
Promoting Health  
and Well-Being through  
Social Inclusion in Toronto

July 2019



PROJECT GOALS

In 2019, Toronto Public Health and the 
Wellesley Institute completed an exploratory 
project to determine:

• The state of social inclusion in Toronto and 
differences across sub-populations 

• Initiatives that have successfully promoted 
social inclusion

• How to further promote social inclusion  
in Toronto

An inclusive society allows people to 
participate in social, economic, cultural 
and political life. People feel valued, their 
differences and rights are respected and their 
basic needs are met so they can live with 
dignity and have their voices heard. 

Social inclusion plays a key role in promoting 
health and well-being particularly among 
those experiencing greater isolation or 
marginalization. 

Across Canada and internationally, 
governments are highlighting social inclusion 
in their health, economic and poverty-
reduction strategies to address social and 
health inequities.  The most recent Ontario 
Public Health Standards also identify social 
inclusion as a key determinant of health, and 
mandate that local public health agencies 
promote inclusion through various strategies, 
such as applying anti-oppressive and culturally 
safe approaches to public health practice.

DIMENSIONS OF SOCIAL 
INCLUSION 
There are many different dimensions of social 
inclusion. The dimensions chosen for this 
project are widely seen as important drivers 
for promoting healthy and socially inclusive 
cities, paving pathways to economic inclusion 
and reducing inequities. These are:

Social Connectedness
• Connections to family, friends, community 

groups, clubs and organizations 

• Informal relationships with people, such as 
neighbours and co-workers 

Social Capital
• Opportunities and resources available 

through networks and relationships, such 
as financial assistance, emotional support, 
information or a sense of mutual trust

Civic Engagement & Social 
Participation
• Volunteering 

• Getting involved to address issues facing a 
community or advocating for change 

• Taking part in organized social, cultural, 
faith-based or recreational opportunities or 
associations

FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE THE EXPERIENCES  
OF SOCIAL INCLUSION IN TORONTO
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This is a synopsis of the report “Promoting Health and Well-Being  
Through Social Inclusion in Toronto: Synthesis of International and Local 
Evidence and Implications for Future Action” released by Toronto Public 
Health and the Wellesley Institute in April 2019. Read the full report here: 
toronto.ca/health/reports

DECREASES
Stress

Distress
Anxiety

Depressive symptoms 
Risk-related behaviours,  
such as heavy drinking

INCREASES
Self-rated health

Well-being 
Cognitive and physical function

Life satisfaction
Self-esteem

Sense of purpose
Physical activity

THE BENEFITS 
OF SOCIAL INCLUSION 



The majority of Torontonians experience 
moderately high levels of social inclusion.  
The majority of residents report having a strong 
sense of community belonging, high levels of 
social connections with family and friends and 
having participated in civic life.  

One in three Torontonians reported a weak 
sense of belonging to their local community 
and roughly one-third reported not participating 
in any neighbourhood action or political 
activities or any organized groups. 

Various factors shape people’s experiences 
of social inclusion, such as disability status, 
income, sexual orientation, and ethno-racial 
identity. 

Gaps exist in our understanding of social 
inclusion in Toronto that require further 
understanding.  

For instance, there is limited data that can 
be used to examine trends over time in 
Torontonians’ experiences of social inclusion. 
There also are gaps in information regarding the 
experiences of specific population subgroups 
such as Indigenous individuals, LGBTQ groups 
or specific ethno-racial groups. 

Research that examines how broader 
social, economic and political factors shape 
experiences of social inclusion can shed light  
on differences across groups. 

INITIATIVES THAT PROMOTE 
SOCIAL INCLUSION
There is a wide range of initiatives and 
programs successfully promoting social 
inclusion across diverse populations and 
settings here in Toronto and around the world.
These initiatives and programs can be grouped 
into seven categories:

• Community- or peer-led (mentoring, peer 
education, community capacity building)  

• Arts-based (creating art or enjoying art 
collectively) 

• Social media/technology (online platforms 
to connect members of a particular 
community)

• Intergenerational (connecting youth 
with older adults for recreation and skill 
exchange)

• Psychosocial (group-based activities 
focussed on mental health and well-being) 

• Volunteering/civic engagement (building 
social contacts through helping others  
or leadership activities)

• Built environment (bringing people together 
to make changes to public spaces)

 
Studies of initiatives and programs around 
the globe suggest they can positively impact 
different elements of social inclusion such as 
sense of belonging, social ties, social support, 
social networks and collective empowerment. 
Studies also report positive effects on a 
range of health and well-being outcomes as 
illustrated in The Benefits of Social Inclusion.

While the evidence is not in a state where it 
points conclusively to specific programs or 
initiatives that could work as broad-based 
solutions for Toronto, there is already a wealth 
of promising initiatives underway to learn from. 

In Toronto, some of the ways in which 
initiatives promote social inclusion are through 
opportunities for skill development, recreation, 
leadership training, employment readiness, 
community development, and neighbourhood 
improvements. A review of these initiatives 
provided insight into their design, how they 
were started, what has helped them flourish, 
and the key challenges they face to sustain 
their work.

Conversations with local stakeholders 
reinforced the notion that social inclusion is a 
current concern for community organizations, 
funders and the municipal sector alike. They 
emphasized that, in addition to community-
based initiatives for promoting social inclusion, 
there is a need for continued action to address 
systemic issues that create barriers to inclusion, 
such as economic inequality and lack of 
affordable housing. Stakeholders also helped 
identify emerging opportunities to advance 
social inclusion.
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SNAPSHOT OF SOCIAL INCLUSION IN TORONTO

Source: 1) Canadian Community Health Survey, 2013/2014 (n=3,271). Statistics Canada, Share File, Knowledge Management and Reporting 
Branch, Ontario Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care, 2) Neighbourhood Effects on Health and Well-being (NEHW) Study, 2009 – 2011 
(n=2,412). Centre for Urban Health Solutions (C-UHS), St. Michael’s Hospital, Toronto, Ontario
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PRIORITY ACTION AREAS
This project identified many community 
initiatives already successfully promoting 
social inclusion in Toronto. However, economic 
inequities, such as growing disparities in 
income, are a consistent barrier to social 
inclusion for many.  

These inequities hinder full participation in 
civic life and negatively impact health and  
well-being.

This research helped identify three priority 
areas and 10 actions to mobilize a wide range 
of stakeholders to build upon the important 
work underway, strengthen our social 
infrastructure and create change at a broader 
systemic level. 

Leadership and action to address these areas 
are needed from all levels of government, 
funding bodies, community groups and 
organizations, researchers and the private 
sector.

Promote social  
inclusion city-wide 
through programs, 

services, and  
policies

Develop best  
practices for  

promoting social 
inclusion at the  
program level

Improve 
understanding  

of social inclusion 
in Toronto

• Generate local evidence through evaluation
• Promote community-defined, participatory, peer-led, asset-based approaches

• Promote innovative funding models to sustain and invest in new community approaches
• Build connections, networks and partnerships across social inclusion work
• Build understanding across diverse groups

• Develop ways to ensure access to services
for the most marginalized

• Increase diversity and inclusion in
governance and civic engagement

• Promote equitable access to inclusive spaces

• Promote awareness of the non-material
dimensions of social inclusion and their link
to health and well-being

• Advocate for regular collection of local
population data

MOVING FORWARD
We encourage others to join us in continuing to explore how to create a more inclusive city.
Several recent reports have echoed the importance of building social connectedness, social 
capital, and civic engagement, creating a unified call to promote health and well-being 
through social inclusion.  

• Connected Communities: Healthier Together
The 2017 Annual Report of the Chief Medical Officer of Health of Ontario to the Legislative
Assembly of Ontario www.health.gov.on.ca

• Toronto Social Capital Study by Environics Institute and the Toronto Foundation
www.environicsinstitute.org

• Life in the GTA: A Window on Well-Being by the YMCA of Greater Toronto and the
Wellesley Institute https://ymcagta.org

Our full report is available online: toronto.ca/health/reports



PROJECT GOALS

City of New York. (2016). Thrive NYC: A Roadmap 
for Mental Health for All. Retrieved from HERE.

Government of Ontario. (2008). Breaking the Cy-
cle: Ontario’s Poverty Reduction Strategy. 
Toronto, ON: Queen’s Printer for Ontario. 
Retrieved from HERE.

Kawachi, I., & Berkman, L.F. (2014). Chapter 8: So-
cial Capital, Social Cohesion, and Health. In Berk-
man, L.F., Kawachi, I., & Glymour, M. (Eds), Social 
Epidemiology (pp. 174-90). Second Edition. New 
York: Oxford University Press.

Mental Health Commission of Canada. 
(MHCC). (2010). Development of a Mental 
Health Strategy for Canada - Phase II, 
Roundtable on Social Inclusion. Ottawa, ON. 
Retrieved from HERE.

Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care. (2011). 
Open Minds, Healthy Minds: Ontario’s 
Comprehensive Mental Health and Addictions 
Strategy. Toronto, ON: Queen’s Printer for 
Ontario. Retrieved from HERE.

Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care. (2018a). 
Ontario Public Health Standards: Requirements  
for Programs, Services, and Accountability. 
Toronto, ON: Queen’s Printer for Ontario. 
Retrieved from HERE.

Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care. (2018b). 
Health Equity Guideline, 2018. Toronto, ON: Popu-
lation and Public Health Division, Queen’s Printer 
for Ontario. Retrieved from HERE.

Victorian Health Promotion Foundation. (Vi-
cHealth). (2005). A Plan for Action 2005-2007: 
Promoting Mental Health and Wellbeing. Carlton, 
Australia: Mental Health and Wellbeing Unit. 
Retrieved from HERE.

THE BENEFITS OF SOCIAL INCLUSION

Cornwell, E. Y., & Waite, L. J. (2009). Social discon-
nectedness, perceived isolation, and health among 
older adults. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 
50(1), 31-48. doi:10.1177/002214650905000103

De Silva, M.J., McKenzie, K., Harpham, T., & 
Huttly, S.R.A. (2005). Social capital and mental 
illness: A systematic review. Journal of 
Epidemiology & Community Health, 59(8):619–627. 
doi:10.1136/jech.2004.029678

Ehsan, A.M., & De Silva, M.J. (2015). Social 
capital and common mental disorder: A 
systematic review. Journal of Epidemiology & 
Community Health, 69(10), 1021-28. doi:10.1136/
jech-2015-205868

Kobayashi, K. M., Cloutier-Fisher, D., & Roth, M. 
(2009). Making meaningful connections: A pro-
file of social isolation and health among older 
adults in small town and small city, British Co-
lumbia. Journal of Aging and Health, 21(2), 374-97. 
doi:10.1177/0898264308329022

Uphoff, E.P., Pickett, K.E., Cabieses, B., Small, N., 
& Wright, J. (2013). A systematic review of the 
relationships between social capital and socio-
economic inequalities in health: A contribution to 
understanding the psychosocial pathway of health 
inequalities. International Journal for Equity in 
Health, 12(54), 1-12. doi:10.1186/1475-9276-12-54

Webber, M., & Fendt-Newlin, M. (2017). A review 
of social participation interventions for people 
with mental health problems. Social Psychia-
try and Psychiatric Epidemiology, 52(4), 369-80. 
doi:10.1007/s00127-017-1372-2

Wu, Y-J., Outley, C., Matarrita-Cascante,  
D., & Murphrey, T.P. (2016). A systematic review of 
recent research on adolescent social connected-
ness and mental health with internet technology 
use. Adolescent Research Review, 1(2), 153-62. 
doi:10.1007/s40894-015-0013-9

REFERENCES

PH1907DS0125

https://thrivenyc.cityofnewyork.us/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/ThriveNYC.pdf
https://docs.ontario.ca/documents/3367/breaking-the-cycle.pdf
https://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/sites/default/files/Diversity_Social_Inclusion_Roundtable_ENG_0_1.pdf
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/common/ministry/publications/reports/mental_health2011/mentalhealth_rep2011.pdf
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/protocols_guidelines/Ontario_Public_Health_Standards_2018_en.pdf
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/protocols_guidelines/Health_Equity_Guideline_2018_en.pdf
https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/-/media/ResourceCentre/PublicationsandResources/General/VH-action-plan-web.pdf?la=en&hash=B2687DB5B81D237FCB8834485A17D7AFFF1F79AB



