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Community Foundations of Canada (CFC) is committed to
sharing its resource material and learnings. Many of CFC's
publications are available free of charge from its website.
Other publications and materials can be purchased from
CFC.

The material in CFC’s guidebook is intended for its
member community foundations. Community foundations
know their communities best, and CFC members are
encouraged to use and adapt the material in this
guidebook for use within their foundations.

For other organizations wishing to quote the material in
this guidebook, references to or simple excerpts from this
publication can be made with proper acknowledgement of
CFC, the publication’s full title and the date of publication.
Those wanting to adapt or use the material in this
publication more substantially must contact CFC.

Using and adapting materials from CFC
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Hear from community foundations

The powerful thing about integrating the
SDGs with Vital Signs is that individuals
and organizations can see how the
important work they’re already doing
contributes to larger, global issues. In a
rural area such as ours, this helps us
connect with other organizations, donors
and foundations to support one another
in solving problems at a much larger
scale.
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Niki Gray, Executive Director, Community
Foundation of Southeastern Alberta

Tracey Vavrek, CEO, Community Foundation
of Northwestern Alberta (2019), Director,
Learning and Network Engagement,
Community Foundations of Canada (current)

Our community relies on us to connect issues,
convene partners, and develop community-based
solutions by initiating Vital Signs research to help
determine the unique needs across Southeast
Alberta. These needs are shared with government
and corporate funders, our donors, and the general
public. It also helps to direct organization’s annual
strategies in serving their clients and the community.
Recognizing the unique needs in our rural
communities in comparison to urban centres, we will
be embarking on an in-depth research and
engagement process across our region to include in
our 2023 Vital Signs.
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Community Foundations of Canada (CFC) has created this Vital Signs Guidebook to meet
community foundations where they are at and support them throughout Vital Signs. It
provides practical examples, ideas and steps for implementing Vital Signs, ways to deepen
current community foundation work and clear next steps to expand their leadership and
impact.

Introduction

Vital Signs is Canada’s most extensive community-driven data program. Spearheaded by
Community Foundations of Canada and led by community foundations in Canada and around the
world, Vital Signs uses local knowledge to measure the vitality of a community and support action
towards improving collective quality of life. Community foundations and community leaders use
local data gathered through the program to support evidence-based, locally-relevant solutions to
improve the quality of life at the community level.

If this is your first time exploring Vital Signs, we encourage you to explore the Vital Signs 101 slide
deck, as it covers the key components of Vital Signs. 

What is Vital Signs?

Introduction to Vital Signs
Vital Signs was created by community leaders and led by the Toronto Foundation for the first
time in 2001. It has since evolved and expanded, with community foundations participating in
the program across Canada and worldwide. CFC has written this guidebook to provide
community foundations with information and guidance about the Vital Signs program and advice
and recommendations on running a successful program in your community.

The Vital Signs program is a community research program that uses local knowledge to
measure the vitality of a community and support action towards improving collective quality of
life. Community foundations conduct research through data collection and community
consultation to identify key issue areas and to celebrate areas where the community is thriving.
The Vital Signs program is an evidence-based, non-partisan activity designed to examine
aspects of community well-being without bias.

Community foundations look at various factors and issue areas, including the social
determinants of health and other indicators, to get a sense of overall community well-being (you
can find more information about indicators on page 17. 

Local data gathered through the program is analyzed and shared by the community foundation
back with the community and is used to support evidence-based, locally-relevant solutions to
improve the quality of life at the community level. Vital Signs aims to inspire civic engagement,

https://drive.google.com/file/d/170Cg4X2ip2x4SOAJOfQyGs43UFC9OEGy/view?usp=sharing
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to update granting priorities and requirements; 
as a fundraising tool;
to develop partnerships; 
to influence donor engagement strategies;
to conduct advocacy for systemic change;
to inform strategic planning, and;
to spark community discussion.

Vital Signs and the information it offers allow the community to learn about and take action on key
community needs. Residents, businesses, community organizations, universities and colleges, and
government leaders all use Vital Signs to take action and direct resources where they will have the
greatest impact. It can lead to investments in the community that will provide solutions and impact
where it is needed most. It can also lead to collaboration, innovations and investments that address
community needs at the systemic level.

Vital Signs also offers an array of strategic opportunities for the community foundation. Vital Signs
provides the community foundation with valuable in-depth community knowledge and insight into
key priorities that will inform the work of the community foundation. With the knowledge gained
through Vital Signs, community foundations can be more strategic with their leadership and local
granting and drive progress on the issues that matter most. It can be helpful to think of Vital Signs as
the community foundation’s “operating system” – where the evidence provided by Vital Signs
informs every decision, priority and action taken by the community foundation. 

Community foundations can use their Vital Signs research in several ways:

Community foundations can support programs and activities needed to improve community well-
being and respond to identified gaps in the community that create systemic issues. For example,
responding to food insecurity by supporting a food redistribution warehouse and program through
real-estate investments and granting that redirects food from grocery stores to food banks.

provide a focus for public debate, and help a range of actors take action and direct resources
where they will have the greatest impact.

Why participate in Vital Signs?

CFC’s Vital Signs website hosts the key information and resources
about Vital Signs. You can also explore past reports from community
foundations and find out more about upcoming events and
opportunities. 

CFC’s Vital Signs website

https://communityfoundations.ca/initiatives/vital-signs/


More than 70 community foundations in Canada and over 40
community foundations worldwide conduct Vital Signs research and
produce Vital Signs reports. Many others are involved in Vital Signs
research through Vital Conversations. The Vital Signs program
continues to grow and expand around the world as a community
needs-based assessment tool that is crucial to the impact of
philanthropy around the world. 

Community Foundations of Canada began to explore the alignment of
the Vital Signs program with the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) in 2017. The SDGs are a universally accepted standard for
measuring community well-being worldwide and offer community
foundations an opportunity to measure progress against global targets.
CFC's exploration found that the research conducted through Vital
Signs naturally aligned with the 17 SDGs. CFC now identifies how the
indicators it collects for Canadian Vital Signs participants (on request)
are aligned with the SDG Agenda indicators and goals and ensures
that data collection leverages SDG-aligned indicators as much as
possible.

The Vital Signs program is an internationally recognized and respected
program by communities around the world. CFC has taken steps to
ensure that community foundations of all sizes and capacities can
engage in the program and access its benefits in a ‘right-sized’ fashion.
CFC recognizes not all foundations have the capacity to complete a full
Vital Signs report and has created other avenues of engagement,
detailed in the next section, to promote access to the program for
communities of all sizes.
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Vital Signs offers community foundations an opportunity to demonstrate leadership in the community
and can help the foundation to connect to new partners, and facilitate connections between
community groups working on target issue areas. Vital Signs also appeals to new and existing donors
and can open doors to those who wish to see their funds being delegated to where they are most
needed in the community based on evidence.

Overall, Vital Signs offers the community foundation an opportunity to inform its strategic direction
and granting activities, demonstrate community leadership and raise the foundation's profile, and
develop new relationships in the community and with donors.

Vital Signs today



The objective of Vital Signs is to provide the community foundation, and by
extension, the community, with greater clarity around local needs and priority areas
in need of action and attention. Community foundations of all sizes and capacities
can participate in Vital Signs

The United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the 17 SDGs
SDG 101 webinar for community foundations
The SDG Guidebook and Toolkit
Report prepared by CFC for the Government of Canada about how Vital Signs
can contribute to the federal implementation of the SDG Agenda in Canada
Localizing the 2030 Agenda With Community Data: Lessons From the
Community Foundations of Canada’s Vital Signs Program - a research paper with
community foundation case studies and reflections on incorporating the SDGs
into their Vital Signs
The Brookings Institute’s Who and What Gets Left Behind? Assessing Canada’s
Domestic Status on the Sustainable Development Goals
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Vital Signs reports are the standard product of the Vital Signs program. They typically feature an
introduction, acknowledgements, information about the data collection practices, a short
community snapshot, and themes that dive deeper into the research on each page. Vital Signs
reports are non-partisan, evidence-based, and easy to read. Easy to read means they are written at
an 8th-grade reading level for broad community understanding of the presented information and its
significance. They are referred to as “data you can read on the bus,” and are often quite visual. 

Longer Vital Signs reports may present up to ten theme areas, exploring issues ranging from
education and learning, employment, poverty, health, arts and culture, environment, belonging,
safety and crime, housing and food security. For example, the Victoria Foundation’s 2022 Report
takes this approach. Or, they may contain a very detailed and in-depth look at one particular issue,
such as the Toronto Foundation’s 2022 Social Capital Report. 

Vital Signs for all

Vital Signs Report

Find out more:

https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HMOfUCDpkP8
https://communityfoundations.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/CFC-SDG-Guidebook-and-Toolkit-FINAL.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1wFb5pHQwNg8cX5MupUwtP3pMPWV1AA5K/view?usp=share_link
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1591&context=tfr
https://drive.google.com/file/d/16Owi_w0tEOiyJRG_ewScF6YnXP7xo_n-/view?usp=sharing
https://victoriafoundation.bc.ca/vital-signs/
https://torontofoundation.ca/socialcapital/
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Some foundations may choose to report on a fewer number of issues, and may opt to present data
on 3-5 theme areas, as an example. For example, the 2022 Abbotsford Community Foundation
Vital Signs Report examines community belonging, health and wellness, housing, income, work and
economy and safety. 

Other Vital Signs reports may just focus on one topic area, presented in a shorter or more focused
document. Some community foundations may select a theme for the year and present focused Vital
Signs. For example, the Edmonton Community Foundation’s 2022, Vital Topic, A Look at Systemic
Racism. Or a foundation may present a series of short, focused reports, such as the Edmonton
Community Foundation’s series on millennials in 2020. 

Depending on the capacity and focus of the community foundation, the length and depth of the
Vital Signs report will vary. Community foundations producing reports typically publish Vital Signs
reports on either an annual or biennial basis to continue to monitor and track progress on key issue
areas. 

Reports have historically been released at a collective moment by the network during Vital Signs
week (the first week in October) each year. However, in recent years, community foundations have
been adapting their release dates to be tied to strategic moments in time for their foundation. All
Vital Signs reports and plans for release are requested to be shared with CFC so that we can
amplify promotion and reports can be added to the Vital Signs website.

The pandemic’s impact is undoubtable, but,
overall, social capital in Toronto continues to
constitute a tremendous resource that can be
tapped to help the city emerge stronger,
healthier and more vibrant than ever. But such
an outcome cannot be taken for granted.
There are hundreds of thousands of more
vulnerable citizens who currently cannot
access the resources they need, not only in
terms of financial resources or specific
services, but also in terms of the resources of
social connectedness, trust and support
covered in this report.

https://abbotsfordcf.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/2022-Vital-Signs-Report-web-version.pdf
https://edmontonsocialplanning.ca/2022/12/01/vital-signs-2022-a-look-at-systemic-racism-in-edmonton/?utm_source=rss&utm_medium=rss&utm_campaign=vital-signs-2022-a-look-at-systemic-racism-in-edmonton
https://www.ecfoundation.org/initiatives/vital-signs/
https://communityfoundations.ca/initiatives/vital-signs/
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Learn from a variety of community members about what they see as the greatest need in the
community;
Learn from a specific sub-group in the community about the issues confronting them such as
seniors, youth, newcomers, etc.;
Discuss the results of engagement, research or surveys conducted by the community foundation
and look for solutions together. These events are especially useful as they can:

Spark ideas, connections and collaborations between relevant key actors in the community 
Help the foundation to understand the network of actors on a particular issue, and better
understand where its dollars can have the greatest impact
Be used to engage donors and provide concrete ideas for increasing their contributions to
directly support action and outcomes
Raise the profile of the community foundation as a network builder, connector, and
community knowledge holder and leader.

A Vital Conversation is a facilitated community conversation, organized or led by the community
foundation, and can be held at various points in the project timeline. 

Vital Conversations are an important first step for any Vital Signs work. Typically, community
foundations ask focused questions and host activities that are designed to learn from community
members about the perceived issues in the community, and to identify which are of most importance
and interest. The results will help to provide a framework for the community foundation to dive
deeper with their research. Vital Conversations are also an excellent strategic tool to increase
community awareness and buy-in into the research and work of the community foundation.
Vital Conversations are an important first step to any Vital Signs research process, as community
engagement, input, and buy-in are extremely important to the overall direction and success of the
Vital Signs program.

Vital Conversations are also used throughout the research phase of the project timeline, and can be
used to collect information from the community. Community foundations with less capacity to produce
a full Vital Signs report often rely heavily on Vital Conversations as research opportunities. 

Vital Conversations can occur at the end of the research phase, to share the results back with the
community and collectively identify key priority issues and create collaborative plans for action. 

In sum, Vital Conversations can be regular and recurring events that check in with the community at
various stages of the Vital Signs work. A Vital Conversation can serve many purposes and can be
used at different points in the Vital Signs timeline. They can be used to:

Vital Conversations
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London Vital Signs Data Hub
Greater Victoria’s Data Hub
Vital Signs Data FAQ

Community foundations in Canada have access to a Vital Signs digital platform, which has been made
possible by the International Institute for Sustainable Development’s (IISD) Tracking Progress
platform. CFC and community foundations have the opportunity to create living data platforms that
can be updated with new Vital Signs data at any time. 

Community foundations use these Vital Signs platforms to publish and share new information with
their communities anytime they like. CFC and IISD ensure to keep the platforms updated with the data
they collect each year through the national Vital Signs data collection.

Find out more:

Vital Signs Data Platform

Vital
Conversations
Guide

Vital Conversations can be used as a community foundation’s entry point into the Vital Signs program,
and are extremely useful to community foundations with less capacity to complete a Vital Signs
report. Community-based research can be collected through these community convenings, and no
report is required.

https://londonvitalsignsdata.ca/
https://victoria-vital-signs.tracking-progress.org/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1THkyasd-k7NzySoDT4uiNs4IJDijEF7c/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1hLJ7R5ysRad0n0duKDs_QkEtHSpZ-qLa/view
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When is my next strategic planning cycle, and am I ready to incorporate the outcomes of Vital
Signs into my next strategic plan (or update my current one)?
How much do I currently know about the community? Am I connected to a variety of
stakeholders and demographics? Am I willing and able to develop and strengthen relationships
with those who I am not connected with?
How much will I invest (financially and of your time) into Vital Signs? 

Do I have the financial means to hire a project manager and conduct a full Vital Signs report?
If not, do I have time to conduct meaningful community engagement and host Vital
Conversation(s)?

What am I hoping to get out of the Vital Signs program? (some examples are listed below)
A more strategic use of granting dollars

Updated granting criteria that require applicants to tie their projects to the key
community priorities discovered through Vital Signs research
A new funding stream specifically tied to Vital Signs priorities

New relationships in the community
New partnerships with businesses and organizations in the community
New donors 
A higher profile in the community

Vital Signs Community Impact Guidebook
Using Vital Signs for impact (slides and recording)

Vital Signs is a powerful tool that can inform the work and priorities of the foundation. It is important
to remember that the work of Vital Signs does not stop after the report is published or a Vital
Conversation is hosted. 

The work of Vital Signs begins with the research and lives on through the way your foundation uses
the information. It is crucial to think through and discuss with your board the purpose of your
organization going through a Vital Signs process at the very beginning of the process. Here are
some questions to consider before you get started:

Thinking through these questions will allow you to be strategic about how you are approaching your
Vital Signs and how you will use it once it is complete. 

Find out more:

Getting Started

Step 1 Identify your 'why'

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1o6fX9GWdn2Qch4GJHP6_iykYA8kaEqvd/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1DZzM8YBmKsRF58nQ1p5xnbGXFmZrIo4p/view?usp=share_link
https://youtu.be/zBF9AcYqGAo
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Project management;
Community engagement;
Research, data collection, and data analysis;
Writing skills, and;
Event coordination for Vital Conversations and launch event.

Consider whether you have the capacity and resources to conduct and write a Vital Signs report.
CFC recommends that a project manager be brought on for 9-12 months to help with Vital Signs if
that is the case. It is simply too much work for the Executive Director, or the board, to do on their
own. The individual(s) you will want to hire will benefit from having the following skills:

Some foundations have found it helpful to hire post-graduate students seeking or with experience in
research and writing. A partnership with a local educational institution like a community college or
university can also be beneficial for sourcing data.

You will also want to identify the scope of your report – do you wish to create a comprehensive
overview of community wellbeing, pulling data and research together for up to 10 theme areas (or
more)? Or would you prefer to focus on a few issues and do a bit of a deeper dive? Alternatively,
perhaps you would like to research one issue area or key demographic and investigate all of the
interconnected issues that relate to that one issue. Identifying your goals for the output will help
identify your focus for researching and the required resources. Conducting Vital Conversations,
engaging the community, and conducting an environmental scan (all detailed below) can help you to
identify your focus.

Vital Conversations are a way to engage your community in sharing areas of concern or report
results.

If your foundation would prefer to engage in Vital Signs but has less capacity than what’s required for
a Vital Signs report, we encourage those foundations to participate through the hosting of Vital
Conversations. There are often community partners interested in co-hosting or helping with the
development and hosting of the event. 

Writing a Vital Signs report

Step 2 Identify your scope, capacity and
resourcing

The next step is to identify the scope and depth of your Vital Signs program you have the capacity
and to start to map out a plan to get involved at that level.

Vital Conversations
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A Vital Conversation is an important first step in engaging the community. One of the key functions
of the Vital Signs program is to report to the community how it is doing across a wide range of issues
the community thinks are important. The community foundation’s role is to both listen to the
community and report back. For this reason, consultation and ongoing dialogue with the community
is essential. Part stakeholder management, part constituency building, part research – developing
Vital Signs requires that the community foundation reach out to identify the pressing issues in the
community, deepen knowledge and understanding about them and make them better known.
Effective consultation will strengthen the important relationships that support and impact the
foundation’s work and help embed the learnings from Vital Signs.

Engaging the community ensures that folks know about the upcoming Vital Signs work and the
community foundation’s leadership. It can build community buy-in and interest in the process and the
outcomes. Depending on your strategy, it can also offer community members the opportunity to
participate. Relevant stakeholders can participate in Vital Conversations that impact where the
foundation might choose to research and provide their perceptions and lived-experience to the
community foundations’ research process. 

Community members' knowledge and perspective are important to community foundation and can
also participate in Vital Signs work through sitting on advisory committees, working groups,
partnering on different aspects, providing data, and more. 

Getting your community involved

Step 3

Sample budgets - one and two
Vital Signs pricing model
Special Reports Guidebook

You will want to consider the objective of the Vital Conversations – is it to bring together a wide
variety of perspectives, to hear from one demographic group, or to discuss one topic in particular?
Will it be a one-off event, or will it be a series of events? Once you have a sense of these answers,
you can start to think through components like specific topics, the best way to meet your goals
through specific event formats, and who needs to be invited into that space.

Find out more:

Engage the community

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LtXcevKA3K082Q9-vcw1-IRg_cl9iJba/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1kVoytToeaQXMAlS3-IoBxCksl7ocNSSq/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/14mOSS0Lv26ku3pICC81rfrsgaYnDCepR/view?usp=share_link
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It will take time to build trust with community members, especially if your leadership is not similar
or does not represent all members of the community
Those who work shift work may not be able to attend events that take place on nights or
weekends
Geography and transportation may be a barrier for some - consider a meeting place and offering
travel stipends
Childcare may be a barrier for others - consider offering childcare at your event
Has your foundation done work to decolonize its practices? How can you improve?
Has your foundation made efforts to be anti-racist in its practices, policies, and leadership?

Community Engagement Guide
Fact Sheet: Building Inclusive Teams and Boards 

When conducting community engagement work, it is always important to ask yourself: “Who is not at
the table and why? What barriers might be present that would prevent someone from attending your
engagement opportunities?” 

Some things to consider:

As community foundations, we always try to move at the speed of trust, and we know trust can take
time to build. Community engagement is always the first and most important step of any Vital Signs
process. It is important to meet the community where they are at and offer time and flexibility to
respond to community needs and capacity. If this means your community foundation delays the Vital
Signs process, that is okay. Vital Signs offers a crucial opportunity to build trust and respect within
the community, and you cannot overlook this piece.

Find out more:

Important to ask - who is not at the table?

Inviting community members to participate in Vital Signs surveys helps the community foundation
gather primary research to help build a base of local perspectives. In the past, community
foundations have also asked community members to evaluate certain key areas of the community
and provide their reflections. For example, how do people feel about safety which is different from
crime rate data? Or what data overlaps do they see with different areas? Or how do people feel like
they belong to the community?

Inviting the community to the launch event and any Vital Conversations events also helps to generate
interest in the outcomes of the research conducted by the community foundation. It can also help
with solution-finding to the issues presented through the research and consultations.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1beWXCqW57iTK08rXtu7ix7kkI7IRjT-U/view?usp=share_link
https://communityfoundations.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/CFC-Fact-Sheets-Diversity-Inclusion.pdf


Local police force or RCMP;
School board or district, universities and colleges;
Municipal government;
Hospitals or health care centres;
Health authorities;
Non-profit organizations (ie. homeless shelters, soup kitchens, environmental groups, depending
on the type of research you are seeking), and;
CCSD Community Data Program participants - you can also become a member.

Vital Signs Collaboration Guidebook

Once you have a sense of what areas you would like to focus on, a helpful first step is to map out
who in the community is already working on these topics, and who might have access to data on the
themes you would like to research. It’s essential to identify what the community already knows, who
is doing similar work, and what data already exists? 

Here are some examples of sources for data:

Organizations producing or collecting data and organizations working on the thematic areas you are
interested in learning more about are great places to start building connections and identifying
whether there are opportunities for connections with your Vital Signs program.

Find out more:
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Conducting an environmental scan will help you identify potential data sources, and it is important to
determine what constitutes good reliable data. The Vital Signs program is the success it is due to the
reliable, non-bias and non-partisan nature of the data it shares. In addition to identifying the topics
you wish to cover with your research, you will also need to identify the geographic region you wish
to cover with your research. Review the resources listed below in Find Out More to help you get
started on identifying good data sources and collecting research for your identified geography from
various sources.

Step 4 Conduct an environmental scan

Step 5 Conduct research, write your report,
and build your data platform

https://communitydata.ca/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Et8o1jxmFSxgcfGiXUMVd1G7FjWwrZP4/view?usp=share_link


CFC also offers limited data collection for those who wish to receive it. CFC aligns its data collection
with the Sustainable Development Goals, a universally accepted standard for measuring community
well-being worldwide. Each year, CFC selects approximately 80 indicators across about ten thematic
areas, including poverty, hunger, health and wellbeing, education, decent work and economic
growth, gender equality, sustainability and affordability, the environment, safety, and culture and arts.
Community foundations may select the data and conduct their own research based on their
identified priority areas.

Community foundations that wish to receive these indicators must inform CFC of their geographic
region and pay for the data they will receive. The data provided by CFC is collected by a data partner
(typically the International Institute for Sustainable Development, IISD). The data comes from sources
that are available across Canada, and that can be disaggregated down to provide your data at a
community level. CFC also prioritizes data that can be disaggregated by age, sex, and any other
factors. This means that Statistics Canada data is preferred, with a preference for Census data,
though this is not always the case when the data becomes outdated. CFC will collect similar data
year over year to allow community foundations to track progress over time as surveys take place and
data are updated. While most of this data is free, CFC and IISD offer the service of downloading and
producing light context and analysis of the data for your specific community. CFC will also seek out
paid data sources where needed. For those who opt-in to developing a digital platform for their Vital
Signs, CFC will provide the indicators it collects for free with the site.
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Creating the report

Vital Signs Brand Guidelines 
Using Data and Research for your Vital Signs webinar
Vital Signs Research Guidebook
IISD: Brief guidance on local data sources
Data Collection for your Catchment Region webinar
Samples of data collected by CFC - 2021, 2019, 2018
Vital Signs and the SDG’s
Alliance 2030
SDG Data Hub 

CFC has a template designed to support you in exploring ways to highlight your data. This Vital Signs
Report Template provides key areas to consider when designing your final document. 

Many community foundations print their reports or a summary of their reports and post the full report
online as this provides opportunities to highlight specific areas and is each to be accessed by your
community members. CFC will support you in promoting your report and will post your report online
on the Vital Signs website.

Find out more: 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1kpHHy7cdTGgLk316amk2ZFF_ZIg3hS6P/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1kpHHy7cdTGgLk316amk2ZFF_ZIg3hS6P/view?usp=sharing
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zBF9AcYqGAo
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1sJr0rtrjs1xJRxZNEFOpzU41WtWtblME/view?usp=share_link
https://docs.google.com/document/d/143r0EAGWpXggZLalkBljLrPQi-kCvqq6/edit?usp=share_link&ouid=108598028489127217475&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CAfvap_fdN8
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1l2nrTc6CMAejnBXl-S8SMHq-jElVDHQ2/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1-PVXd95IGdZBzqyiHOCQ6Cys9XtSIn6N/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/14e0rAbyZE96U442TViZsN67sqkYJOOQO/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_e3czfL3pa5OLJMb8ORKSZ36PLgE4opC/view?usp=sharing
https://alliance2030.ca/
https://www144.statcan.gc.ca/sdg-odd/index-eng.htm
https://www144.statcan.gc.ca/sdg-odd/index-eng.htm
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/15vExuQ1KbVPHn2juSEDuUU4u2ElG-bTW/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=105809858620246881357&rtpof=true&sd=true


Vital Signs Amplification Package 2022
100 Ways to Leverage your Vital Signs Report 
Communications strategy slide deck
Launch plans slide deck
Planning for your virtual launch recording
Vital Signs Launch planning (digital first)

Communications are key to sharing what you’ve learned back with the community. We encourage
you to use Amplification Packages provided. These packages provide key messages, template social
graphics, a template news release and other helpful communications materials. 

Many community foundations, especially those with a Vital Signs report, also use this opportunity to
host a launch event. A launch event can look like a Mayor’s Breakfast, an event at a community
centre, a virtual launch, a press conference, a press release, or a radio spot (or a combination of
these). Any of these events can also be used as a Vital Conversation to discuss the results with the
folks in the room. CFC can support you with planning a launch event. You know your community
best, and you will be best positioned to understand what type of launch will have the greatest impact
and will generate the most impact.

Others in your community desire to learn about the findings of your report. Reach out to your
community service groups, government, local agencies, and media, sharing your findings and
engaging in conversations to explore ways your community can take action. This is your opportunity
to share your leadership role, celebrate success, and help shape change in your community. 

Additional Resources:
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Now that you have completed your research for this round of Vital Signs, and you’ve shared the
results with the community, it is now time to reflect on your objectives set out in Step 1 and
implement your action plans.

Step 6 Share your findings

Step 7 Make the changes for impact

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1WtjQMqZdY9NWzOx-3KVN0OpvGC2NLMBZ8OdVCPYeJUg/edit?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/search?q=parent:13Ad97CtbiUzcjIYZ64DRiRdr9i05qG7v%20leverage
https://drive.google.com/drive/search?q=parent:13Ad97CtbiUzcjIYZ64DRiRdr9i05qG7v%20leverage
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1m5rO5-PUQ2LLZWafQCHh6umjV5NhJuHt/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1jPFcNVSHGbs6mJvOxSNMx8wWkVapt1yz/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1954v3tV3m89SaiYOzUwU8pD-y4z_FkCJ/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1wr6nsOew7WhNa_1MdMyMFn_MR5RyPrPZ/view?usp=share_link
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1WtjQMqZdY9NWzOx-3KVN0OpvGC2NLMBZ8OdVCPYeJUg/edit?usp=sharing
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Sharing the results with your community and CFC 

Community foundations across Canada face unprecedented
challenges and strain on resources and capacity alongside
the communities they serve. The timeline presented below
offers a pathway for community foundations to consider the
sequence of a work plan, with the eventual goal of launching
during Vital Signs week. CFC shares this timeline with the
recognition that it may look quite different depending on the
local circumstances, community foundation capacity, and
level and type of engagement in the Vital Signs program.

What have you learned from the Vital Signs research or Vital Conversations? 
What key community priorities have you identified through your Vital Signs?
How do your existing strategic plan and granting priorities align with the results of your research
and community engagement? What needs to shift?
How will this inform the work of your foundation moving forward? 
What can your foundation do to shift circumstances in the community to make the changes
required to address the key priorities? 

How can you leverage your investments, granting dollars, the position of leadership, and
connections?

Have you developed new relationships or partnerships or acquired new donors from your work?
How might you do so moving forward? 

Here are some reflection questions to help get started:

Timeline
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Steps 1-3 are recommended

Community engagement can start

this early

Develop a budget and resourcing

plan, hire a project manager

Acquire board approval

01   —  October - January
Sign up to the Vital Signs listserv 

Receive the Participation Agreement from

CFC, complete and return it to communicate

to CFC your level of engagement and

requested support for the year

Community engagement is ongoing

Key priority areas for research are identified 

Step 4 is completed

02   —  January - March

The report is written 

Launch plans and event planning is

underway 

04   —  July - August
Community engagement is ongoing

Step 5 is underway and mostly

completed during this time - research

and data collection is underway and

completed by both CFC and your

foundation

If you are writing a report, it is starting

to take shape in draft form

03   —  March - July

Report is finalized and shared with

CFC

Launch strategy and key

communications messages are

confirmed

Launch event is planned and

finalized, guest speakers are

confirmed

05   —  September
Step 6 - Share your findings!

Vital Signs week takes place, launch

your Vital Signs report and carry out

promotional activities

06   —  October

Step 7 - reflect on the Vital Signs exercise

and information you’ve gained

Host a Vital Conversation that looks at the

learnings and identifies next steps for action

Discuss with your board required areas for

change, and start to build out a work plan for

next steps

07   —  November and
onward
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While Vital Signs is delivered by community foundations locally, CFC sets a shared vision and
strategy for this initiative nationally. CFC provides a range of technical and capacity building
supports, including access to data and suggested themes around which community foundations can
align. Over the past near decade, CFC has focused on inclusion and a sense of belonging. In more
recent years, CFC has also incorporated the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) with the
overarching objective to ‘leave no one behind’, and equity.
In this section, the roles and responsibilities of CFC and participating community foundations are
outlined.

Scope of roles between CFC and your community foundation

Often the first year of conducting Vital Signs takes longer to complete than this timeline allows, as
new relationships are forming, and the foundation is learning how to prioritize, conduct and analyze
the research for the first time.

In census years, it is important to note that some valuable data may come out as late as November or
December. Sometimes, data is released by the government later than scheduled, which causes
delays in CFC’s ability to deliver on the predetermined timelines. Census data, however, is extremely
valuable. It is worth considering postponing the launch of your report until all census data is
released, so it contains the most relevant and up-to-date data available. 

If you’re using a digital platform model, data is always able to be uploaded, so the timeline and
launch can vary. Your community foundation could release a different version of a Vital Signs report
that aligns well with your platform, and it may be released at a time that makes better sense for your
foundation (rather than orienting around Vital Signs week).

For community foundations that are not releasing a report but are hosting Vital Conversations, it may
be worthwhile to consider publishing a press release, or doing some form of media engagement.
This would allow for a discussion of the results of your Vital Conversations, and where the foundation
will be going next due to the community consultation it has led.

Ultimately, the timeline is up to your foundation to determine whatever works best for you and your
communications and community engagement strategy.
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Community foundations lead and manage
their own localized Vital Signs program.
Community foundations: select the level of
engagement in Vital Signs, select the
theme(s) they wish to identify with, the key
priority area(s) they want to investigate, their
data collection methods, and how they want
to share the findings through a report, data
platform or community engagement. Their
theme and key priority area(s) do not have to
directly align with CFC’s, and should reflect
the local context.

The role of the community foundation

Local project lead Key priority creator
While CFC may recommend a tone, theme,
or data set for the year, community
foundations are encouraged to reflect upon
their local community needs and frame their
Vital Signs around what is most needed
locally.

Community engagement host and
facilitator
Community foundations consult with their
community to determine areas needing
attention, prioritization, and research.
Community foundations collecting data are
also responsible for conducting any primary
research with local experts and community
members they wish to complete.

Data collector
Community foundations keen for data and
research are responsible for conducting their
own research through community
consultation and local sources. While CFC
does provide some data, the community
foundation is responsible for supplementing
this information with any additional data they
wish to collect. It is important to note that for
community foundations working in a small
geographic region, often the data CFC
provides from Statistics Canada may cover a
larger geography (if the data is only available
at the Census Metropolitan Area, CMA, level,
for example), so it is important to ensure
there is local research conducted.

The community foundation is responsible for
writing their own report, should they choose
to do so.

Report Writer
Data platform creator
While IISD will create the template and
manage the back-end build of your site,
community foundations who opt-in to the
data platform are responsible for ensuring
the data is accurate and presented well.
Community foundations are responsible for
selecting which data they want to present
and how.
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CFC purchased the Vital Signs program from
the Toronto Foundation in 2006 to share the
program with our membership more broadly.
CFC is responsible for ensuring the
trademark and brand are protected and
maintains its level of integrity.

The role of the CFC

Program owner

Data collection
CFC, in partnership with the Institute for
International Sustainable Development (IISD),
selects and collects data from national
sources (i.e. Statistics Canada) for
participating foundations each year.
Alongside the current data are historical data
and light analysis to put the data into
context. CFC invites community foundations
to share feedback and requests with CFC for
the indicators and data desired by the
network each year.

Resource provider

Webinar slide decks
Resource Guides
A template design file for a Vital
Signs report
Templates and copies of materials
provided for use by community
foundation Vital Signs participants
(including Vital Conversation
agendas, surveys for community
research, and more)
Resources such as a launch toolkit, a
template press release, amplification
package, and others
A Google listserv with over 200
individuals in Canada and around the
world that have participated, or are
currently learning how to participate
in Vital Signs. It is a place for CFC to
share centralized program updates,
and for community foundations to
connect, ask questions, share
resources, and recommendations.

CFC hosts shared Dropbox and Google
Drive folders for Vital Signs participants that
include:

Tone setter
CFC shares a recommended theme each
year, which informs the national data
collection and, when applicable, a national
report. A recent national report is the Gender
Equality three-part series, which was focused
on SDG 5 and released in 2020. Previously,
we led an exploration of belonging from
2015-2017. 

Specifics about what CFC is able to offer
community foundations and at which price
point, is available in our Pricing Model FAQ
(can be found in your CF Shared Folder).

Connector and educator
CFC hosts learning and connecting
opportunities through webinars, in-person
events, sessions and peer gatherings at the
biennial CFC conference, and digital
communication tools (including a Google
listserv).

https://communityfoundations.ca/vitalsigns2020/
https://www.communityfoundations.ca/vitalsigns/belonging/
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Vital Signs retains its strength as a brand by remaining non-partisan and non-bias. It is always
important to ensure that any research conducted is done so in a way that is as politically neutral as
possible. During an election year, there is an opportunity to leverage the moment for greater
community engagement and awareness. Local politicians will be more likely motivated to attend
launch events and Vital Conversations. That’s great, as long as politicians from every party are
invited to attend and the community foundation isn’t perceived as politically biased, especially in
respect to its Vital Signs research and work.

Some foundations have even used their Vital Signs reports to inform candidates debates - where
data and Vital Signs results were presented to the candidates to inquire about their plans to solve
specific issues. It is an opportunity for the community foundation to demonstrate community
leadership and advocacy on the issues that are most pressing to the community.

Other Frequently Asked Questions
I will be completing Vital Signs during an election year. How will
this impact my program?

An organization in my community wants to run a Vital Signs. What
do I do?
Partnerships with community organizations are always encouraged by CFC, as long as they are not
politically motivated and they are aligned with the brand purpose and will maintain its integrity. The
Vital Signs program is owned and overseen by CFC and the network of community foundations. The
brand's strength makes the program so trusted and relied upon, and it is our collective responsibility
to ensure that it remains this way. 

Suppose your community foundation is already planning to run a Vital Signs. In that case, CFC
encourages you to partner with community organizations that would like to be involved in any way
that feels appropriate for your community. In these cases, the community foundation would retain the
program's leadership and direct the process.

If your community foundation is not currently interested or does not have capacity to run Vital Signs
and will not in the near future, CFC would like to have a conversation with your foundation to explore
opportunities. There have been cases where external organizations completed Vital Signs under the
supervision of the nearby community foundation. This has been effective when the external
organizations were values aligned and committed to delivering accurate research for the same
objectives as the Vital Signs program and committed to using high-quality, reliable and unbiased
data.

Please contact CFC to discuss the specifics of your question in more detail.
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The first step is to contact the Indigenous communities in your area to build a relationship and
establish trust with the community. Collecting information about Indigenous communities is a colonial
practice. Therefore, it is important that you exercise extreme sensitivity and consideration to how you
would like to approach this topic with the Indigenous communities in your area.

CFC recommends that community foundations interested in building stronger relationships with
Indigenous communities complete some research to better understand the sensitivities that may
exist before reaching out to these communities. A few resources that exist are:

I would like to report on Indigenous communities in my report. How
do I get started? 

Identify which SDGs are most relevant, or are top priority, for your community or the work of the
community foundation
Host a Vital Conversation specifically tied to an SDG, or a few key SDGs. The Community
Foundation for Lennox and Addington shared information in their 2019 Vital Signs report about
their Vital Conversation strategy to incorporate the SDGs.
Frame your Vital Signs work and thematic areas so they are directly tied to the SDGs
Leverage the data provided by CFC, which pulls together indicators that are either directly or
loosely aligned with corresponding SDG indicators
Reference Statistics Canada’s SDG Data Hub to identify data tables that exist and are aligned
with Canadian indicators 
If you are writing a Vital Signs report, you can incorporate the SDGs visually by:

Incorporating a brief note about the SDGs and their local relevance at the beginning of your
report (ie. A Vital Exploration, a report published in 2020 through a collaboration of 5
community foundations) 
Using the SDGs as the themes that make up your report (ie. Fondation du Grand Montreal’s
2020 report)
Indicating which SDGs are related to each section using graphics (ie. Victoria Foundation’s
2020 report)

Note: The UN’s website has made downloadable copies of SDG images free for use.

The priorities of Vital Signs and themes used to evaluate community well-being naturally align well
with the 17 SDGs. The mandate of the Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development is to ‘leave no one
behind,’ which encourages maintaining equitable research and practices to ensure we are not just
looking at aggregate community data, but investigating intersectionality, and how different sub-
groups within the population of the community are experiencing its conditions. There are a few
concrete ways community foundations can incorporate the SDGs into their Vital Signs work:

How do I include SDGs in my report? 

https://communityfoundations.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Lennox-Addingtons-Vital-Signs-Connecting-Communities-2019-1.pdf
https://communityfoundations.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Lennox-Addingtons-Vital-Signs-Connecting-Communities-2019-1.pdf
https://www144.statcan.gc.ca/sdg-odd/index-eng.htm
https://communityfoundations.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/CF3577_SeatoSkyReport_HR-web-single-3.pdf
https://communityfoundations.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/FMG-VS-EN-FR-2020-Short.pdf
https://communityfoundations.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Victoria-Foundation-Vital-Signs-2020.pdf
https://communityfoundations.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Victoria-Foundation-Vital-Signs-2020.pdf
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/news/communications-material/
https://sdgs.un.org/goals


Community foundations are encouraged to read through this
guidebook and associated resources to better understand the Vital
Signs program and the capacity it requires, as well as the outcomes it
can have for your work and community. 
As a next step, contact Tracey Vavrek about joining the Vital Signs
listserv to stay updated about all programmatic details, learning
opportunities, important dates, and connect with your peers! The Vital
Signs listserv, online learning opportunities, and in-person connection
moments are so valuable for foundations to learn from one another
about best practices, opportunities for impact, strategies for
overcoming obstacles, and sharing resources. 
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The Vital Signs program presents a unique and significant opportunity for your community
foundation to better understand and respond to your community and its greatest
challenges. Whether you participate by hosting Vital Conversations, writing a report or by
hosting an online data platform, the opportunity presented by engaging with and learning
from your community can lead to enormous impacts and improvements on the collective
well-being of your community.
Vital Signs is a program recognized worldwide as one of the best community-needs
assessment tools. CFC is proud of the work of our network of community foundations here
in Canada that have led this program and upheld its integrity and world renowned esteem
since 2006. CFC encourages each foundation to consider how it might leverage
community knowledge to further increase the foundation's impact in the community.
Please reach out to CFC or your community foundation peers to learn more about Vital
Signs and the support available as you take on this exciting next chapter for your
foundation and your community.

Conclusion

Next Steps

University of Alberta’s online free course entitled Indigenous Canada
The First Nations Governance Centre’s Fundamentals of OCAP course, which discusses
the complex history between Canada and Indigenous communities when it comes to
owning, collecting, accessing, and protecting Indigenous information and provides
guidance into best practices for researchers

It is also worth noting that due to the history between the Government of Canada and
Indigenous communities when it comes to data collection, many Indigenous communities do
not align with or complete the census. Any information that the Government of Canada
provides pertaining to Indigenous communities is likely flawed and inaccurate, and CFC does
not use this data in our data collection for this reason.

https://communityfoundations.ca/person/tracey-vavrek/
https://www.ualberta.ca/admissions-programs/online-courses/indigenous-canada/index.html
https://fnigc.ca/ocap-training/take-the-course/

