract level data on
income distribution as baseline information for
guiding project design and/or evaluating project design
options so as to maximize project accessibility and
enable low income people to benefit from project. Data
point to be used:
• Income distribution (total income groups in 2015
for the population aged 15 years and over in
private households)
2: A minimum of 20 per cent of the project’s core
function (e.g., housing, office space) is available at
affordable rates, as defined by Canada Mortgage and
Housing Corporation
3: Project enables access to universally affordable or free
recreation space, facilities, or programs within project
boundaries or in community
4: Project promotes use of active transport and reduces
car dependency
Use Statistics Canada’s census tract level data on
main mode of commuting and commuting destinations
among people (employed labour force living in private
households) living in the community as baseline
information against which project impact on use of
active transport can be compared and evaluated. Data
points to be used:
• “Main mode of commuting for the employed
labour force aged 15 years and over in private
households with a usual place of work or no fixed
workplace address (based on 25 per cent of census
sample data)”1
• “Commuting destination for the employed labour force
aged 15 years and over in private households with a
usual place of work (based on 25 per cent of census
sample data)”2
2A Project enables a balanced lifestyle, connecting people
to places to work, live, play, study, take transit, and make
quotidian purchases, within walking distance
1: People have the option of using active transportation
for commuting

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, client, postoccupancy survey, Statistics
Canada’s census tract
level data

Building/site scale: Can people conveniently arrive at the
building/site and access food and services, by walking,
cycling, or transit?
Interior/exterior space: Do people have the amenities and
services they need to inhabit the space, with comfortable
access? Is the adjacency to other spaces complementary to
everyday life?
(continued ...)
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Table 3 (cont’d)
Indicators and Metrics for the Economic Domain of Community Wellbeing
Economic domain indicators

Metrics

Data source

2B Project enables a density of population (residents and jobs
per hectare) that supports the intended density of services
and amenities, within walking distance

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, client,
municipality administrative
data, post-occupancy survey,
Statistics Canada’s census
tract level data

Use Statistics Canada’s census tract level data on total
population and population density as baseline information
for guiding project design and/or evaluating project design
options so as to support a community’s intended population
density (residents plus jobs per hectare). Data points to
be used:
• Total population
• Population density per square kilometre
1: Project supports a minimum of 50 residents and jobs per
hectare in low density neighbourhoods and between 140
and 200 residents and jobs per hectare when near transit
2: Project is within 10 km of an urban centre or
employment centre3
2C Project contributes to a net increase in population density
Use Statistics Canada’s census tract level data on total
population, population density, and commuting destination
for employed population as baseline information for guiding
project design and/or evaluating project design options
so as to contribute to an increase in population density
(residents plus jobs per hectare). Data points to be used:
• Total population
• Population density per square kilometre
• Commuting destination (commute within census
subdivision (CSD) of residence) for the employed labour
force aged 15 years and over in private households with
a usual place of work (based on 25 per cent census
sample data)
3 LIFE-CYCLE VALUE
Does the project account for full-life cycle costing and
value generation, and the costs to the environment
and community?
Neighbourhood/region scale: Does the return on
investment (ROI) for the development/design of the
neighbourhood account for ongoing maintenance and
operation and for the economic burden to society and
the environment?
Building/site scale: Does the ROI for the development/
design of the building/site account for ongoing maintenance
and operation and for the economic burden to society and
the environment?

3A Life-cycle cost analysis (LCCA) conducted as part of
the project’s business case (including maintenance and
operation) with results confirming acceptable long-term
costs and benefits

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, client,
municipality administrative
data, Statistics Canada’s
census tract level data, postoccupancy survey

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, client

1: Project uses a life-cycle assessment (LCA) tool to
measure the life-cycle environmental impact of the
building elements to achieve the lowest LCC (in presentvalue dollars) from among alternatives designs4
2: Project identifies the full-life cycle costs and develops
options to pay for these costs over the long term5

Interior/exterior space: Does the ROI for the development/
design of the space account for ongoing maintenance
and operation and for the economic burden to society and
the environment?
(continued ...)
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Table 3 (cont’d)
Indicators and Metrics for the Economic Domain of Community Wellbeing
Economic domain indicators

Metrics

Data source

4 LOCAL ECONOMY
Does the project support a healthy local economy and,
specifically, a knowledge economy?

4A Project results in a net long-term amplification (of size,
strength, and diversity) of the local economy and the
readiness of a knowledge economy

Plans, documents,
project manager, client,
post-occupancy survey,
municipality, Statistics
Canada’s census tract
level data

Neighbourhood/region scale: Doe the neighbourhood
foster opportunities for local employment and for the
development of a knowledge economy?
Building/site scale: Does the building/site and/or its
construction support a local economy and the development of
a knowledge economy?
Interior/exterior space: Does the space and/or its
construction support a local economy and the development of
a knowledge economy?

1: Project contributes to a net increase in employment
density (jobs per hectare)6
2: Project incorporates non-standard work spaces such
as home-occupation, live-work units, co-work spaces,
shared facilities, and/or a “coffice” (work-friendly coffee
shop);7 Internet access (Wi-Fi) is provided throughout
project to facilitate connectivity8
3: Project fosters local entrepreneurialism by providing a
range of ownership, rental, and sublet options
4: Project includes commercial/retail units on the ground
floor of mixed-use and multi-unit buildings (expressed as
a percentage of all units)9
5: Project supports innovation and productivity by
contributing to an infrastructure that maximizes density
and clustering of related economic activities10

1 Statistics Canada, Census Profile, 2016 Census.
2 Ibid.
3 Gelormino and others, “From Built Environment to Health Inequalities.”
4 BREEAM, BREEAM International New Construction 2016.
5 Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, Performance Indicators for the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe.
6 Smith, Community Design Indicators and Neighbourhood Population Health, 28.
7 Region of Peel, Healthy Development Assessment User Guide, 32.
8 Deloitte, Value of Connectivity.
9 Ibid.
10 Florida, The Rise of the Creative Class.
Sources: DIALOG; The Conference Board of Canada.

1. Affordability Metrics
As explained elsewhere, “Without affordable housing, our communities
will become less diverse. We may lose the opportunity to interact with
people who may be in different economic or cultural circumstances,
to learn from them, and to enjoy their company. The community can
become richer and community life ultimately more satisfying when
affordable housing is integrated into a community, bringing people of
various socio-economic backgrounds together.”123 Having access to
spaces designed for wellbeing is more than just about whether certain
services or features are present. If people don’t have the means to make
use of or even physically visit a site, it might as well not exist for them.
Design for community wellbeing should allow all members of society

123 Community Tool Box, “Section 13. Enhancing the Built Environment Through Design.”
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from a broad spectrum of socio-economic backgrounds to participate
and enjoy the benefits it brings.
A salient aspect of affordability with respect to wellbeing is housing
affordability, as it is often the single-largest expense for Canadians, at an
average of 21 per cent of household expenditure.124 Affordable housing is
important for obtaining employment and providing a healthy standard of
living for children.125 Another significant aspect of affordability is mobility.
Fourteen per cent of Canadians’ average household expenditures is
on transportation. Enabling people to live without the need to own a
personal vehicle can contribute to more affordable lifestyles. In addition
to affordable housing and transport, commercial space—whether for
offices, cultural associations, or community parks—should also be
considered. As commercial rents increase,126 the opportunities for local
businesses and organizations to participate in the economy, and society
more generally, become limited as they are priced out of the market.
1A. The project benefits, and can be enjoyed by, people of all
income levels within the community: Access to affordable and
adequate housing is a key social determinant of health.127 This metric
enables us to understand contributions to the inclusiveness of projects
from an economic lens. Within the planning profession, 20 per cent is
a generally accepted minimum proportion of affordable units needed
to address societal housing affordability issues.128 This extends to
commercial, office, and retail space for its potential to support local
businesses and not-for-profit groups. To contribute to the wellness of a
community, a project should also enable access to universally affordable,
or free, recreation space, facilities, or programming within project
boundaries or in the community. Finally, a project should be designed in
such a way as to promote active modes of transport and demote car use.
The essence of this indicator is to maximize the extent to which people
from all income levels have access to and benefit from the project.

124	Statistics Canada, CANSIM table 203-0021.
125 Wellington-Dufferin-Guelph Coalition for Report Cards, “Report Cards on the Wellbeing of Children.”
126 Marr, “Commercial Rents in Toronto Could Soar.”
127 Badland and others, “Examining Associations Between Area-Level Spatial Measures of Housing.”
128 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, “About Affordable Housing in Canada.”
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While this can be assessed using qualitative observation, project
community surveys, and post-occupancy surveys, objective statistical
data (Statistics Canada’s census tract level data) can be used to
determine baseline measures of community characteristics. Baseline
data, such as the income distribution and modes of transport among
people in the community, can be used to inform project design and/or
evaluate different project design options, with a goal of enabling people
from low-income brackets to enjoy the project as much as those with
higher incomes.
Although census tract level data are typically representative of a
larger geographical scale than that of a project, they are valuable
in determining community baseline socio-economic characteristics.
Statistics Canada’s census tract level data are readily available online, at
no cost, in the form of census tables. The following three measures from
Statistics Canada’s census data provide useful baseline information for
this indicator:
• income distribution (total income groups in 2015 for the population aged

15 years and over in private households)
• main mode of commuting for the employed labour force aged 15 years

and over in private households with a usual place of work or no fixed
workplace address—based on 25 per cent of census sample data
• commuting destination for the employed labour force aged 15 years and

over in private households with a usual place of work—based on 25 per
cent of census sample data

2. Complete Community Metrics
An important concept in urban planning, complete communities “meet
people’s needs for daily living throughout an entire lifetime by providing
convenient access to an appropriate mix of jobs, local services, a full
range of housing, and community infrastructure including affordable
housing, schools, recreation, and open space for their residents.
Convenient access to public transportation and options for safe, nonmotorized travel is also provided.”129 Fruit and vegetable consumption,
129 Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, Performance Indicators for the Growth Plan for the
Greater Golden Horseshoe.
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for example, depends more on supermarket choice (i.e., low versus
high cost) than on physical distance. In other words, designing
neighbourhoods with an appropriate mix of services, as well as different
levels of those services, is important to ensure people of all backgrounds
have access.130
As stated by Jane Jacobs in The Death and Life of Great American
Cities,131 mixed and diverse functions (functional integration), as well as
designing for multiple users, facilitate large numbers and different types
of people to come together in public spaces continuously throughout
the day. They also set the basis for creating a safe, integrated, and
welcoming environment. Providing opportunities for a variety of activities
can encourage people to use common spaces.
Community planners, both urban and suburban, are incorporating these
types of principles, which support mixed-use, common public spaces,
and the reduced need for motorized vehicles. Such principles can also
be adapted for the creation of more affordable housing and enhancing
equitable access to community assets.132
2A. Project enables a balanced lifestyle, connecting people to
places to work, live, play, study, take transit, and make daily
purchases, within walking distance:133 The wellbeing literature
recognizes that the economic domain comprises both paid work and
unpaid work.134 One of the main ways this takes expression is through
the time and effort spent on daily household routines (e.g., commuting to
work) and tasks (e.g., taking children to school and daycare, household
shopping, health appointments). This metric emphasizes the role
that the on-site provision of daily amenities and services can have in
minimizing the time and effort required to access them, contributing to
work-life balance, which is an important measure of wellbeing.135 Mixeduse projects that integrate residential, commercial, cultural, and office/

130 Aggarwal and others, “Access to Supermarkets and Fruit and Vegetable Consumption.”
131 Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities.
132 Community Tool Box, “Section 13. Enhancing the Built Environment Through Design.”
133	Region of Peel, “Tools and Research.”
134 Wiseman and others, Developing a Community Indicators Framework for Victoria, 42.
135 Ibid.
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institutional and civic functions improve work-life balance by providing
easy access to required or desired daily amenities and services.
For single-use projects with a limited mix of uses, work-life balance
can be enhanced by having access to amenities and services within
a 10-minute walk (800 metres). Another way single-use projects can
contribute to work-life balance is through housing density alongside
the mix of uses; increasing housing density can improve the proximity
between homes and destinations, thereby not only making it easier
for people to achieve what they need to do on a daily basis, but also
promoting healthy lifestyles by nudging people to use active transport
rather than relying on cars to reach their daily destinations.136
2B. Project enables a density of population (residents and jobs
per hectare) that supports the intended density of services and
amenities, within walking distance:137 Population densities are the
foundation that supports all other facets of a complete community—
amenities and services require a critical mass of a population, around
the clock, to be viable. As densities and mix of use increase, so does
the demand for services and amenities within walking distance.138
Lower densities are not necessarily conducive to improving community
wellbeing (e.g., zoning for suburbs is typically low). Densities need to be
able to support the desired services and amenities: 50 residents and
jobs per hectare for lower-density neighbourhoods; 150 residents and
jobs per hectare for areas with a higher degree of service, including
transit; and 200+ residents and jobs per hectare for urban centres and
higher-order transit corridors. This metric helps track the contribution of
projects to residential and job-density targets as set out by municipalities
and regional authorities.

136 Gebel and others, Creating Healthy Environments.
137 Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, Performance Indicators for the Growth Plan for the
Greater Golden Horseshoe.
138	Region of Peel, “Healthy Peel by Design,” 8.
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2C. Project contributes to a net increase in population density139
(residents and jobs per hectare): Increases in density of residents
and jobs and/or increase in mix/intensity of use increase the net use
of existing services and infrastructure, thereby reducing the per capita
cost.140 Meeting minimum job densities is another important component
to ensuring a complete community.141 Creating communities that can
support a critical mass of services (i.e., the previous metric) and
increasing the value and sustainable enjoyment of services by increasing
the net population served (i.e., current metric) are both important
components of density. Projects contribute to desirable population
densities, and thereby to reduced per capita costs, when designs
increase the net use of existing services and infrastructure.
Population density is also affected by the housing continuum. When
a community has a diverse housing supply and is able to provide a
range of viable housing options for people from all income levels, the
population density will increase. In addition, the housing needs of
low-income households can be better met by neighbourhoods with a
greater variety of housing types, mixed land use, and greater density.142
This metric allows better understanding of projects’ contributions
to meeting population density targets and overall contribution to
community wellbeing.

3. Life-Cycle Valuation Metrics
Effective life-cycle valuation seeks to account for the full range of shortand long-term costs of project alternatives, including externalities such
as GHGs.143 Aside from providing insight into the most efficient way to
build, operate, and maintain a project, it can help with other wellbeingrelated objectives, such as energy conservation144 and the wellbeing of
natural systems.145 This could potentially be taken further by analyzing

139	Smith, Community Design Indicators and Neighbourhood Population Health, 44.
140	Region of Peel, “Healthy Peel by Design,” 8.
141 Ibid.
142 Aurand, “Density, Housing Types and Mixed Land Use.”
143 European Commission, Life-Cycle Costing.
144 Iowa Department of Public Safety, Life Cycle Cost Analysis Guidelines.
145 U.S. General Services Administration, “Life Cycle Costing.”
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how project costs affect different members of the community; this would
also support the previously mentioned indicators of affordability and
complete communities.
3A. Life-cycle cost analysis (LCCA) conducted as part of the
project’s business case (including maintenance and operation) with
results confirming acceptable long-term costs and benefits: This
metric enables designers to estimate some of the long-term impacts of
their design decisions with respect to several wellbeing-related indicators
(e.g., resilience and sustainability, integration and collaboration). Projects
should use a life-cycle assessment (LCA) tool to measure the life-cycle
environmental impact/benefits of the building elements,146 identify the full
life-cycle costs, including costs to the environment and the community,
in relation to the long-term value created, and develop options to pay for
these costs and capitalize on the value over the long term. The goal is
for the project design to achieve the lowest life-cycle cost (in presentvalue dollars) from among alternative designs.147

4. Local Economy Metrics
Income and social status has been linked to health148 as they enable
individuals and families to invest in health care and healthy lifestyles.
Communities benefit from a strong local economy through increased
employment, local tax income, and social capital.149 Local economies
also provide opportunities for individuals to experience the various
services and features of the community. In many ways, a strong local
economy is the glue that holds communities together. Community-level
social cohesion, in turn, contributes significantly to wellbeing.150

146 BREEAM, BREEAM International New Construction 2016.
147 Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, Performance Indicators for the Growth Plan for the
Greater Golden Horseshoe.
148 World Health Organization, “The Determinants of Health.”
149 Kilkenny, Balbarte, and Besser, “Reciprocated Community Support and Small Town-Small
Business Success.”
150 Elliott and others, “Neighbourhood Cohesion and Mental Wellbeing Among Older Adults.”
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4A. Project results in a net long-term amplification (of size,
strength, and diversity) of the local economy and the readiness
of a knowledge economy: Local business activity contributes to the
social capital of a neighbourhood, which in turn creates conditions
for improved health. For local economies to thrive, creativity and
innovation are required. Accordingly, the importance of allowing
home-based businesses, supporting local talent, and encouraging
local ownership is recognized.151 Also, access to education services,
knowledge-related amenities, and the Internet is essential for knowledge
economy readiness.152 Evidence shows that projects can contribute to
strengthening the local economy by incorporating options for home–
occupation, live–work units, and shared work spaces in their designs;153
accommodating for wi-fi access throughout the project, including
commercial/retail units on the ground floor of mixed-use and multi-unit
buildings;154 contributing to a net increase in employment density (jobs
per hectare); and being located within 10 kilometres of an urban centre
or employment centre.155
The Business Alliance for Local Living Economies has identified
strategies to help build healthy local economies.156 Several of these have
informed the local economy metrics. For example, by contributing to a
net increase in employment density, the project can also support equity
by building supportive services and infrastructure to allow everyone to
reach their full potential, and by aligning labour and anchoring institutions
and businesses to create local economies that work for all. Another
recommended strategy is to cultivate connection. By incorporating
non-standard work spaces such as home–occupation, live–work units,
co-work spaces, shared facilities, and/or a “coffice” (work-friendly
coffee shop), a project supports creativity and entrepreneurs, thereby
contributing to the local economy.

151 Toronto Public Health, Toward Healthier Apartment Neighbourhoods, 55.
152 Wiseman, Measuring Wellbeing, Engaging Communities.
153	Region of Peel, Healthy Development Assessment User Guide, 32.
154 Deloitte, Value of Connectivity.
155	Smith, Community Design Indicators and Neighbourhood Population Health, 28.
156 Business Alliance for Local Living Economies, “Local Economy Framework.”
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By supporting creativity, a project can also impact productivity; research
shows that productivity can be increased by making certain service jobs
more creative, such as low-wage, less secure jobs in food service, health
care, and retail. Similarly, by providing a range of ownership, rental,
and sublet options, a project fosters local entrepreneurialism. A project
can further boost the local economy by including commercial/retail
units on the ground floor of mixed-use and multi-unit buildings, thereby
enhancing access to a community’s retail and commercial space. A
stronger knowledge economy also improves the economic status of
communities and lifts the living standards of the people within. A project
can increase a community’s readiness for a knowledge economy by
supporting innovation and productivity. This is accomplished by building
or contributing to an infrastructure that creates denser, more connected,
compact, and affordable communities, and that promotes clustering of
related economic activities, rather than furthering sprawl.157
To maximize a project’s contribution to the amplification of the local
economy and to a community’s readiness for a knowledge economy,
baseline information on the community’s economy needs or deficiencies
is used to guide project design and/or to evaluate project design options.
If, for example, the baseline socio-demographic information indicates that
a community has a surplus of retail and industry space for its population
(therefore employment opportunities), a project may best serve the
community’s economy by providing residential space so as to increase
population density. If the unemployment rate is relatively high in a
community, a project may best serve the community by introducing retail
and industry that would provide employment opportunities suitable for
the socio-demographic profile of the community’s population. (Statistics
Canada’s census tract level data are used to understand the baseline
socio-demographic profile of people in the community, specifically age
group distribution, education, and employment status.)

157 Florida, The Rise of the Creative Class.
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Cultural Domain
Individually and collectively, we depend on forming bonds of
understanding and identity, expressing ourselves creatively and freely,
and nurturing a sense of belonging, delight, and play. The myriad of
activities we pursue and enjoy benefit our overall life satisfaction and
quality of life. Various forms of human expression help to fully define our
lives and our wellbeing. Producing art, for example, has been shown to
significantly improve psychological resilience and functional connectivity
in brains.158 Similarly, recreation, in settings both formal (e.g., facilities
and structures with dedicated purposes, such as tennis courts and
soccer fields) and informal (e.g., spaces to play cards, joke around with
co-workers, and hold recess-like breaks or gatherings), is important to
individuals’ health and wellbeing.159
By participating in leisure and cultural activities, whether arts, culture,
or recreation, we contribute to our wellbeing as individuals, to our
communities, and to society as a whole.160 Evidence shows that
participating in cultural activities (e.g., going to a museum, art gallery,
film, or concert) on a regular basis increases longevity and that culture
is a separate variable.161 To this end, projects that recognize the cultural
needs of people, including by providing spaces for cultural interpretation,
activity, art, and recreation, provide individuals and communities with
opportunities to improve their health and wellbeing. Built project design
can help to support cultural activity, create opportunity for cultural
programming, or promote recreational activities. In addition, project
design can mitigate the effects of displacement and discrimination by
recognizing and celebrating the diversity of cultural backgrounds within
its population.
The cultural domain comprises four indicators and eight metrics. These
are detailed in Table 4 and described in the text that follows.

158 Bolwerk and others, “How Art Changes Your Brain.”
159 HELPGUIDE.ORG, “The Benefits of Play for Adults.”
160 Community Health and Wellbeing, “Shift the Conversation.”
161 O’Neill, “Cultural Attendance and Public Mental Health.”
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Table 4
Indicators and Metrics for the Cultural Domain of Community Wellbeing
Cultural domain indicators

Metrics

Data source

1 CULTURAL VITALITY
Do people have access to cultural, recreational, and
art facilities?

1A Project incorporates visual arts, public art, and/or
opportunities for art programming

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager

Neighbourhood/region scale: Does the neighbourhood
offer a variety of locations (indoor/outdoor) for the
commemoration, production, expression, and enjoyment of
cultural programming, art, and heritage? Is this central to the
neighbourhood’s placemaking and identity?
Building/site scale: Does the building/site offer places for
the commemoration, production, expression, and enjoyment
of cultural programming, art, and heritage? Is this central to
the building/site’s placemaking and identity?
Interior/exterior space: Does the space express and
celebrate the cultural heritage and vitality, and the creative
spirit of the people who inhabit it and of the context within
which it resides? Is this central to the sense of place?

1: 1 per cent of project budget allocated for art and/or art
programming (space)
1B Project commemorates natural and cultural heritage
1: Project recognizes and commemorates natural
and cultural heritage, both tangible and intangible,
including Indigenous heritage, through the design, the
incorporation of interpretative elements and art, and
conservation of significant heritage attributes
1C Project enables easy access to cultural destinations
1: Project is within walking distance of arts, cultural, leisure,
and recreational facilities

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, postoccupancy survey

2 SENSE OF BELONGING
2A Project enables a personal sense of ownership and
Do people feel included in their communities, connected
expression by users
to their social networks, and engaged in civic and
1: Project provides spaces to support a sense of belonging
community life, regardless of their background?
(e.g., outdoor common spaces, spaces that encourage
Neighbourhood/region scale: Are Indigenous voices
lingering, adequate all-weather seating in public spaces,
heard and celebrated? Do people, regardless of background
mixed-use space)
or abilities, share a sense of collective ownership and
2B Project identifies and commemorates significant cultural
stewardship for the neighbourhood? Do they actively
heritage attributes of the site and surroundings, including
participate in the creation and operations, of public spaces?
those of Indigenous peoples
Do newcomers integrate with ease?
1: Project has worked with stakeholders to identify
Building/site scale: Do the people who inhabit the building/
significant cultural heritage attributes and the appropriate
site share a sense of collective ownership and stewardship?
means of commemoration (e.g., interpretative art or
Do they actively participate in the life of the building/site?
signage, heritage conservation, culturally specific space,
Is wayfinding intuitive and inviting for newcomers?
designs, and/or programming)
Interior/exterior space: Is there a collective sense of
2: Project commemorates Indigenous heritage, and
stewardship for the function and appeal of the space?
reflects the spirit and recommendations of the Truth and
Do newcomers integrate with ease?
Reconciliation Commission*

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, postoccupancy survey

3 PLAY
Do people have quality spaces to relax in and
engage creatively?

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, postoccupancy survey

Neighbourhood/region scale: Does the neighbourhood
offer (indoor/outdoor) opportunities for people to play,
exercise, engage creatively, and frolic with leisure and
abandon as well as peaceful spaces for introspection?

3A Project provides access to spaces for spontaneous,
informal, creative enjoyment
1: Project provides spaces for informal social gathering and
recreation, located alongside main pedestrian routes
2: Social and personal spaces are designed and
furnished to be manipulated by users and to elicit
active participation

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, postoccupancy survey

Building/site scale: Does the building site offer
opportunities for people to engage creatively, and for
individual repose and contemplation?
Interior/exterior space: Is the space conducive to creative
expression and interactions, as well as fostering moments of
quiet introspection?
(continued ...)
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Table 4 (cont’d)
Indicators and Metrics for the Cultural Domain of Community Wellbeing
Cultural domain indicators

Metrics

Data source

4 LEARNING
Do people of all ages have opportunities to learn and
develop? Are the rationales/designs/initiatives that
enhance community wellbeing overt?

4A Project offers opportunities for people of all ages to learn
and develop

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, postoccupancy survey

Neighbourhood/region scale: Does the neighbourhood
offer opportunities for people of all ages to learn and
develop? Is the rationale for enhancing community
wellbeing communicated (explicitly/implicitly) throughout
the neighbourhood?
Building/site scale: Does the building/site “teach by
example,” demonstrating best practices and leadership
(e.g., on aspects of community wellbeing) and communicate
the rationale?
Interior/exterior space: Does the space capitalize on
opportunities to build capacity with inhabitants (e.g., on
aspects of community wellbeing)?

1: Project provides space to support learning activities,
collaboration, and public engagement
2: Project is within walking distance of a school, postsecondary institution, continuing education facilities, and/
or a public library

4B Project communicates contributions to community wellbeing Project manager, postoccupancy survey
1: Design/planning process builds capacity with
stakeholders on how to meaningfully improve the
wellbeing of communities and the environment
2: A communication strategy was developed and
implemented to raise awareness of the project’s wellbeing
design features.

*Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, Truth and Reconciliation Commission Calls to Action.
Sources: DIALOG; The Conference Board of Canada.

1. Cultural Vitality Metrics
Cultural vitality can be defined as “evidence of creating, disseminating,
validating, and supporting arts and culture as a dimension of everyday
life in communities.”162 The concept of cultural vitality has been identified
in the literature as a dimension that positively impacts individual and
community wellbeing. In cities with a strong sense of their cultural
heritage and with cultural vitality or creative ecosystems, “facilities,
spaces, festivals, makers, artists, designers, arts organizations, tourism,
and business are all connected to one another and in turn, support the
health and vitality of a vibrant, creative city.”163 Creative industries and
creative economies can foster the type of vibrancy that drives economic
advantage in a community. As the cultural vitality of a neighbourhood or
community grows, so too does the economic success of an area.164
1A. Project incorporates visual arts, public art, and/or opportunities
for art programming: Visual art can help with trauma recovery and
improve mental wellbeing generally. In one study, visual art, specifically

162 Jackson, Kabwasa-Green, and Herranz, Cultural Vitality in Communities.
163 City of Victoria, Create Victoria, 12.
164 Urban Magnets, “What Are Urban Magnets?”
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pieces depicting restorative nature scenes, was shown to reduce the
amount of medication for patients in a psychiatric hospital. This led
to an estimated annual cost savings of US$4,000 to US$27,000.165
Allocating 1 per cent of a construction budget for art ensures that
artwork is integrated more effectively in communities and creates “better
built environments through high-quality architecture, design and art.”166
Edmonton Transit Services (ETS), for example, has also started to
incorporate public art into its public facilities to enhance crime prevention
through environmental design (CPTED).167 It is also using the opportunity
to support the arts community and making the LRT system more
interesting for the people who use it by placing art along the LRT system.
1B. Project commemorates local natural and cultural heritage:
Cultural heritage is seen as a common and relational good—activities
aimed at promoting educational, social, and economic values will
often produce benefits for the community in which the good is located.
Accordingly, wellbeing indicators of cultural heritage have both subjective
and objective aspects, the former referring to the contribution of cultural
heritage to the quality of life of individuals, and the latter to the state of
cultural heritage as a common good.168 Cultural heritage has been shown
to create social cohesion and social capital in the community.169 Thus,
through heritage preservation, people can develop much stronger, longlasting connections with their communities.170
Spaces that conserve community-based heritage have positive benefits
for the users’ social wellbeing with and in the community.171 These
include personal enrichment, positive social interaction and social
learning, and personal wellbeing. Project designs can contribute to
preserving cultural heritage by integrating cultural aspects into project
design and development,172 such as incorporating interpretive or

165	Nanda and others, “Effect of Visual Art on Patient Anxiety and Agitation.”
166 Pulkkinen and Hannus, The Handbook of the Percent for Art Principle in Finland.
167 Edmonton Transport Services, “Arts and ETS.”
168 Costanzo and Ferrara, “Well-Being Indicators on Landscape and Cultural Heritage.”
169 Galeotti, “Elements for Impact Assessment.”
170 Power and Smyth, “Heritage, Health and Place.”
171	Spacing Magazine, “Wellbeing Dialogue.”
172 Public Health Agency of Canada, The Chief Public Health Officer’s Report on the State of Public
Health in Canada 2017.
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public art installations that commemorate the ongoing presence of
Indigenous communities.
1C. Project enables easy access to cultural destinations: In support
of cultural vitality, a project location should provide easy access to
cultural destinations for all people. This means that the project should be
located within walking distance of spaces/venues that connect people
to the production/interpretation of arts and culture, or that enable leisure
and recreational activities. Evidence shows that participating in cultural
activities (for example, going to museums, watching a film, attending a
concert) regularly can extend life.173 Spaces for culture and art provide
individuals and communities with opportunities to improve their health
and wellbeing.

2. Sense of Belonging Metrics
Belonging is defined as connectedness with a person or thing/place and
having possession. It includes aspects of personal rootedness and ability
to participate with one’s environment. Sense of belonging is important
in a person’s perception of happiness and wellbeing. The feeling that
we are part of a greater community that may share common interests
and hopes is associated with our physical, emotional, and psychological
health and can affect our interests and reasons for doing things.174 The
benefits of social cohesion, defined as a sense of community, on health
and wellbeing is well recognized. People who have a strong sense of
community belonging, for example, report having better physical and
mental health.175 These factors contribute to wellbeing. Exclusion and
social isolation, on the other hand, undermine wellbeing and even predict
morbidity and mortality.176, 177
Architecture of belonging creates a supportive environment for
guiding newcomers to quickly establish a sense of belonging and
an independent footing. In addition to contributing to a sense of

173 O’Neill, “Cultural Attendance and Public Mental Health,”
174 Walton and Cohen, “A Question of Belonging.”
175	Shields, “Community Belonging and Self-Perceived Health.”
176	Nieminen and others, “Social Capital as a Determinant of Self‐Rated Health.”
177 Pantell and others, “Social Isolation.”
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personal rootedness and enabling a sense of community involvement,
project designs can demonstrate acceptance of cultural diversity and
multiculturalism. The acceptance of multiculturalism, like community
connectedness from the social domain, can help foster trust and a sense
of belonging within communities and thereby contribute to wellbeing.178
2A. Project enables a personal sense of ownership and expression
by users: To help people feel like they belong, a place must be
welcoming, provide all necessary and desired amenities, and make
the user feel safe, comfortable, and included.179 Projects can support a
sense of ownership and expression for all people within communities
by incorporating spaces into designs that support a sense of belonging
(e.g., outdoor common spaces, indoor and outdoor spaces that
encourage lingering, adequate all-weather seating in public spaces, and
mixed-use space).180
Project design can also contribute to wellbeing by supporting community
acceptance of diversity. This can be achieved by incorporating design
features to emphasize the advantages of utilizing, developing, and
maintaining the skills and talents of different cultures, world views,
backgrounds, abilities, and sexual orientations.
2B. Project identifies and commemorates significant cultural
heritage attributes of the site and surroundings, including those
of Indigenous peoples: The conservation and commemoration of the
cultural heritage of a place/population, both tangible and intangible,
has the potential to support a sense of meaning and belonging.
Our collective ability to interpret the landscape can help provide a
common ground and a foundation for how we move forward. As an
example, the national Truth and Reconciliation process recognized
that design is one avenue through which reconciliation may be
addressed. Indigenous cultures, languages, and heritage represent
distinct identities, histories, and ways of life. Built environments should
demonstrate respect for the peoples who partake in the project and its
physical and temporal context, including Indigenous peoples, through
178 Community Indicators Victoria, “Acceptance of Multiculturalism.”
179 University of Waterloo, We Can Design Belonging.
180 Ibid.

Find Conference Board research at www.e-library.ca.

86

© The Conference Board of Canada. All rights reserved. Please contact cboc.ca/ip with questions or concerns about the use of this material.
Chapter 3 | The Conference Board of Canada

Play and recreation
are the positive
actions and
choices we make
to recreate, to
restore and refresh
the body, mind,
and spirit.

incorporation of culture-appropriate design features. Accordingly, projects
should commemorate Indigenous heritage and, through a process of
engagement, may result in the inclusion of, for example, permanent
Aboriginal art and displays and/or ceremonial space in public outdoor
spaces.181

3. Play Metric
This dimension includes indicators regarding opportunities to participate
in active, creative, and recreation activities—a measure of participation
in the wider community. Play and recreation are important to individuals’
health and wellbeing. They are the positive actions and choices we
make to recreate, to restore and refresh the body, mind, and spirit.
The connection between recreation, leisure, and wellbeing has been
described as: “Participation builds social cohesion and connectedness,
thereby reducing isolation. By building a collective identity, event and
cultural facilities also build community strength. Community and cultural
events provide a range of socially inclusive activities that contribute to
overall community wellbeing.”182
The importance of play cannot be overstated: “Play increases brain
development and growth, establishes new neural connections, and
in a sense, makes the player more intelligent. It improves the ability
to perceive others’ emotional state and to adapt to ever-changing
circumstances. Play is more frequent during the periods of most rapid
brain growth. Because adult brains are also capable of learning and
developing new neural circuits, adults also continue to play.183 The
positive emotions elicited by play “contribute significantly to a sense
of well-being and health and improve the quality of life for children
and adults.”184
Recreation is defined as “the experience that results from freely chosen
participation in physical, social, intellectual, creative and spiritual

181	National Collaborating Centre for Environmental Health, “Integrating Indigenous Community Planning
Into a Healthy Built Environment.”
182 Community Indicators Victoria, “Opportunities to Participate in Sporting and Recreation Activities.”
183 Ibid.
184 Goldstein, Play in Children’s Development, Health and Well-Being, 5.
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pursuits that enhance individual and community well-being.”185 Through
community, social, physical, psychological, economic, and environmental
benefits, recreation can build capacity and is essential to individual
quality of life and community wellbeing.186
Accordingly, built environments should provide fun, creative, and
stimulating environments that accommodate events and opportunities for
social interaction for people of all ages to enjoy and engage in. Design
can stimulate the senses, harnessing sights, sounds, smells, taste, and
tactile experiences by, for example, providing access to a community
garden or a co-production studio.187
3A. Project provides access to spaces for spontaneous, informal,
creative enjoyment: Play helps develop and improve social skills,
teaches cooperation with others, and can help heal emotional wounds.188
Recreation is important to individuals’ health and wellbeing. This is
true in settings both formal (e.g., facilities and structures with dedicated
purposes, such as tennis courts and soccer fields) and informal (e.g.,
spaces to play cards, joke around with co-workers, and hold recess-like
breaks or gatherings). Play helps to develop and improve social skills,
teaches cooperation with others, and can repair emotional wounds.189 To
promote leisure enjoyment, project designs should either be integrated
into or incorporate walkable distance to informal recreational space.190

4. Learning Metrics
The benefits of formal education and learning—such as higher income,
increased productivity, and better decision-making skills leading to
healthier and longer lives—are well known.191 Informal education via
arts, music, and evening classes have also been significantly associated
with various measures of subjective wellbeing (e.g., self-esteem,

185 Canadian Parks and Recreation Association, The National Framework for Recreation in Canada, 2015.
186 Manitoba, Department of Municipal Relations, “Recreation and Healthy Communities.”
187 Auckland Council, “Auckland Design Manual.”
188 HELPGUIDE.ORG, “The Benefits of Play for Adults.”
189 Ibid.
190 BREEAM, BREEAM International New Construction 2016.
191 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, Education at a Glance 2009.
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self-efficacy).192 Design can play an important role in facilitating learning.
For example, one study found that the arrangement of chairs in a semicircle, rather than in rows and columns, led to more questions being
asked in a classroom.193 There is an emerging body of work that points
at “enabling environments” designed to encourage behaviours and
therapies that enhance wellbeing.194 Importantly, if people understand
the rationale behind a project designed to improve the wellbeing of
communities and the environment, they will be more likely to contribute
to this goal.
4A. Project offers opportunities for people of all ages to learn and
develop: Space is essential to learning when it is properly designed and
built. The built environment can promote learning by encouraging user
engagement, interaction, and collaboration; it can do so by combining
functions of different spaces that may otherwise be disconnected.
Spaces intended for a function can be joined up to support continued
learning opportunities, encourage informal gatherings, and provide
individual spots for personal time. For example, a studio, a café, and
connecting hallways can provide opportunities to gather, discuss, and
continue learning. Project attributes of flexible, fluid space exhibit a
freedom to be creative, actively engaged, and to continue the learning
process from one part of the project to another.195
4B: Project communicates contributions to community wellbeing:
A project should “teach by example,” demonstrating best practices
and leadership in community wellbeing, and should be overt about
the rationale. By doing so, a project—through the design process
as well as through the life of the project—can build individuals’ and
communities’ capacity for improving wellbeing and bringing the principles
of community wellbeing to other aspects of their lives (i.e., beyond
the project). Additionally, publicly sharing contributions to community
wellbeing helps to encourage project users to take full advantage of all
wellbeing-specific design features. In order that a project’s contributions

192 Jenkins, “Participation in Learning and Wellbeing Among Older Adults.”
193 Marx, Fuhrer, and Hartig, “Effects of Classroom Seating Arrangements on Children’s
Question-Asking.”
194 Falzon, “Ergonomics, Knowledge Development and the Design of Enabling Environments.”
195 Dittoe, “Seriously Cool Places.”
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to community wellbeing are recognized as public learning opportunities,
a communication strategy, promoting healthy design features, should
be developed.196

Political Domain
The built environment represents an important policy domain. A key
finding from our literature review and consultations was that people need
to have opportunities to contribute to their own wellbeing. This is central
to the process of being able to flourish and fulfill one’s potential. Through
collaborative and related processes, the design professions can provide
meaningful opportunities for individuals and communities to contribute to
their wellbeing.
The political domain comprises three indicators and six metrics. These
are outlined in Table 5 and further described in the text that follows.

Table 5
Indicators and Metrics for the Political Domain of Community Wellbeing
Political domain indicators

Metrics

Data source

1 SENSE OF OWNERSHIP AND STEWARDSHIP
Can people understand, control, manage, interact with,
and transform their environment? Are they personally
invested in its function/success?

1A Project design allows users to control their environment

Plans, drawings, documents,
project manager, postoccupancy survey

Neighbourhood/region scale: Do parts/aspects/operations
of the neighbourhood incite a positive sense of collective
ownership? Do people volunteer time/resources to the
success of the community as a whole? Do people take
care of public/private features of the neighbourhood
(e.g. front yards)?
Building/site scale: Do parts/aspects/operations of the
building/site invite a shared sense of ownership? Do people
volunteer time/resources to the success of the building/site?
Interior/exterior space: Do parts/aspects/operations of
the space invite a shared sense of ownership? Do people
volunteer time/resources to the success of the space? Do
people have control over their personal space, including
climate and indoor environment?

1: Project enables users to tailor and adapt spaces and
environment to individual needs and preferences,
including as relevant the character, arrangement,
furnishing, planting, lighting, ventilation, and temperature
1B Project users participate in the stewardship of the project
1: Design process empowered user groups to influence
the outcomes
2: Project, or areas within the project (e.g., front yards,
community gardens, community halls), are managed by
individuals and/or community groups
3: Project offers opportunities for volunteerism and/
or stewardship
1C Project users are engaged in defining and monitoring
community wellbeing indicators
1: Project creation, implementation, and operation
include mechanisms to engage community members
in defining, designing for, and monitoring the community
wellbeing indicators

Project manager, members
of project team, postoccupancy survey

Project manager, members
of project team, postoccupancy survey

(continued ...)

196 Community Tool Box, “Section 13. Enhancing the Built Environment Through Design.”
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Table 5 (cont’d)
Indicators and Metrics for the Political Domain of Community Wellbeing
Political domain indicators

Metrics

2 COLLABORATION
2A Project process includes clear and effective mechanisms for
Do decision-makers, stakeholders, and the public at
engaging with a broad spectrum of professional disciplines
large have opportunities to meaningfully collaborate
and stakeholders, from the outset (along IAP2 spectrum)
with the project team from the outset and throughout the
2B Project outcomes establish mechanisms and spaces for
implementation/life of the project?
ongoing collaboration with, and among, stakeholders
Neighbourhood/region scale: Are clear engagement
expectations established with different stakeholder groups
(e.g., IAP2 spectrum)? Are there opportunities for meaningful
engagement? Are ongoing governance mechanisms
understood and supported?

Data source
Project manager, members
of project team, postoccupancy survey
Project manager, members
of project team, postoccupancy survey

Building/site scale: Are clear engagement expectations
established with different stakeholder groups (e.g.,
IAP2 spectrum)? Are there opportunities for meaningful
engagement during the design process? Are ongoing
governance mechanisms understood and supported?
Interior/exterior space: Are the people who participate
in the design or enjoyment of the space able to engage in
meaningful dialogue about the crafting and life of the space?
3 INTEGRATION
Is a diversity of perspectives, stakeholders, community,
and disciplines meaningfully integrated from the outset
and throughout the implementation/life of the project?

3A Project effectively integrates a diversity of professional
perspectives from project inception throughout the life of
the project

Project manager, members
of project team, postoccupancy survey

Neighbourhood/region scale: Is a diversity of professional
disciplines, stakeholders, and constituents meaningfully
engaged from early in the process? Do they continue
to be involved as new initiatives are undertaken in the
neighbourhood?
Building/site scale: Is a diversity of professional disciplines,
stakeholders, and constituents meaningfully engaged from
early in the process? Do they continue to be involved as
through the operation and evolution of the building/site?
Interior/exterior space: Is a diversity of professional
disciplines, stakeholders, and constituents meaningfully
engaged from early in the process? Do they continue to be
involved as through the operation and evolution of the space?
Sources: DIALOG; The Conference Board of Canada.

1. Sense of Ownership and
Stewardship Metrics
The political domain focuses on the process of creating and operating
a project, and specifically on enabling a wide variety of voices
to meaningfully contribute to conversations about project design
and execution as well as their impact on the community through
active engagement.
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People and communities that engage actively as stewards of their
environment will often experience physical and mental health benefits,
as well as establishment of social networks that support community
wellbeing and resilience. Active community engagement builds social
capital and is strongly associated with health and wellbeing.197, 198
1A. Project design users allow control their environment: People
need to have opportunities to contribute to their own wellbeing.199, 200
This may take many forms—from the planting of community gardens
or front yards, to modifying the furnishings in a public park or an office,
to controlling the lighting levels, climate, and operable windows in a
personal space. In all instances, an individual and/or community is
empowered to tailor personal environment to suit individual needs,
aspirations, and preferences—the result is a greater degree of personal
comfort and a stronger sense of shared ownership. The degrees of
volunteerism within a community of any scale—be it as part of a resident
association or through community gardening—can provide a measure of
their sense of stewardship.
1B. Project users participate in the stewardship of the project: The
stakeholders (e.g., occupants) of a project should be able to participate
in both the design and planning of the project and its long-term
stewardship. This may take the form of project/facilities management,
promotion and tours, or ongoing opportunities to otherwise contribute to
the project after completion.
1C. Project users are engaged in defining and monitoring
community wellbeing indicators: The very definition of community
wellbeing adopted in this Framework entails communities taking
an active role in defining the combination of social, economic,
environmental, cultural, and political conditions, all of which are essential
for communities to flourish and fulfill their potential. Implicit is the
expectation that communities take an active role in guiding the life of the
project and the implementation and monitoring of the Framework.

197 Tiernan and others, “Community Engagement.”
198 Frost, Community Engagement Initiatives.
199 Wiseman and Brasher, “Community Wellbeing in an Unwell World.”
200 Menzies and others, “Effect of a New Ventilation System on Health and Well-Being of Office Workers.”
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2. Collaboration Metrics
The fundamental premise of the political domain is that projects that
engage a wide variety of perspectives and involve stakeholders and
the public will be more adept at addressing context-specific barriers
to wellbeing. Community engagement has positive impacts on health
outcomes, including improvement in mental wellbeing and quality
of life.201 These factors, in turn, contribute to community wellbeing.
Community engagement also cultivates a shared sense of ownership
and understanding, aspects that are key to successful project
implementation.
Collaboration provides additional and meaningful opportunities
throughout the life of the project for stakeholders and the public to
become engaged and participate in different phases. Engagement needs
to be considered in the context of reaching different groups. Engaging
with populations that are challenged from a wellbeing perspective is
especially important.
2A. Project process includes clear and effective mechanisms for
engaging with a broad spectrum of professional disciplines and
stakeholders, from the outset (along the IAP2 spectrum202): People
need to have opportunities to contribute to their own wellbeing.203
At a project level, this takes expression in the number and nature of
opportunities for engagement with the client, a range of professional
disciplines, internal and external stakeholders, current/future project
occupants, and surrounding communities. The IAP2 spectrum
recognizes that different partners and stakeholders need to be involved
in different ways, from information to decision-making, and that this
should be clearly communicated from the outset.204
2B. Project outcomes establish mechanisms and spaces for
ongoing collaboration with, and among, stakeholders: This metric
recognizes the need for ongoing collaboration to meaningfully engage
201 Wells and others, “Community-Partnered Cluster-Randomized Comparative Effectiveness Trial.”
202 IAP2 (International Association for Public Participation Canada) is an organization that seeks to
promote and improve the practice of public participation via individuals, institutions, governments, and
others who can affect the public interest.
203 Wiseman and Brasher, “Community Wellbeing in an Unwell World.”
204 International Association for Public Participation, “Public Participation Spectrum.”
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with partners and stakeholders, first through the design process and then
throughout the life of the project. Initially the design process may include
a wide variety of tools for collaboration (e.g., workshops, drop-ins,
pop-ups, social media). Subsequently, the project implementation and
governance can seek to establish ongoing mechanisms for collaborative
stewardship (e.g., working groups, community associations, task forces).

3. Integration Metric
In addition to a collaborative process, a successful outcome requires
the meaningful integration of a variety of perspectives from the project
outset, rather than at the end of the design process or not at all. All
relevant professional disciplines required for the project should be
identified and involved early on. Information-sharing and knowledge
transfer is critical to success. Most critically, the ensuing vision and
principles for community wellbeing should be widely shared and
embraced across disciplines.
3A. Project effectively integrates a diversity of professional
perspectives from project inception throughout the life of the
project: This metric emphasizes the importance of recognizing and
integrating diverse perspectives into project design and of hosting an
interdisciplinary conversation from the outset.

Implementation of the Community
Wellbeing Framework
The Framework is essentially a methodology for understanding the
relationship of the physical environment and the wellbeing of people and
natural systems. It is intended to inform decision-making among design
professionals. The Framework comprises:
• a definition of community wellbeing
• indicators and metrics
• a Framework User Guide

While the Framework is intended for use by design professionals, it is
also a valuable tool for anyone wishing to analyze how project design
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features and operations contribute to the wellbeing of communities
and the environment. The following User Guide is intended to assist
practitioners, communities, and decision-makers in implementing
the Framework.
We ask that you share your experiences with us, as it is the intent of both
The Conference Board of Canada and of DIALOG to continue to develop
the methodology through further research, pilot projects, and the input of
other users. Please contact:
Thy Dinh at 613-526-3090 ext. 440, or e-mail dinh@conferenceboard.ca.
Antonio Gomez-Palacio at 416-849-6832, or e-mail agp@dialogdesign.ca.

Framework User Guide
The following includes suggested steps in implementing the Framework.
These may vary depending on the nature, extent, and depth of
the project.
Step 1—Define the Project: A key first step will be establishing a
general sense of what is to be evaluated through the Framework.
While it is not necessary (and may not even be desirable) to establish
rigid boundaries around the project, it will assist the exercise to have
a clear understanding of the extent of the project. Projects may be as
detailed as improving the mechanical systems of a workspace and as
far-reaching as managing the urban growth of a city/region. In all cases,
potential questions to address include:
• Project objective: What is the purpose of the project?
• Project area: What is the area and nature of the project? Is there

an area/neighbourhood that has influence on (and is influenced by)
the project?
• Project constituency: Who is part of the project? Who may be

impacted directly or indirectly? What perspectives/disciplines are
important to involve?
• Project parameters: Is there a budget/schedule/mandate that frames

the project? Are there assumptions or externalities that further frame the
project, such as plans, policies, standards, guidelines, or directives?
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Step 2—Define and engage a community of partners and
stakeholders: The definition of community wellbeing adopted in this
Framework requires that communities are active participants in defining
the conditions that are essential for them to flourish and fulfill their
potential. As such, an initial step in implementing the Framework is
understanding who should be included in this conversation and hosting
the dialogue accordingly. Stakeholders may include people who will
be impacted by the project, directly or indirectly, as well as a variety of
voices that may be able to meaningfully contribute to the success of the
project. In general, it will be important to elicit the participation of a wide
variety of perspectives.
Step 3—Determine the availability of information: The application of
the metrics will require the collection of information, before, during, and
after the project. Depending on the nature and location of the project,
different levels of information may be readily available. Establishing the
sources of data and the mechanisms for collection and documentation
will assist in determining the use and detail of metrics deployed. If
and when a particular data source is lacking, the project team should
consider an appropriate proxy that is able to inform the corresponding
indicator/metric.
Managing the information and data efficiently will also entail establishing
a mechanism for the seamless flow of information among project
team members, partners, and community participants. Accurate and
accessible records of the information gathered should be kept for future
reference and benchmarking.
Step 4—Consider project within Framework context: Early in
the process, we recommend that the Framework project team and
community broadly examine or explore the project from the different
wellbeing angles/dimensions, as defined by each of the five interrelated
domains—hosting a conversation on the combination of social,
economic, environmental, cultural, and political conditions identified
by individuals and their communities as essential for them to flourish
and fulfill their potential. This will prime users to better understand the
dimensions that together constitute the definition of community wellbeing
regarding their project and project process. It may also prompt a focus

Find Conference Board research at www.e-library.ca.

96

© The Conference Board of Canada. All rights reserved. Please contact cboc.ca/ip with questions or concerns about the use of this material.
Chapter 3 | The Conference Board of Canada

on specific design features or aspects of the project process that might
be of relevance to the success of the project.
Step 5—Establish a baseline: At the outset of the project, to inform
how the project is able to meaningfully contribute to the wellbeing
of communities and the environment, a baseline condition should
be established. This will allow different options or outcomes to be
benchmarked. Depending on the nature of the project, the baseline can
be one of the following areas:
• Project area: The conditions of the site where the project takes place,

which exist before the implementation of the project.
• Comparable area: A comparable project typology or situation that

may be located elsewhere, which constitutes a reasonable reference to
benchmark the evaluated project. This can be a best-in-class example
or an agreed-upon reference point that the project is intended to
benchmark against.
Step 6—Establish targets: Some project leaders/managers/participants
may choose to establish targets for all or individual indicators/metrics.
While the targets may vary in definition and scope and may evolve as
the project unfolds, establishing them early in the process will enable
the project team to focus a conversation and inform the development of
options. Targets can be informed by benchmarked areas/projects or by
industry standards.
Step 7—Communicate: Building the capacity of participants to
meaningfully participate—sharing and communicating the Framework
and the project’s nuances—will often be an important factor in the
success of the Framework. Communications will be critical from the
outset and throughout the life of the project. The project team should
consider communication mechanisms and protocols (e.g., creating a
communications plan). Different tools for the effective engagement and
collaboration of design professionals, decision-makers, stakeholders,
and community members should be considered from the outset and
reviewed throughout the life of the project.
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Step 8—Employ the metrics: Once the contribution of the project
to each of the community wellbeing domains has been generally
considered, the project team can begin to apply the indicators and
metrics within each domain to the project as it unfolds. Different designs
and decisions should be informed by how they perform relative to the
benchmark and/or the target. As the metrics are deployed, consider their
interdependence and the potential for additional, project-specific metrics
necessary to inform decision-making.
Step 9—Document outcomes: Upon project completion, the process
and the outcomes for each indicator/metric should be recorded alongside
the information source (e.g., plans, drawings, interviews, surveys).
This record will be significant during the life of the project, as different
aspects are implemented, monitored, and improved upon. The record
will also be significant for other future projects that may use this one as
a benchmark.
Establishing a mechanism for ongoing monitoring and reporting
will assist with the successful implementation of the project goals
and targets.
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CHAPTER 4

Final Discussion and
Next Steps
Chapter Summary

• The Framework represents a holistic approach to designing for community
wellbeing, encompassing social, environment, economic, cultural, and
political domains.

• The Framework is adaptable to the nuances of different contexts and

communities, can be applied to projects of different spatial scales, and
can accommodate varying degrees of data availability, resources, and
time constraints.

• The Framework is intended to be a valuable tool for guiding design decisions
and assessing a project’s contribution to community wellbeing.
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The Framework presented in this report reflects
a holistic and practical approach to built
environment design and operation. If used as
intended, the Framework serves to strengthen
the capabilities of design professionals to
create and contribute to the overall wellbeing of
communities and prompts them to consider the
full spectrum of design features regarding their
impact on wellbeing.
In this regard, the Framework places emphasis on quality design from
all wellbeing perspectives, encompassing social and cultural values,
political views, environment considerations, and accounting for economic
realities of populations and communities.
The Framework not only draws attention to the core elements, or
domains, that constitute community wellbeing; it also delineates
evidence-based indicators that define each domain and are meaningful
in the context of the design profession. The Framework also identifies
concrete metrics that are translated into design features that design
professionals can control and through which they can impact
community wellbeing.
Importantly, the Framework guides design professionals through its
application to projects and through related decision-making processes.
It is noteworthy that the Framework indicators and metrics are not
intended to be considered in isolation. They should be considered within
the entire context of the project—its purpose, its function, its location
within a community, the demographic make-up of the neighbourhood,
and the location, for example. So, while the indicators (and respective
metrics) are categorized by domain, each one needs to be considered
within the context of the others to provide a complete, reliable, and
valid assessment of how the project design contributes to each
element of community wellbeing, such as contributing to the different
wellbeing domains.
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This Framework
presents an
advanced, holistic
mechanism
for evaluating
community
wellbeing that
is practical and
applicable across
project scales.

Through the research process and by working with the project partners,
it was determined that the Framework would be most effective in
meeting the intended objective—to meaningfully improve the wellbeing
of communities and the environment—by allowing itself to be nimble
and adaptive to the nuances of each context and each community. The
adopted definition reflects this conclusion and invites communities to be
part of determining the combination of social, economic, environmental,
cultural, and political conditions identified by individuals and their
communities as essential for them to flourish and fulfill their potential. To
this effect, the indicators and metrics are not crafted in absolute terms
but as triggers for a thought process and engagement. Also, while the
indicators and metrics seek to address a variety of factors, they do not
constitute a comprehensive or finite list; however, through the application
of the Framework, additional or different context-specific metrics may be
identified on a project-by-project basis.
Many other established frameworks operate at specific spatial scales,
that is, at the scale of a city, a neighbourhood, or a building. Evaluations
are often limited to the specific scale defined by a framework. Our
literature review found that many evaluations are building-centric.
Recognizing these limitations, this new Framework is distinct in its
emphasis on analyzing wellbeing at the project level, where a project
can represent a single building (residential, commercial, or institutional),
a development, a site or park, a neighbourhood, or an interior space.
The indicators developed for this Framework can, therefore, be analyzed
at a variety of scales and can accommodate varying degrees of data
availability, resources, and time constraints. To this end, this Framework
presents an advanced, holistic mechanism for evaluating community
wellbeing that is practical and applicable across project scales.
The Framework can also be applied to projects in any phase of
development and throughout its lifespan. It can be used as a
conversation starter about design features; to inform decisions about
site selection; and as a guide for gathering information before design
implementation to inform development, assess pros and cons of designs
and facilitate decision-making, and inform the life of the project. As
evidenced in the case studies, the Framework is suitable for assessment
of completed projects—for purposes of benchmarking, gauging
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contribution of projects to community wellbeing and/or tracking the
impact of a project on community wellbeing, for purposes of comparative
analysis, or as a formal evaluation/assessment tool.
The Framework is not intended to provide yes/no responses to evaluation
questions; it is intended to provide a qualitative analysis of a project
within the social, environmental, economic, cultural, and political context
in which it exists. It is intended to guide thinking about project design
around specific important topics (i.e., indicators) that are grounded in
evidence, and to stimulate conversations among the project team and
stakeholders, including around idea generation and problem-solving.
The use of the Framework contributes to important learnings about
design considerations. These learnings should be not only shared
beyond designers and users of a particular project, but also within and
across the design profession. The Framework provides a valuable tool
for a standardized way to collect data relevant to built environment
design for all the identified domains of wellbeing. By facilitating data
collection in a standardized way (i.e., using a standard set of indicators
and metrics), it not only allows for comparative analysis across projects,
but also for using a common language when comparing design options
and specific features. This enables accurate communication and
streamlined information collection and exchange.
The next phase of the Framework development includes additional
opportunities to increase the use of the Framework and to extend
research, development, and intersectoral collaboration to continue
refining the Framework and maintaining its currency and relevance.

Future Opportunities and Evolution of
the Framework
The Framework presents an excellent opportunity to provide design
professions with a practical tool for examining how different project
design features contribute to community wellbeing. There are, however,
limitations inherent in the Framework’s current state, mainly in terms of
testing and improving its robustness, applicability, and meaningfulness to
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The Framework is
adaptable, and the
indicators are open
to interpretation
depending on
project type
and function.

a broad range of applications and stakeholders. This can be addressed
by further research. For one, the Framework has not been validated in
its entirety. Through the application of the Framework to project cases
(which will be published at a later date), we were able to examine the
relevance of the wellbeing domains in the context of built environment
design. We were also able to test the relevance and validity of some
indicators and some metrics as part of the case studies. Relevance
of the metrics to indicators of wellbeing was supported by evidence
presented in the literature. Relevance of the metrics within the context of
the Framework was established through consultations with professionals,
feedback from the project managers, DIALOG’s Steering Committee, and
through the peer review process.
However, the complete Framework, with all its indicators and metrics,
was not validated. This was a methodological constraint. Because
the Framework was developed through an iterative process (i.e.,
development was informed by findings from case studies, including
interviews with design team, various stakeholders, and project users),
some metrics were refined as new information was gathered (e.g.,
through consultations with stakeholders and case studies), but were not
directly tested or validated as part of our research. The literature review
will also need to be updated; it was completed in 2017, and some of the
evidence may become outdated.
In addition, all three case studies were at the spatial scale of buildings
and sites. While interior and exterior building spaces were considered,
the validity of the domains, indicators, and metrics that were tested is
limited to that spatial scale. Therefore, we cannot with certainty conclude
that the Framework offers a seamless application to projects of larger
scales (e.g., at the municipal, regional, or national level), However,
we have observed that it lends itself to interpretation across contexts
(e.g., dance studio in downtown Calgary vs. police department in a
rural setting).
The Framework is adaptable, and the indicators are open to
interpretation depending on project type and function. Future research
(e.g., pilot studies) will need to examine the validity of the full Framework
across different spatial scales, as well as for projects that are in the early
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The Framework
was designed
to allow for
evaluation of any
impacts of projects
on wellbeing
over time, even
beyond the life of
the project.

design phases. The Framework was developed with a view to assessing
the extent to which projects contribute to community wellbeing, thereby
informing decision-making around design options and allowing for
design modifications in the early stages of projects. The case studies
included in this research considered application of the Framework on
complete projects only. Application of the Framework in earlier phases
where design decisions are still being made would offer different insights
regarding the value of the Framework from an efficiency and costeffectiveness perspective. Therefore, next steps will involve pilot-testing
the Framework on projects in various states of planning and completion.
We will also seek to gain further insights into meaningfulness and
relevance of the Framework from a variety of perspectives, including
disability, mental health, and Indigenous communities. For example,
we will examine how the Framework could better address accessibility,
mental health, and cultural needs of individuals and communities.
These insights and understanding could be gleaned from enhanced
engagement with end users representing various backgrounds
and perspectives.
The Framework was designed to allow for evaluation of any impacts
of projects on wellbeing over time, even beyond the life of the project.
Thus, the Framework is expected to be sustainable, straightforward to
implement, and adaptable. Its application is expected to produce efficient
designs that yield cost-effective benefits over the long term.
We do recognize that there are limitations to the extent and finality
of the research. For example, the specific set of metrics and their
correlation with aspects of wellbeing should continue to be explored.
Future iterations of the Framework will continue to research and test the
indicators and metrics and their ability to embody aspects of wellbeing;
identify potential gaps or redundancies in the metrics; pinpoint the
business case for each; and demonstrate their ability to be implemented
with communities and design professionals.
Publication of this report marks the public launch of the first iteration
of the Framework. The intention for The Conference Board of Canada
and DIALOG is that the Framework is broadly shared with various
stakeholders, including government departments, policy-makers, public
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health officials, city planners, community organizations, and design
associations, and disseminated through various venues, including
conferences, stakeholder engagement, and community-planning events.
In addition to structured pilot-testing, the intent for the Framework is its
wide use by design professionals in the field—both in terms of guiding
decision-making processes and application to project design and
renovation—across the full spectrum of built environment projects. It is
our intent to continue to collect feedback from its applications and update
the Framework to sustain and enhance its relevance.

Rate this publication for a chance to win a prize!
www.conferenceboard.ca/e-Library/abstract.aspx?did=9787
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APPENDIX A

Glossary
Active transport/transportation: Refers to any form of human-powered
transportation (also called non-motorized transport or NMT, and humanpowered transport)—walking, cycling, and variants such as wheelchair,
handcart, scooter, in-line skating, or skateboarding use. There are many
ways to engage in active transportation, whether it is walking to the bus
stop or cycling to school/work.
Assumptions: Important conditions for the success of the project that
are not within its control, and which are worded as positive conditions.
Biodiversity: Defined as the variety of life forms at all levels. It includes
variations in genetic make-up within a species to biological habitats that
are created within ecosystems. It is important to note that nature is not,
nor a proxy for, biodiversity, but it can certainly encompass biodiversity.
Biophilia: The inherent human inclination to affiliate with nature—the
love of living things.
Biophilic design: An extension of biophilia. It incorporates natural
materials, natural light, vegetation, nature views, and other aspects of the
natural world into the modern built environment. The intent is to support
occupant emotional and psychological wellbeing by including the natural
environment in interior and exterior design.
Built environment: Refers to the human-made or modified physical
surroundings in which people live, work, and play. These places and
spaces include our homes, communities, schools, workplaces, parks/
recreational areas, business and agricultural areas, and transportation
systems, and vary in size from large-scale urban areas to smaller
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developments. Built environments are inclusive of the ecosystem
services from which human populations benefit, directly or indirectly.1
Community: People occupying or using a defined space or place,
including the natural systems that sustain them, and are brought together
by factors such as culture and/or shared experiences. In the context of
this Framework, community refers to the people affected by the project.
This includes the occupants of a project, such as a residential building
or development, an office space, or a school, as well as the people who
may be regarded as stakeholders of the project—people who will see
their wellbeing directly influenced by the project.
Community wellbeing: Defined as the “social, economic,
environmental, cultural, and political conditions identified by individuals
and their communities as essential for them to flourish and fulfill
their potential.”2
Conservation: The preservation, repair, management, and adaptive use
of natural and cultural heritage.
Design professionals: For purposes of this Framework, design
professionals include those with a technical or professional expertise
that contributes to the design process, including, but not limited to,
architects, landscape architects, urban planners, urban designers,
interior designers, structural engineers, mechanical engineers, electrical
engineers, civil engineers, and transportation engineers and planners.
Framework: A theory and evidence-based structure or model for
assessing and/or monitoring a system. A system is a set of connected
parts that form a complex whole. In the context of built environment
design projects and community wellbeing, the system represents
the parts, or dimensions, of built environments that form community
wellbeing. Accordingly, the Framework (also known as the Community
Wellbeing Framework) represents the dimensions that define community
wellbeing, its indicators and metrics, as well as the guiding principles that
set out how the Framework is to be applied.

1

Costanza and others, “The Value of the World’s Ecosystem Services and Natural Capital.”

2

Wiseman and Brasher, “Community Wellbeing in an Unwell World,” 358.
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Greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions neutrality: Mean net zero
anthropogenic GHG emissions from all sectors. It is achieved by
reducing total GHG emissions to as close to zero as possible.
Healthy food options: An establishment or vendor that sells healthy,
affordable food. Examples include grocery stores and farmers’ markets.
Health-related support services: Any core health-related service.
Examples include a medical doctor, health or walk-in clinic, hospital or
urgent care centre, dentist or dental clinic, and pharmacy.
Indicator: While in a traditional sense an indicator refers to a quantitative
measure of a process, in the context of the Framework for Community
Wellbeing, an indicator is defined as a measure of the Framework
domain and can be qualitative or quantitative. Each of the Framework
domains is represented by a defined set of community wellbeing
indicators that, in turn, are associated with project-specific metrics.
Indoor social gathering space: Indoor spaces, such as lounges,
building lobbies, kitchenettes, eating areas and/or lounge/adaptive areas,
that can accommodate formal and informal social gatherings.
Knowledge economy: An economy in which growth is dependent on
the quantity, quality, and accessibility of the information available, rather
than on the means of production. The knowledge economy is a system
of consumption and production that is based on intellectual capital.
The knowledge economy typically represents a large component of all
economic activity in developed countries.
Leisure: Free-time activities that should be enjoyable and meaningful.
It is often associated with the perception of being free. Examples of
leisure activities include spending time with friends (being social),
participating in artistic pursuits (being creative or expressive), reading
(being cognitive), meditation (being spiritual or mindful), and walking or
gardening (being physical).3

3

Hutchison and Brooks, Physical Activity, Recreation, Leisure, and Sport.
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Low income: Low income refers to persons or families whose income
is below a cut-off that is defined as the income below which a family is
likely to spend 20 percentage points more of its income on food, shelter,
and clothing than the average family. Separate cut-offs are established
for different sizes of family and community.
Metric: While in a traditional sense a metric is defined as a quantifiable
unit of measure, in the context of the Framework for Community
Wellbeing, a metric is defined as a unit of measure that can be quantified
or qualified for purposes of assessment or monitoring of specific
design features.
Outdoor social gathering space: Dedicated outdoor space that
supports social gatherings for project occupants and visitors. Examples
include ground or rooftop gardens, parks, courtyards, porches,
and balconies.
Pedestrian: A person travelling by walking or using a personal mobilityassistance device, such as a wheelchair, cane, or walker.
Play: Spontaneous and unstructured activity that is fun and done
because you want to do it, not because you have to. Play often involves
interacting with others or the physical environment.
Project: The analysis, design, planning, engineering, or strategy
of a given area (e.g., interior space, building, property, landscape,
neighbourhood, district, or region). The term is used to describe the
process of its creation, the outcomes of the process, and the duration of
its existence.
Physical activity: Usually refers to various forms of exercise but can
include vigorous leisure or recreation activities. Walking, swimming,
tennis, bicycling, gardening, etc., are examples.
Presenteeism: The term used to describe when employees are
physically present at work but demonstrate reduced productivity or
under-performance, due to physical or mental illness or discomfort; it is
increasingly cited in the literature on workplace wellbeing.4

4

Johns, “Presenteeism in the Workplace.”
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Recreation: Structured or unstructured activities that benefit individuals,
groups, or communities and are motivated by leisure, camaraderie, skill
development, fitness, and enjoyment. They can include physical and
cultural pursuits. Sports, trekking, creative arts, or service groups are
forms of recreation.
Resilience: A measure of the sustained ability of a community to take
advantage of available resources to adapt to change, as well as to
respond to, withstand, and recover from adverse situations.
Sport: An organized, competitive activity, which requires obeying
the rules and customs; also requires specific skills to play. Includes
athletic competitions and competitive games requiring intellectual skills
and challenges.
Stakeholders: People, organizations, and/or institutions with a direct
or indirect interest, or a role, in the project, or who affect or are affected
by it.
Walking distance: A distance of travel not greater than 800 metres
through an environment that is conducive to and attractive for walking
and/or cycling.
Zero carbon building: Defined as an environment that is highly energyefficient and that produces on-site, or procures, carbon-free renewable
energy in an amount that is roughly equal to that needed to offset the
annual carbon emissions associated with operations.
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APPENDIX B

Methodological
Approach

Research Definition
This research was designed to inform the development and validation of
a new framework for community wellbeing, with a specific application to
built environment design.
The key component of the research was the development of a
framework that articulates the links between various design features
and processes, and established elements of community wellbeing. This
entailed identifying the most suitable definition for community wellbeing,
along with the elements/domains that constitute it; developing valid,
reliable, and meaningful indicators for each of the domains; identifying
appropriate metrics for assessing the impact of project design features
on the indicators of community wellbeing; creating a user guide for
applying the Framework to a project or design; completing case study1
applications to adjust and refine the Framework; and making a business
case to substantiate a focus on the proposed features in project design
or re-design.

Literature Review
Following the initial project meeting with DIALOG’s Steering Committee,
a comprehensive search of literature was performed to define the
meaning of community wellbeing; examine existing evidence-based

1

The three case studies will be published at a later date.
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frameworks of wellbeing, including indicators and metrics; and
understand evaluation tools and methodologies for assessing community
design and wellbeing. The search strategy was developed by Conference
Board of Canada researchers and reviewed by DIALOG’s Steering
Committee. Changes were made based on feedback and key terms
were finalized.
The first step in development of the Framework was to identify a
definition of wellbeing that would most accurately and appropriately
depict the organizing structure for a community wellbeing framework.
The research team drew on a scan of peer-reviewed literature to highlight
a number of key characteristics associated with community wellbeing.
Recognizing the multiplicity of related terms and concepts presented
in the literature, the selection of a definition was narrowed down to one
from the public health literature. Interviews with key informants in the
field were used to corroborate the chosen definition.
The selected definition of community wellbeing guided the literature
search that ensued, focusing it on the identified domains of wellbeing.
A search of grey literature was also completed. This included relevant
associations (e.g., Canadian Institute of Planners, Royal Architecture
Institute of Canada); national, provincial, and local public health
agencies; not-for-profit and research organizations (e.g., Canadian
Index of Wellbeing, University of Waterloo; Healthy Canada by Design);
and international initiatives (e.g., National Livability Study, Australian
Prevention Partnership Centre; Community Indicators Victoria; City
Health Check, Royal Institute of British Architects). Numerous healthplanning and wellbeing initiatives emerging at the municipal level were
also reviewed for this project.
Additional areas explored included building and project-centric evaluation
frameworks. Many of the more established ones have an environmental
and sustainability focus (i.e., Leadership in Energy and Environmental
Design [LEED], BREEAM), but a newer body of frameworks has emerged
in the last few years with a wellbeing focus (i.e., WELL Standard, Fitwel2).

2

Fitwel, “About Fitwel.”
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These, as well as the intersections of these two approaches through the
work of the International Green Building Council, were reviewed.

Key Informant Interviews
The project included telephone interviews with three to four people from
each of several different clusters, including academia, urban planners,
designers/architects, project clients, researchers/health experts,
engineers, policy-makers, city officials, and award/certification bodies.
These interviews advanced our understanding of key concepts and
existing frameworks and tools. Additional interviews were completed with
DIALOG staff and covered both content and case analyses themes.
Potential interviewees were identified in collaboration with DIALOG.
The interview questions were developed by the Conference Board
and reviewed and approved by DIALOG. Interviews were conducted in
person or by telephone and lasted between 30 and 60 minutes. The
conversations were not recorded, but notes were taken by Conference
Board researchers and copies made available to interviewees for
comment and review. Additional interviews were completed with DIALOG
staff across all lines of its business.

Framework Development
Findings from the literature review, insights from key informant
interviews, and input from the Steering Committee served to define
key concepts and develop a structured approach to the selection of
indicators and associated metrics that accurately depict the elements of
community wellbeing. An indicator is a measure of a set of measures (or
metrics) that describes a complex social, economic, or physical reality.
Community indicators are seen as abridged or grouped statistics for a
particular geographic area and typically relate to social, economic, and/
or environmental issues.3 A measure, or metric, is one data point that
acts as a gauge for determining how well or poorly we are doing with

3

Davern and others, “Best Practice Principles for Community Indicator Systems and a Case
Study Analysis.”
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respect to an indicator.4 Because indicators provide only one part of
a complete story, they are often used in a larger basket of indicators,
in other words a framework, with each indicator representing and
measuring different aspects of the evaluation or story. Frameworks are
the backbone of indicator systems. Indicators are used in evaluation
frameworks to help understand a system and compare performance to
an agreed-upon standard. As such, together, the domains, indicators,
and metrics formed the Framework presented in this report.
To guide the process of Framework development, the Steering
Committee provided the following terms of reference:
• The Framework should be applicable and relevant to all DIALOG

disciplines and most of its projects.
• Application of the Framework should yield metrics that are specific to a

project and correspond to meaningful written interpretations.
• Resource libraries should be publicly accessible or subscription based

and not contain limited accessibility. DIALOG wishes to maintain “data
independence” so that sources can be plugged in or swapped in future.
• The methodology should provide a mechanism by which information can

be collected, sorted, ranked, limited, focused, organized, kept, dropped,
etc., and meaningfully used.
• Application of the Framework should determine built environment project

factors that can link the quality of design solutions with a calibrated cost.
• The methodology should assist with decision-making during the

planning/design/engineering process.
Evidence-based literature on the relationship between the domains of
wellbeing and features of the built environment informed the identification
of suitable indicators for each domain. The initial broader set of
indicators underwent review by the Steering Committee. The relevance,
value, and applicability of the indicators to different types of built
environment projects (e.g., different scales, uses) were also examined
through interviews with key informants. Through these processes, the
broader list of indicators was narrowed down to three or four indicators

4

Lowe and others, Liveable, Healthy, Sustainable.
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per domain. The selection of metrics for purposes of assessing each
indicator followed a similar process.
In addition, metrics and language from other operational frameworks
were adapted where applicable. In choosing appropriate metrics, specific
attention was paid to evaluation outcomes. Outcomes are typically
established for, and measured in, the short, medium, and long term. In
health research, outcomes are often quantifiable, measurable changes
that arise from an intervention; however, in other areas, such as the arts,
quantitative measures are not always possible. In these cases, outcomes
may be better understood in terms of effects, such as changes, benefits,
or learnings, that are the result of accommodations, services and
activities that are provided by an organization.5 Accordingly, mixedmethods approaches may be necessary when quantitative measures are
limited. This was indeed the case for the development of this Framework;
metrics were selected based on a balanced approach that took into
consideration the value of both quantitative and qualitative measures.
Through these processes, a preliminary Framework of indicators
and metrics was developed. The Framework portrays the domains
of community wellbeing and, through the use of metrics, describes
(quantifies and/or qualifies) how a project design contributes to different
elements, or indicators, of wellbeing.6 The preliminary Framework of
indicators and metrics was further refined based on feedback from the
Steering Committee.

Case Study Applications
Following development, the preliminary Framework was applied to three
design projects to examine its usability and relevance as a whole, as
well as to inform and refine the indicators and metrics. Three DIALOG
projects were selected given the availability of information and access
to the project team, client groups, stakeholders, and occupants/tenants.
The three projects (i.e., cases) were selected based on discussions
between the Conference Board and DIALOG’s Steering Committee,

5

Pencheon, The Good Indicators Guide.

6

Ibid.
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as well as consultations with DIALOG staff. The selected projects
represented diverse designs, thereby allowing the Framework to be
examined from different perspectives.
The application of the Framework to the cases was staggered to allow
for an iterative process. Interviews with DIALOG staff were helpful in
determining which would serve as the first case study. We decided on
an initial case application to gather insights and collect feedback on the
Framework; the indicators and metrics were adjusted accordingly. The
Framework was then applied to the other two cases. Interviews were
conducted for each of the projects with the DIALOG project design team,
the client, and occupants/tenants.
The first case study was the Durham Regional Police Complex. After
incorporating Steering Committee feedback on observations from the
first case study, the Framework was applied to the Kahanoff Centre/
Decidedly Jazz Danceworks project in Calgary and then The Banks
project in Saskatoon. The case studies were conducted by Conference
Board researchers and consisted of semi-structured interviews with
project designers, managers, and users, plus site visits to each of the
three projects. The site visits enabled guided tours of the projects and
the surrounding area; additional interviews with related stakeholders;
observation of selected building and design features specified
by the Framework; and additional data collection relevant to the
evaluation process.

Peer Review
The report underwent peer review to gauge perspectives on the
relevance, value, applicability, and presentation of the Framework from
different angles, as represented by different stakeholders, audiences,
and potential users of the Framework. The peer reviewers represented
public health, academia, applied research, and design professions.
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APPENDIX C

Extended Literature
Review
The content presented here is an extension of the literature review
conducted to support the core report, specifically for Chapter 1 (defining
community wellbeing) as well as Chapter 3 (Framework development).
It should be read as a supplement for readers who are interested in
additional information from the literature relevant to the discussion on
community wellbeing.
The literature review uncovered the complexity in understanding and
defining community wellbeing. A discussion of different wellbeing
initiatives at various spatial scales confirms that the physical environment
is an important determinant of health, and that many organizations
and levels of government are focused on design as a mechanism for
improving population health and wellbeing. A definition for community
wellbeing that comes from the public health literature provided a base
for the Community Wellbeing Framework, particularly in the five domains
discussed in the core report developed in this current work.

Introduction
Before a wellbeing framework can be used to evaluate design projects,
it is important to understand the meaning of this term. Wellbeing is
a concept for which there is no single, agreed-upon definition and
there are long-standing debates as to its meaning, and new definitions
continue to be put forward. It is a dynamic concept with multiple
dimensions, taking expression at different spatial scales and at different
stages of the life course.
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There are three main traditions or philosophies that have shaped the
literature on wellbeing. The first reflects the Hedonic tradition, in which
wellbeing involves happiness, the attainment of pleasure (and avoidance
of pain), and notions of “the good life.”1 This tradition emerges in fourthcentury BC with the ancient Greek philosopher Aristippus, who taught
that maximizing pleasure was the goal of life.2 Research advanced within
this tradition has focused on the assessment of subjective wellbeing
(SWB), examining life satisfaction and happiness.3
The second view reflects the Eudaimonic tradition, which recognizes
that wellbeing is different from happiness, and instead involves being
able to fulfill one’s potential or nature.4 This view is associated with the
work of Aristotle, who considered the Hedonic tradition to reflect vulgar
ideas about desires and the pursuit of fleeting pleasure.5 By contrast,
the Eudaimonic tradition recognizes that the achievement of desires may
not result in wellbeing, that it is instead attained when people are fully
engaged and living in accordance with their core values.6
The third body of thinking around wellbeing focuses exclusively on
physical health. While the concept of physical health and wellness
relates to the absence of disease, it also expands beyond that. For
example, subdimensions of physical health include injury prevention
and safe environments. Indicators of physical health and wellbeing
range from healthy starts (e.g., prenatal care, breastfeeding, and
immunizations) and healthy eating and sleeping habits, to developmental
screening and preventive dental care. Other indicators include a sense of
vitality, opportunities for recreational activities, physical challenges, and
access to traditional food sources.7

1	Ryan and Deci, “On Happiness and Human Potentials,” 141.
2

Ibid., 143.

3

Ibid., 144.

4

Ibid., 145.

5

Ibid.

6

Ibid., 146.

7

Canadian Institute for Health Information, Child and Youth Health and Well-Being Indicators Project.
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The existence of these traditions highlights a long-standing debate
about how wellbeing is defined. As revealed in this summary review,
the diversity of definitions8 for wellbeing can be problematic for several
reasons. First, from an empirical perspective, it is important that there is
clarity around the definition of terms to adequately advance our scientific
understanding of community wellbeing.9
In this summary of the literature, different definitions and schools of
thinking were examined and included. As a key part of this project
involved developing a framework for the design professions, an
assessment of proposed definitions was required before determining
which one should be used or whether a new definition should be
developed to inform the Community Wellbeing Framework for the
purposes of this project or how they could be leveraged to achieve
the project objectives. This directly relates to the intention of providing
stakeholders, including public policy-makers, design professionals,
developers, and others, with one working definition that would guide
what could be achieved.
This summary review explores the complex and multi-dimensional
concepts and highlights the common or key characteristics or domains of
wellbeing. In addition to the multiple ways in which it has been defined,
the summary review highlights some examples of recent wellbeing
initiatives and other frameworks for use at different spatial scales (from
global, to local building and project scales). Finally, it sets out the
definition for wellbeing that forms the organizing structure for this project
and illustrates how it has guided the development of the Framework as
described in the core report.

8

Dodge and others, “The Challenge of Defining Wellbeing,” 223.

9

Lee and Kim, Searching for the Meaning of Community Well-Being, 10.
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Coming to Terms With
Varying Definitions
While much has been written about wellbeing over the last few decades
(and indeed, centuries), there is no single, agreed-upon definition for
this term.10,11
Health is a concept that is closely related to wellbeing. According to
the World Health Organization, for example, health in its broader sense
can be defined as “a state of complete physical, mental, and social
well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.”12 Two
elements are emphasized here—that health and wellbeing comprise
physical and mental and social elements, and that there is a proactive
aspect to consider.
The term “livability” is also related to community wellbeing and is
relevant to the design professions. Livability “reflects the wellbeing of a
community and comprises the many characteristics that make a location
a place where people want to live now and in the future.”13 A livable place
is characterized as “safe, attractive, socially cohesive and inclusive,
and environmentally sustainable; with affordable and diverse housing
linked to employment, education, public open space, local shops, health
and community services, and leisure and cultural opportunities; via
convenient public transport, walking and cycling infrastructure.”14 In this
sense, wellbeing can be thought of as consistent with good urbanism
and good planning.

10

Diener and others, “Defining Well-Being”; Dodge and others, “The Challenge of Defining Wellbeing”;
Lee and Kim, Searching for the Meaning of Community Well-Being.

11

In a related vein, Leiter and Cooper observe that there even remains disagreement about the spelling
of this term: “Have we or have we not progressed beyond the hyphen?” See Leiter and Cooper, “The
State of the Art of Workplace Wellbeing,” 1.

12

World Health Organization, “Constitution of WHO: Principles.”

13	Victoria Competition and Efficiency Commission, A State of Liveability.
14

Lowe and others, Liveable, Healthy, Sustainable, 11.
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Multi-Dimensional Concept
Wellbeing is a multi-faceted and multi-dimensional concept.15 As detailed
below, three main dimensions of wellbeing are recognized: The material,
which speaks to practical considerations (i.e., welfare, living standards);
the relational, which refers to relationships and networks (i.e., with other
individuals, the state); and the subjective, which speaks to experiences,
concerns, and perceptions. These three dimensions are viewed as
interrelated and interdependent.16
Material: Income, wealth, and assets; employment and livelihood
activities; education and skills; physical health and (dis)ability; access to
services and amenities; and environmental quality.
Relational: Relations of love and care; networks of support and
obligation; relations with the state; social, political, and cultural identities
and inequalities; violence, conflict, and (in)security; and scope for
personal and collective action and influence.
Subjective: Understanding of the sacred and the moral order; selfconcept and personality; hopes, fears, and aspirations; sense of
meaning (or meaninglessness); level of (dis)satisfaction; and trust
and confidence.17
Moreover, and as illustrated in the World Health Organization’s definition,
wellbeing comprises the physical, mental, and social18 —it refers not only
to the experiences of adults, but young people and children.19

Dynamic Concept
Wellbeing is also a dynamic concept. To quote from Nic Marks of the
New Economics Foundation (a U.K. Think Tank that has worked to
make wellbeing an important part of government policy): “Wellbeing is
not a beach you go and lie on. It’s a sort of dynamic dance and there’s

15

Dodge and others, “The Challenge of Defining Wellbeing.”

16

White, But What Is Wellbeing?

17

Ibid., 7.

18

World Health Organization, “Constitution of WHO: Principles.”

19

Gillett-Swan and Sargeant, “Wellbeing as a Process of Accrual.”
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movement in that all the time. …”20 The individual and community
experience of wellbeing is necessarily shaped by access to resources,
on the one hand, and exposure to challenges, on the other.21
Researchers have posited the idea that wellbeing involves a set-point
or equilibrium between these resources and challenges, but that this
is constantly being negotiated according to access and exposure.22
When one is exposed to greater challenges, or suffers the loss of key
resources, the result is imbalance and compromised wellbeing.23 A
framework can be used to capture this aspect of wellbeing by analyzing
built environment indicators for wellbeing within the context of a
community’s population characteristics and tracking them over time.

Spatial Scales
There is also an important spatial component to wellbeing, in that it
can vary according to the country, region, or neighbourhood in which
an individual or family lives. Reflecting on the importance of access
to resources and exposure to challenges in wellbeing,24 the type
and extent of resources, for example, in a low-density, residential
suburban neighbourhood can vary widely from a mixed-use, mixedincome community with numerous locally provided services that can be
accessed without needing a car. The quality of interior environments25,26
(i.e., workplaces, homes) and the design of the built environment (i.e., the
human-made or modified physical surroundings where people live, work,
and play27) are also directly relevant to wellbeing. Access to green and
natural spaces—whether manicured or “wild”—has been cited as having
a positive impact on physical and mental wellbeing.28,29,30

20

Marks, “Reasons to Be Cheerful.”

21

Dodge and others, “The Challenge of Defining Wellbeing.”

22

Ibid.

23

Ibid.

24

Dodge and others, “The Challenge of Defining Wellbeing.”

25	Smith, Metcalfe, and Lommerse, “Interior Architecture as an Agent for Wellbeing.”
26

Peterman and Pohlmeyer, “Design for Subjective Well-Being in Interior Architecture.”

27

Provincial Health Services Authority, Healthy Built Environment Linkages Toolkit, 72.

28

Tilley, Neale, and Cinderby, “Older People’s Experiences of Mobility and Mood in an
Urban Environment.”

29

University of Edinburgh, Green Spaces Good for Grey Matter.

30

Lines, “The Nurture of Nature: Natural Settings and Their Mental Health Benefits.”
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The role of spatial scale takes expression in the numerous attempts
to examine and measure wellbeing (see subsequent section on other
wellbeing initiatives). Many wellbeing initiatives typically focus on larger,
mostly municipal and national spatial scales. There are also other rating
systems or frameworks that focus on the building scale, which is further
explored in this literature review. This has important implications for the
type of data available in the development of a new framework. Common
metrics employed at other spatial scales (i.e., journey to work by mode)
are often not available at smaller project scales (i.e., neighbourhood, site,
building, building interiors).

Learnings From Other Initiatives
This section provides examples of initiatives around the world that
examine and measure wellbeing, which operate at different spatial
scales, from the global to the national, provincial, municipal, building,
and building interiors level. Many of these initiatives were leveraged as
learnings in the development of the Framework for Community Wellbeing
in the core report.

OECD Initiative: How’s Life? 2017
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
released its How’s Life? 2017 report, which measures wellbeing across
OECD member countries to determine whether life is improving for
people across different segments of society within these countries.
OECD uses its own framework for measuring wellbeing, which relies
on 11 dimensions: housing, health status, life satisfaction (subjective
wellbeing), income and wealth, jobs and earnings, education and
skills, environmental quality, social connections, civic engagement and
governance, personal security, and work-life balance.31 While data are
available on a country-by-country basis, a new initiative set out by OECD
enables wellbeing data to be presented down to the regional level (this
translates to the provincial level for Canada).32

31

OECD, How’s Life? 2017.

32

OECD, “OECD Regional Wellbeing.”
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The 2017 report reveals that, while some dimensions of wellbeing have
improved since 2005 (e.g., average annual earnings, jobs, average
life expectancy), there remain deep divisions with respect to wellbeing
dimensions, notably for job insecurity (increased by one-third since
2007), long-term unemployment (increased), voter turnout (decreased),
and community (people who feel they have friends and family who can
support them) (decreased by 3 per cent).33

Canadian Index of Wellbeing
The Canadian Index of Wellbeing (CIW) has its origins in the Atkinson
Foundation, which first convened a group of experts in 1999 to create
a tool to measure Canadians’ wellbeing.34 The Foundation continued
to sponsor work in this area for 12 more years. By 2011, CIW became
housed within the University of Waterloo’s Faculty of Applied Health
Sciences and in this year released its National Composite Index. The
Index is the CIW’s signature report and it documents the wellbeing of
Canadians with respect to eight domains: living standards, education,
time use, environment, leisure and culture, community vitality, healthy
populations, and democratic engagement.35
CIW has since launched a second national index report,36 provincial
reports for the Province of Ontario,37 and regional reports for selected
Ontario regions.38 In the last year, it also released a wellbeing profile for
the City of Toronto.39

Wellbeing at the Federal Level: The Public Health
Agency of Canada Initiatives
In 2017, the Public Health Agency of Canada (PHAC) released a report
on the state of public health in Canada. The aim of the report is to
33

OECD, How’s Life? 2017, 19.

34

Canadian Index of Wellbeing, “History”

35

Canadian Index of Wellbeing, “Domains and Indicators.”

36

Canadian Index of Wellbeing, How Are Canadians Really Doing? The 2016 CIW National Report.

37

Canadian Index of Wellbeing, How Are Ontarians Really Doing? A Provincial Report on
Ontario Wellbeing.

38

Canadian Index of Wellbeing, A Profile of Wellbeing in Ontario: The Central Region; Canadian Index of
Wellbeing, A Profile of Wellbeing in Ontario: The East Region; Canadian Index of Wellbeing, A Profile
of Wellbeing in Ontario: The North Region; Canadian Index of Wellbeing, A Profile of Wellbeing in
Ontario: The West Region.

39

Canadian Index of Wellbeing. A Profile of Wellbeing in Ontario: Toronto.
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raise awareness about the relationship between the design of the built
environment, and people’s health behaviours and status.40 Recognizing
the rise of unhealthy conditions in Canada (including more than 25 per
cent of the population living with obesity, one in 10 Canadians living with
diabetes, and 8 per cent living with a mood disorder), the report centres
on three main building blocks to support healthy living. These include:
• Active neighbourhoods: Increased densities, mixed land uses,

complete streets, transit stations and stops, green and recreational
spaces, sidewalks and bike lanes, paths and trails to support recreational
and instrumental walking and cycling.
• Healthy food access: Greater access to healthy food options

(supermarkets, farmers’ markets, community gardens) and reduced
access to unhealthy food options (i.e., zoning out unhealthy options) to
support healthier food choices.
• Supportive environments: To improve mental wellness, reduce

social isolation, increase social interactions, and reduce loneliness (i.e.
houses close to the street, parks and trails, public art and attractive
environments, community facilities, places to gather and congregate,
walkable and pedestrian-friendly communities, safe environments).41
In a related effort, PHAC is funding initiatives to promote active
communities, support school environments, and help address food
insecurity in communities. One example of this is Creating Connections
in St. Thomas, Ontario. PHAC provided approximately $1 million in
funding over five years to assist in developing a Walkability Assessment
and Action Plan.42 The funding was matched by developers Doug Tarry
Homes and Hayhoe Homes, and the Action Plan was created using input
from over 1,000 residents.43
In recent years, there has been a focus nationally on improving physical
activity, reducing sedentary behaviour, and improving sleep as part
of a person’s 24-hour day. PHAC is one of several organizations that
helped support work in creating 24-hour movement guidelines to create
40

Public Health Agency of Canada, The Chief Public Health Officer’s Report on the State of Public
Health in Canada 2017, 6.

41

Ibid., 14–27.

42	Southwestern Public Health, “Creating Connections.”
43

Ibid.
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targets for improving healthy living.44 The design of the built environment
provides an important opportunity to support all Canadians in reaching
these targets.

Wellbeing in Canada: Provincial Level—Ontario and
New Brunswick
Although wellbeing initiatives tend to be developed and implemented
at the municipal level, the provincial governments have a role to
play as well. Governments at this level can participate in furthering
community wellbeing initiatives by providing guidance and funding to
their municipalities.

Ontario Public Health Association Built Environment
Working Group
Recognizing that the physical environment is an important determinant
of public health, the Ontario Public Health Association established
a working group to support efforts on healthy built environments.
With a focus on improving health in rural and urban communities,
the Group works with built environment stakeholders (within and
outside government) to encourage complete communities, walking
and cycling, mixed land uses, redevelopment of brownfield lands,
green space access, healthy food options, and urban design climate
adaptation strategies.45
A key area of focus for the Group is to have public health professionals
and urban planning professionals working together. To help further
this ideal, it has developed a Public Health and Planning course for
professionals in these disciplines (with Ontario Professional Planners
Institute46 and PHAC).47 The course serves to fill knowledge gaps but
also to build up capacity and networks between the two professions.48

44

Public Health Agency of Canada, “24 Hour Movement Guidelines for Children and Youth.”

45

Ontario Public Health Association, “OPHA, Health and the Built Environment Working Group.”

46

Ontario Professional Planners Institute, “Healthy Communities, Sustainable Communities.”

47

Ontario Public Health Association, “Public Health and Planning 101.”

48

Ibid.
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New Brunswick
Another example of a provincial initiative on wellbeing comes from New
Brunswick. The provincial government first developed a wellness strategy
in 2006 (updated in 2009 and 2014) to focus on key goals related to
health and wellness. The revised Wellness Strategy 2014–2021 focuses
on improving wellness through collective action, and aims to improve
key areas, such as food security, community development, the built
environment, natural areas, and community safety.49
The government has identified two main goals to achieve by 2021:
Healthy and Resilient People, in which the capacity to support wellness
is maximized for New Brunswickers; and Healthy and Resilient
Environments, in which the physical conditions that support wellness
are optimized across all sectors (i.e. homes and communities, schools,
workplaces).50 While we will not go into greater detail here, the key point
is that one cannot attain the former without the latter. Thus, in speaking
about community wellbeing, we talk about people and the environment.
An example of achieving greater health outcomes with respect to the
built environment includes designing accessible communities that
support physical activity (walking, cycling, transit), comprise recreational
and health facilities, and provide healthy food options.51

Wellbeing at the Municipal Level: Vancouver
and Region of Peel
Vancouver
The City of Vancouver has created a Healthy City Strategy, which
includes a variety of long-term goals and a focus on the built
environment.52 The Strategy is based on 13 goals:
• A good start: Focusing on healthy childhood
• A home for everyone: To provide affordable housing options, end

homelessness, and address related physical and mental health issues

49	New Brunswick, New Brunswick’s Wellness Strategy 2014–2021, 4.
50

Ibid., 22.

51

Ibid., 31.

52

City of Vancouver, “Healthy City Strategy: Our Goals”
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• Feeding ourselves well: Address inequalities in access to healthy food,

supporting the local food economy
• Healthy human services: Access to social, community, and

health services
• Making ends meet and working well: Access to healthy work

opportunities, more even distribution of income
• Being and feeling safe and included: Sense of safety and belonging
• Cultivating connections: Voter turnout, having people who can be

relied upon
• Active living and getting outside: Embracing active lifestyles, living within

a five-minute walk of a park and access to green space
• Lifelong learning: Access to opportunities throughout the life course
• Expressing ourselves: Participation and engagement in the arts and

cultural activities
• Getting around: Promoting more trips made by foot, bike, and transit
• Environments to thrive in: Increase WalkScores and provide

healthy environments
• Collaborative leadership: From all sectors, to create and realize an

integrated healthy city vision
There are several specific targets set out within the Healthy City
Strategy. For example, the City has set a goal that all residents live
within a five-minute walk of a park by 2020, and that the 2014 level of
physical activity for its population will increase by 25 per cent by 2025.
It also aims to change the way residents travel, by ensuring that the city
is safe and accessible. The overarching target for this goal is to have
its residents make approximately half of their trips by foot, bicycle, or
public transit.53 It has also set a target to increase healthy food options,
including access to affordable food and the number of local food
markets, by 50 per cent by 2020.

53

Ibid.
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Region of Peel
The Region of Peel in Ontario has made significant efforts in the
development of community wellbeing indicators in relation to the
built environment as part of its environment and health domain.54
The indicators captured within the built environment element and
corresponding metrics for each are summarized in Table 1. Links are
provided to how each indicator and metric is defined and measured, as
well as corresponding data sources.

Table 1
Region of Peel Health Status Data: Built Environment Indicators
and Metrics)
Indicator

Metric

Neighbourhood walkability

• Number of hours walked in neighbourhoods
• Neighbourhood rating of walkability for leisure
• Neighbourhood rating for non-leisure walking

Walking distance to community locations*

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Neighbourhood connections*

• Connectedness to sidewalks and pathways
• Connectedness to stores, restaurants, community
centres, and schools
• Connectedness to public and open spaces
• Street lighting, shaded areas, and places to rest
• Landscaping and design

Walking
Walking
Walking
Walking
Walking
Walking
Walking
Walking
Walking

distance
distance
distance
distance
distance
distance
distance
distance
distance

to
to
to
to
to
to
to
to
to

parks, trails, and open spaces
recreational facilities
grocery stores
retail stores
restaurants
the workplace
schools
community centres and libraries
public transportation

*Indicator and metrics assessed in terms of “importance” in predicting health status
Sources: DIALOG; The Conference Board of Canada.

“Connectedness” between spaces and places are key metrics within the
“neighbourhood connections” indicator. The term connectedness speaks
to interconnections (e.g., whether and how sidewalks and pathways
are connected, which provides opportunities for people to take active
transportation for leisure, commuting, to conduct errands).

54	Region of Peel, “Health Status Data.”
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The Region of Peel has also produced the Neighbourhood Information
Tool, which provides snapshots of neighbourhood wellbeing.55 The tool
itself incorporates quantitative and qualitative data to map community
assets from a community wellbeing perspective. Several domains
are included, representing, from a conceptual perspective, aspects of
neighbourhoods that contribute to wellbeing. The domains and indicator
categories include the following.
The indicators are divided across six categories or domains:
• Socio-demographics: Information about the population, including age,

ethnicity, and immigration
• Economic opportunity: Includes demographic information on education,

income, employment, and housing costs
• Resident engagement and belonging: Information on people’s feelings of

connectedness to their neighbourhood
• Health: Information on people’s feeling of their own level of health and

children’s school readiness
• Safety: The level of crime in the neighbourhood
• Physical environment: People’s proximity to community assets like

grocery stores, and their housing conditions
The tool is available to the public and is meant to be used
by local organizations and service providers, residents, and
governments to enable stakeholders to work together in improving
community wellbeing.56

Standards and Rating Systems for the
Building Scale
There are several standards or frameworks that incorporate elements
of wellbeing for the building scale. This section discusses two of the
more familiar frameworks within the design industry: the WELL Building
Standard and the LEED Green Building Rating System.

55	Region of Peel, “Neighbourhood Information Tool.”
56

Ibid.
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WELL Building Standard
The aim of the WELL Building Standard is to combine building
construction practices with wellness initiatives to create a built
environment with the ability to improve the user’s health, mood, and
performance, among other wellbeing related outcomes.57 The WELL
Building Standard is designed to complement the LEED Green Building
Rating System and other international green building standards. Core
opportunities for implementing wellness standards in a building begin
with changes to the “building structure, window locations and glazing,
building proportions, heating, cooling and ventilation systems, and water
quality.”58 The WELL Building Standard includes a number of features,
and when a sufficient amount is met, a building can be certified by
the international board. To be certified, the building must receive a
satisfactory overall score on its individually optimized concepts (air,
water, nourishment, light, fitness, comfort, and mind). It is provided with
a wellness score that, through a very specific mathematical calculation,
combines its total preconditions, the preconditions it has achieved, and
total optimizations.59 Buildings must be recertified every three years. For
each of the seven concepts listed above, the WELL Being Standard has
rigorous and specific qualities that are included within the assessment.
For example, for water, it assesses the following characteristics:
“Fundamental water quality, inorganic contaminants, organic
contaminants, agricultural contaminants, public water additives, periodic
water quality testing, water treatment, drinking water promotion.”60
Buildings that follow WELL Building Standards and are certified provide
their tenants and visitors with an environment that is aimed at improving
their health. Each of the fundamental principles within the standard is
backed by science, and has been suggested because of its ability to
improve wellbeing and health outcomes.

57

Delos, “WELL Building Standard™,” 1.

58

Ibid., 11.

59

Ibid., 17.

60

Ibid., 19.
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LEED Green Building Rating System
The Leadership in Energy and Environment Design (LEED) certification
is a point-based verification process carried out by an independent
body to verify “a building, home or community is designed and built
[to achieve] high performance in health and environmental health.”61
Specifically, LEED identifies the standards required for a building
to be considered environmentally friendly.62 LEED assesses the
following areas, which include location and proximity to transportation,
sustainability of site development, “water saving and energy efficiency,
material selection and indoor environmental quality.”63 Numerous rating
standards have been developed to accommodate variation in building
and project type.64 However, each rating system requires specific
prerequisites and credits for consideration.65 Prerequisites consist
of elements or green building strategies that must be used in LEED
certification projects,66 while credits consist of optional elements or
strategies.67 Therefore, credits can be implemented in project design
to attain additional points for LEED certification.68 Currently, there are
four levels of LEED certification, which include certified, silver, gold,
and platinum.69 LEED certification is used to ensure sustainability
is recognized as a major principle in the “design, construction and
operation of buildings.”70 Since sustainable practices ensure building
occupants are exposed to healthy indoor environments,
LEED certification also produces economic benefits such as
increased productivity.71
A comparison of wellbeing framework domains is presented in Table 2.

61

Canada Green Building Council, “LEED® Certification Process.”

62

U.S. Green Building Council, “LEED: Better Buildings Are Our Legacy.”

63

Canada Green Building Council, “LEED® Certification Process”; U.S. Green Building Council, “LEED:
Better Buildings Are Our Legacy.”

64

Canada Green Building Council, “LEED® Certification Process.”

65

Ibid.

66

Ibid.

67

Ibid.

68

Ibid.

69

Ibid.

70

Canada Green Building Council, “LEED®: The International Mark of Excellence.”

71

Ibid.
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Table 2
Comparison of Wellbeing Framework Domains
Canadian Index
of Wellbeing

Australian Subjective
Wellbeing Index
City Health Monitor

City Magnets

Community
Indicators Victoria

Healthy Build
Environment

Living standards

Standard of living

Healthy lifestyle

Healthy populations

Health

Time use

Achievements

Society

Dynamic, resilient
local economies

Healthy
neighbourhood design

Population health

Health

Healthy, safe, inclusive Healthy transportation Physical health
networks

Life satisfaction

Housing

Community vitality

Personal relationships Access to health
services

Economy

Culturally rich and
vibrant communities

Democratic engagement

Community
connectedness

Innovation

Democratic and
engaged communities

Environment

Safety

Environment

Sustainable built and
natural environments

Leisure and culture

Future security

Education

Healthy housing

Healthy natural
environments

Healthy Community
Design

Wellbeing Standard WELL Building
(WBS) to Community Standard
Fitness

Fitness

Nourishment

Nourishment

Mental health

Mind

Mind

Social health

Community vitality

Comfort

Water

Water

Air

Air

Ecological health

Light

Source: The Conference Board of Canada.

Public Participation Is Key
Finally, our review of the literature confirms that public participation is
a key component of wellbeing.72,73 As observed by White, for example,
a wellbeing project “must be pursued in a way that maximizes the
participation and ownership of people from the community itself.”74 Of
importance, here the emphasis is on participation and ownership at all

72

Payne and others, “Developing Interior Design Briefs for Health-Care and Well-Being Centres Through
Public Participation.”

73

White, But What Is Wellbeing?

74

Ibid., 14.
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stages of a project—from the front-end design phase through to
assessing outcomes post-completion.75 At the municipal scale, common
participatory measures include voter turnout and women’s representation
in politics.76 At the building scale, community participation and ownership
take expression in the public engagement strategies that accompany
design and planning projects, strategies for which DIALOG is well known
and which form a core part of the firm’s commitment to improving the
wellbeing of communities.

Our Final Guiding Definition
Recognizing the multiplicity of terms and concepts presented here,
a definition from the public health literature was proposed by the
Conference Board and supported by DIALOG’s Steering Committee. This
definition is used by researchers affiliated with the Community Indicators
Victoria (CIV) Project in Australia77 and other academics.78 The definition
of community wellbeing put forward by these researchers is:
the combination of social, economic, environmental, cultural, and
political conditions identified by individuals and their communities
as essential for them to flourish and fulfill their potential.79
This definition emphasizes the role of different spatial scales and
domains relevant to DIALOG’s work. Moreover, an interview conducted
with one of the academics affiliated with CIV for this project confirmed
that this definition and its framework have recently undergone a rigorous
review process and are still relevant.80 Interviews also confirmed that this
definition resonates with a wide audience from a variety of professions
(whether working in a design discipline, as an academic, or in other
related capacities). (See Chapter 4 for details.)

75

Ibid.

76	See, for example, Canadian Index of Wellbeing, “Domains and Indicators.”
77

Wiseman and others, Developing a Community Indicators Framework for Victoria.

78

Interview with community well-being academic, May 26, 2017.

79

Wiseman and Brasher, “Community Wellbeing in an Unwell World,” 358.

80

Interview with community well-being academic, May 26, 2017.
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An important and intentional outcome of selecting this definition is that it
has an aspect of self-determination. Different from other potentially finite
definitions, this one leaves itself open to interpretation and requires the
active participation of communities to adapt it to their specific context.
Deciding on this definition had ripple effects on the rest of the research
and the development of the Framework. For one, it implied we would
not establish a closed evaluative system (which could be categorically
benchmarked), but an open-ended guide for decision-making (which
could be benchmarked only in relative terms).

Conclusion
The literature review as part of this research provided insights into the
complexity in understanding and defining “wellbeing.” Observing the
commonalities across different initiatives, frameworks, and standards
used for different scales supported the development of the Framework
thinking—through the domains, indicators, and metrics that are included
in the current Framework. As new research, tools, and data emerge,
there is opportunity to further adapt and refine the Framework for use
across multiple scales.
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APPENDIX D

Return on Investment
Tables
This appendix is a complement to Chapter 2 of the Community
Wellbeing Report. The chapter describes examples of projects where
the community wellbeing benefits of certain design features have been
documented. The examples are used to demonstrate how a business
case for investing in designs that promote community wellbeing could be
developed. It does so across five sectors: workplace, academic, hospital,
retail, and residential.
The tables below present a compilation of references from the literature
review where projects calculated a return on investment (ROI) for
wellbeing. The actual ROI varies by context and project. This information
is used to further support a business case in support of designing
for community wellbeing and is presented for each of the five sectors
described in Chapter 2.
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Return on Investment for Workplaces
Table 1
Examples of ROI for Design Features That Contribute to Community Wellbeing in Workplace Settings
Improved wellbeing outcomes

Savings or increased revenue

Design details

Human resource cost savings

Over $2,000 in office cost savings per employee per year1

Integrating views to nature into an office space

Higher employee productivity

Despite the boost in energy costs, studies conducted in U.S. cities show
that the public health benefits far exceed the per occupant economic
costs. Even with conservative estimates, the increased productivity of an
employee is over 150 times greater than the resulting energy costs. 2

Enhanced ventilation system. Companies can
use different strategies to increase air quality and
ventilation, such as amplifying natural ventilation
by increasing ceiling heights. Lofty ceilings provide
additional space for stratification, which can impact
cooling and ventilation, while allowing employees to
perceive that their workspace is larger.4

Estimates indicate that in the U.S., “potential annual savings and
productivity gains are US$6 billion to US$14 billion from reduced
respiratory disease, $1 billion to $4 billion from reduced allergies and
asthma, $10 billion to $30 billion from reduced Sick Building Syndrome
symptoms, and $20 billion to $60 billion from direct improvements in
worker performance that are unrelated to health.”3

Cost: $1,000 per employee (construction costs for the operable windows Design offered better views of nature by installing
and a small increase in square footage needs so employees’ workstations operable windows and rearranging employees’
can be moved so there’s a natural view).
workstations to allow access to natural view.
Annual productivity savings averaged $2,990 per employee.1
“Groups moving to LEED office buildings missed less work and put in
almost 39 hours more per person annually” due to reductions in staff
allergic reactions and stress.5

LEED-certified office buildings often benefit from
increased exposure to daylight and better indoor air
quality, which make for a healthier, happier
workforce.5

1 Terrapin Bright Green, LLC, “The Economics of Biophilia.”
2 MacNaughton and others, “Economic, Environmental and Health Implications of Enhanced Ventilation in Office Buildings.”
3 Fisk, “Health and Productivity Gains.”
4 MacNaughton and others, “Economic, Environmental and Health Implications of Enhanced Ventilation in Office Buildings.”
5 Vickroy and Moylan, “LEED for Commercial Interiors.”
Sources: DIALOG; The Conference Board of Canada.
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Return on Investment for
Academic Settings
Table 2
Examples of ROI for Design Features That Contribute to Community Wellbeing in Academic Settings
Improved wellbeing outcomes

Return on Investment

Improved academic performance Improvement in performance: increased test scores of 5 to 18 per cent.1
Increased attendance by three days per year. The cumulative value of
the reduced absences from school for an estimated 633 students in the
school district amounted to $126,283 in tax dollars. 2
A 5 to 14 per cent improvement in test scores. 2 Test scores were 7 to
18 per cent higher among students in classrooms with most daylight
(compared with least) and 20 to 26 per cent faster learning rates.3

Staff performance and retention

Design details
Optimizing daylighting and access to biophilia
elements in school classrooms. Recommendations
include maximizing the use of natural light and, when
artificial lighting is necessary, using energy-efficient,
blue spectrum LED lighting that stimulates alertness.4

Improved performance: 8 per cent increase in math score5

Modifications to ventilation system: Ventilation rate
doubled from 7.5 cubic feet per minute per person
(cfm) to 15 cfm/person.5 Other recommendations
include setting temperatures to match those of
students (which are generally higher than those of
adults) and using natural ventilation where possible.6

Up to 90 per cent increase in attendance, 10 per cent increase in final
grades, and 78 to 90 per cent increases in pass rates7

Introducing moveable classroom furniture (desks,
tables, chairs) into classrooms to allow arrangement
of tables in small groups, respond to the needs
of classes, and facilitate interactions between
students as well as between teachers/professors and
students.7,8

Test score increases of 10 to 14 per cent in spelling, math,
reading, science9

High impact-resistant windows and framing, back-up
generator for emergency power, ground floor elevated
above flood level

Among teachers, significantly higher job satisfaction and less fatigue;
significantly higher level of perceived disturbance; and increased interest
in leaving their job10

Recommendations include minimizing external noise
(e.g., those from vehicles and trains) by maximizing
the distance between new buildings airports, roads,
and railroads, as well as using insulation to dampen
external noise.11

1 Terrapin Bright Green, LLC, “The Economics of Biophilia,” 21.
2 Niklas and Bailey, Student Performance in Daylit Schools.
3 Heschong Mahone Group, Daylighting in Schools.
4 World Green Building Council, “New Report Shows Green Improvements.”
5 Haverinen-Shaughnessy and Shaughnessy, “Effects of Classroom Ventilation Rate and Temperature on Students’ Test Scores.”
6 World Green Building Council, Thermal Comfort in Schools.
7 Dekker PerichSabatini, “How Classroom Furniture Affects Student Success.”
8 Herman Miller, Inc., Rethinking the Classroom.
9 Daly, Burchett, and Torpy, Plants in the Classroom Can Improve Student Performance, 3.
10 Kristiansen, Lund, and Persson, “Effects of Classroom Acoustics on Teachers’ Well-Being.”
11 Vickroy and Moylan, “LEED for Commercial Interiors.”
Sources: DIALOG; The Conference Board of Canada.
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Return on Investment for
Hospital Settings
Table 3
Examples of ROI for Design Features That Contribute to Community Wellbeing in Hospital Settings
(Fable Hospital Business Case analysis1)
Improved wellbeing outcomes

Savings or increased revenue

Design details

Reduced patient falls

$1,534,166

Acuity-adaptable rooms, larger patient bathrooms
with double-door access, patient lifts, decentralized
nursing stations, social and family spaces

Reduced patient transfers

$877,500

Acuity-adaptable rooms

Reduced adverse drug events

$617,400

Larger, private rooms for patients; acuity-adaptable
rooms; improved lighting for medication task areas;
noise-reduction measures; electronic-intensive
care unit

Reduced health care related
infections

$355,400

Larger, single rooms for patients; increased access
to natural light; noise-reduction measures; healing art
and gardens

Reduced length of hospital stay

$1,092,975

Larger windows and increased natural light, healing
art and gardens, noise-reduction measures

Reduced health care costs

Over $93 million saved annually in health care costs due to faster
recovery rates and shorter hospital stays among patients in rooms with
window views of nature2,3,4,5

Incorporating windows that overlook a scene of
nature into hospital design

For example, estimates of over $3,500 per patient as a result of one-day
shorter stays3
Nursing turnover reduced

$478,500

Larger windows, noise reduction, healing art and
gardens, single-patient rooms, staff (respite) areas

Reduced nurse injuries

$2,132,000

Larger bathrooms for patients, double-door access
on bathrooms, patient lifts

1 Sadler and others. Fable Hospital 2.0.
2 Terrapin Bright Green, LLC, ”The Economics of Biophilia.”
3 Ulrich and Lunden, “Effects of Nature and Abstract Pictures on Patients Recovering From Open Heart Surgery.”
4 Beauchemin and Hays, “Sunny Hospital Rooms Expedite Recovery.”
5 Benedetti and others, “Morning Sunlight Reduces Length of Hospitalization in Bipolar Depression.”
Sources: DIALOG; The Conference Board of Canada.
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Return on Investment for
Retail Settings
Table 4
Examples of ROI for Design Features That Contribute to Community Wellbeing in Retail Settings
Improved wellbeing outcomes

Savings or increased revenue

Design details

Sky lighting increases sales
(people feel more welcomed)

$47.5 million in increased profits

Installation of skylights on mass scale in retail
environments1

Natural daylight increases sales
(people feel more welcomed)

15 to 20 per cent increase in sales in large department stores. 2,3 Nonskylit stores of retail chain showed 40 per cent increase in gross sales
after skylights were installed.4 Profit from the resulting increase in sales
due to daylit areas was estimated to be at about 19 times greater than
the savings from energy.1,3 Annual increase of $62,000 in sales in large
grocery store and $387,000 sales boost annually in a supercentre3

Installation of windows to significantly increase
daylighting1,2

Retail rents 4.9 per cent higher5

More walkable neighbourhood

Higher retail rents

$2.5 million saved per year in energy costs

Installation of skylights to increase daylighting in
retail environments1,3

1 Terrapin Bright Green, LLC, “The Economics of Biophilia,” 20.
2 Romm and Browning, “Greening the Building and the Bottom Line.”
3 Ulrich and Lunden, “Effects of Nature and Abstract Pictures on Patients Recovering From Open Heart Surgery.”
4 Heschong Mahone Group, Daylighting in Schools.
5 Buchanan, Paved With Gold.
Sources: DIALOG; The Conference Board of Canada.
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Return on Investment for Homes and
Residential Communities
Table 5
Examples of ROI for Specific Design Features Associated With Homes and Residential Communities
Improved wellbeing outcomes

ROI

Design details

Increased property/house value

Residential property values 10 per cent higher1

Proximity of project to public transit and mobility
within neighbourhood1

$1,000 more for each 100 feet closer to a station (in Atlanta)1

Making sure paths are optimized for pedestrian traffic
and connection to transit can make the difference

Residential property values are 5.2 to 15 per cent higher1,2

High walkability/walk scores of neighbourhood2,3

$4,000 to $34,000 increase in premiums3
$700 to $3,000 increase in home resale values3

One-point increase in Walk Score (i.e., proximity
to amenities such as restaurants, coffee shops,
schools, parks, stores, libraries)

Increase in home prices4 (e.g., increase in annualized housing costs by
$350 to $1,500)3

Higher Walk Score3

Premiums of 4 to 25 per cent for homes in areas designed according to
“New Urbanism.”5

Areas redesigned to promote walkability,
environmental sustainability, and diversity of housing
and employment

Housing prices 4 to 5 per cent higher 6

Improving quality of landscaping from poor
to excellent

Increased rental rates

Average of 7 per cent increase in rental rates6

Improved landscaping aesthetics coupled with large
shade trees

Land use efficiency

Supports more compact, multi-modal development, which can provide
various accessibility benefits, agglomeration efficiencies, and resource
cost savings7

Built environment design that supports active
transport, mainly walking and cycling improvements.

Increased tax revenue

Gross tax revenues from WalkUPs (walkable urban places) are
12 per cent higher than “edge cities” and 6 per cent higher than
“drivable subdivisions”

High Walk Score, and large retail and office space9

Increased business revenue

Revenue increase of up to 12 per cent, where trees have been planted10

Planting trees on streets to increase foot traffic

Lower insurance premiums

Total project cost of $132 million, with minimal additional resilience
investments leading to over $9 million in avoided losses, lower
insurance premiums; $150,000 annual energy savings, 2 to 18 per cent
rental premiums11

Elevated grade and systems out of floodplain,
co-generation of heat and power, entrances limited
on waterfront, ground-floor space protected by curb
wall and planters, saltwater-hardy native landscape

Decreased water consumption,
enhanced drought tolerance

Resilience investment of $48,000 per home, with resilience returns of
$300 to $3,000 in energy costs and 100,000 gallons of water saved
annually; enhanced drought tolerance11

Graywater recycling, highly efficient appliances,
energy management system, drought-tolerant
landscaping, solar panels

Improved environmental
resilience

Resilience investment of $100 million with 10 to 15 per cent returns5

Fortified dunes, streets angled against storm winds,
grade raised out of floodplain, enhanced storm water
drainage, highly weather-resistant siding, buried
utilities, hurricane-resistant windows

Parking cost savings

A typical urban parking space has annualized costs (including
land, construction, and operating costs) totalling $500 to $3,000.12
Pedestrians, on the other hand, require only umbrella stands and coat
racks; 10 to 20 bicycles can typically be stored in the space required for
one automobile.12

Built environment design that supports
walkable communities

10-point increase in Walk Score3

(continued…)
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Table 5 (cont’d)
Examples of ROI for Specific Design Features Associated With Homes and Residential Communities
Improved wellbeing outcomes

ROI

Transport efficiency

Built environment design that supports active
Increase in transport system efficiency by reducing traffic congestion,
road and parking facility costs, and accident damages. To the degree that transport, mainly walking and cycling improvements
this reduces costs to commuters, businesses, and governments, it can
increase economic productivity and competitiveness.7

Design details

Labour productivity

Improved access to education and employment opportunities, particularly Built environment design that supports active
transport; walking and cycling improvements along
by non-drivers, increasing the quantity and quality of the lower-wage
with public transit improvements
labour pool, which can reduce business costs and increase productivity
and competitiveness. Improving affordable transport options also tends to
expand the labour pool for industries that require numerous lower-wage
employees, such as hospitality and light manufacturing.7
Increases worker fitness and reduces sick leave13

Supports local economy, specific Certain industries benefit from active transport, including bike shops,
industries
tourism,14,15,16,17 retail,18 construction,19 and livability-oriented real estate
development 20

Built environment design that supports active
transport, mainly walking and cycling improvements

Decreased crime

Greener housing developments, incorporating access
to nature and biophilic design

Estimated savings of $162,200 to the Illinois Department of Corrections
each year 21
52 per cent fewer felonies in greener buildings, 7 to 8 per cent of which
could be linked to increased access to nature22

Decreased domestic violence

Domestic violence rates were 25 per cent less prevalent in greener
housing developments compared with the barren housing cluster 22

Greener housing developments

Community cohesion

Financial value (financial contributions and dollar value of volunteer
hours) of park supporters yielded a community cohesion value of
$8.6 million23

Abundant park space

1 Renne, Transit-Oriented Development.
2 Buchanan, Paved With Gold.
3 Cortright, Walking the Walk.
4 Toneguzzi, “Inner-City Real Estate Prices ‘Skyrocketing’ Thanks to Walkability.”
5 Richardson, “The Business Case for Good Urbanism,” 16.
6 Laverne and Winson-Geideman, “The Influence of Trees and Landscaping on Rental Rates at Office Buildings.”
7 Litman, Evaluating Active Transportation Benefits and Costs.
8 Leinberger and Lynch, The WalkUP Wake-Up Call, 6.
9 Leinberger and Rodriguez, Foot Traffic Ahead, 8.
10 8 80 cities, “The Business Case,” 4.
11 Marshall and McCormick, Returns on Resilience.
12 Litman, Transportation Cost and Benefit.
13 Chapman, “Meta-Evaluation of Worksite Health Promotion Economic Return Studies.”
14 Adventure Cycling Association, “Economic Impact.”
15 Heldt and Liss, “Biking Tourism and Effects on Local, Regional and National Levels.”
16 Grabow, Hahn, and Whited, Valuing Bicycling’s Economic and Health Impacts in Wisconsin.
17 Vélo Quebec, “Cycle Tourists.”
18 Hass-Klau, “Impact of Pedestrianisation and Traffic Calming on Retailing,” 21–31.
19 Garrett-Peltier, Estimating the Employment Impacts of Pedestrian, Bicycle, and Road Infrastructure.
20 Flushe, The Economic Benefits of Bicycle Infrastructure Investments.
21 Terrapin Bright Green, LLC, “The Economics of Biophilia.”
22 Kuo and Sullivan. “Environment and Crime in the Inner City.”
23 Harnik and Welle, Measuring the Economic Value of a City Park System.
Sources: DIALOG; The Conference Board of Canada.
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