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n opinion: Government policy-makers would be well-served to check out data from an “index of wellbeing” on top of economic statistics

measure what we treasure
The last time I wrote about hap-

piness in these Sun Media news-
papers, I got two death threats. 

One came from someone in 
Detroit, the other from around 
Buffalo. The first one began, “If I 
had you in front of me right now 
I would tear you head off.” Both 
threats were from people apo-
plectic about my claim that Cana-
dians are much happier than 
Americans. Of course, study after 
study confirms this.

The American Declaration of 
Independence speaks of “unal-
ienable rights” including “life, 
liberty and the pursuit of happi-
ness.” Despite this declaration, 
Americans are no happier today 
than they were in 1950. Accord-
ing to a recent Gallop World Poll 
on life satisfaction, Americans 
ranked 70th out of 150 countries.

Canadians, with our more 
modest Constitutional goal of 
“peace, order and good govern-
ment” ranked second. We rated 
our life satisfaction as 7.7 out of 
10. The Danes, who came first, 
rated their wellbeing only slightly 
higher at 7.8.

Given the extreme sensitivity of 
some of my American readers, I 
will quickly move to a less contro-
versial well-being comparison.

“How Are Ontarians Really 
Doing?” This is the title of a 2014 
University of Waterloo study. It 
draws on data from the Canadian 
Index of Wellbeing (CIW), which 
has been measuring our happi-
ness since 1999. They use 64 dif-
ferent social and economic indi-
cators — clustered in eight major 
groups — to create an index of 
overall well-being.

The CIW Index tracks progress 
provincially and nationally and 
allows comparisons to gross 
domestic product). In the last two 
decades Canada’s GDP has grown 
almost four times more than our 

overall well-being.
“The trends clearly show even 

when times are good, overall 
well-being does not keep up with 
economic growth. When times 
are bad, the impact on our well-
being is even harsher,” the reports 
says. In Ontario, for example, our 
GDP has gone up by nearly 25% 
since 1994, while our well-being 
has improved by only 7.3%.

“The recession hit harder, 
lasted longer, and has had a 
larger impact in Ontario than 
for Canada a whole,” the report 
says. Ontarians continue to have 
a “feeling of acute economic anx-
iety.” 

Given this background, what 
does the University of Waterloo 
study say about the well-being 
of Ontarians compared to other 
Canadians?

n Education: Improvements 
in student-educator ratios, higher 
university and high school com-
pletion rates, and more regu-
lated child care spaces contrib-
uted to a 36% increase in educa-
tion well-being. This should help 
Ontario adapt to a rapidly chang-
ing future.

n  C o m m u n i t y  v i t a l i t y : 
Ontario’s 15% improvement in 
this area is significantly ahead of 
the Canadian average of 10.3%. 
Crime rates are at an all-time low. 
Strong community connections 
and widespread organized volun-
tary activities combine to suggest 
Ontarians are pulling together 
through challenging times.

n Health: The 5.6% increase 
in this indicator is slightly lower 
than the national average. There 
has been progress in life expect-
ancy. There’s a greater satisfac-
tion with health-care services and 
a major decline in teen smoking. 
But higher rates of diabetes in 
men and declining flu shot par-
ticipation kept this well-being 
measure below average.

n Living standards: Ontario 
lags behind in living standards. 
From 1994 to 2007, they grew 
by nearly 30%, but over the fol-
lowing three years the recession 
brought with it a 22.8% drop in 
living standards. It also brought 
a growing income gap, long-term 
unemployment and lower job 
quality. The Canadian average 
for living standards was 14.3% 
growth, more than twice that of 
Ontario.

n Democratic engagement: 
The weak 1.7% Ontario increase 
in engagement (compared to 7% 
for Canada) suggests “the ambiv-
alence Ontarians have towards 
democracy.” Three-quarters of 
us are satisfied with Canadian 
democracy, but we feel far less 
confident about the federal Par-
liament than other Canadians. 
We are interested in politics and 
profess a duty to vote, but fewer 
of us show up at the polls.

n  Environment :  Over the 
study period our environmen-
tal well-being dropped by 1.9%. 
This is better than the steep 8% 
decline for all of Canada, but it 
is nevertheless troubling. Many 
individual Ontarians are engaged 
in trying to reverse this trend, but 
feel governments and industry 
need to do much more.

n Leisure and culture: “Where 
have all the good times gone?” 
sums up Ontario’s 5.9% decline in 
this aspect of our happiness. It’s 
not as low as Canada as a whole, 
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a worrisome decline of 7.8%. We 
are spending less time engaged 
in arts and culture, and not 
socializing as much. Volunteer-
ing, attending performances and 
spending are all down sharply in 
Ontario. This is seen across all 
income levels, so it’s unlikely a 
product of the recession.

n Time use: Canadians and 
Ontarians registered only a 1% 
improvement in managing time 
pressure over the 17-year study 
period. Twenty per cent of us feel 

caught in a time crunch. Longer 
commutes and unpaid time car-
ing for seniors were offset by 
more flexible work options and 
fewer people working 50 hours or 
more a week. This lack of progress 
in time use has serious implica-
tions for our health, leisure time 
and community engagement.

The state of our economy is 
extensively measured: GDP ; 
unemployment rates; prices of 
gold, oil, stocks and bonds. But 
the economy is only one factor 

affecting our well-being.
In the future we must do more 

to “measure what we treasure” 
and the Canadian Index of Well-
being is a good start. The index 
gives governments a broader 
measure of well-being that can 
be used in shaping public policy.
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