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PRESIDENT'S MESSAGE

Dear Reader, 

We are in the midst of a rapidly accelerating transformation driven by demographic, technological and 
geo-political disruptions and widespread uncertainty. Locally and globally, many people have become 
less trusting of traditional institutions and there is growing anxiety about what the future will hold.   

Such anxiety is compounded by a breakdown in understanding of both the conditions necessary to 
achieve economic and social prosperity and the sources of medium-term growth in our province and 
country. This disconnect has manifested in increasing distrust of “the other”. Populist sentiments pitting 
one group against another appear to be on the rise, and in time may pose a risk to our future prosperity.

It is within this context that studies like the 2019 Edelman Trust Barometer find that employees are 
looking to business leaders to demonstrate leadership by bringing people and communities together 
and speaking up on important issues. This can help to lay the foundations for a shared vision and actions 
that will improve the prospects of both the kitchen table and the boardroom table. 

Missing from the landscape in B.C., however, is an accessible, data-supported fact base about our 
economic and societal well-being, as well as an objective way to measure progress. The Business Council 
of B.C. (BCBC) is pleased to release the inaugural B.C. Prosperity Index as a public service to help fill the 
information gap. This annual, data-driven report, developed by third-party experts, offers a look at how 
British Columbia has been performing on indicators that assess the business environment, economic 
well-being and overall societal well-being, compared to a selection of advanced economy jurisdictions. 

Equally important, the B.C. Prosperity Index will provide BCBC with a platform throughout the year to:

• Foster greater awareness and understanding of the competitive business conditions that support 
economic prosperity and enhance overall quality of life.  

• Learn from other jurisdictions that are top performers on key elements of the Index.

• Ensure that our educational and learning environments support the life-long development of talent 
necessary to thrive in the future.

• Support measures to grow B.C. businesses and improve productivity, which ultimately will generate 
high-wage jobs and healthy, vibrant communities. 

• Convene conversations focused on long-term solutions and actions that we can pursue together, 
rather than short-term fixes that divide us, to build a more sustainable, prosperous province.

The B.C. Prosperity Index is made possible through the generosity of our 2019 sponsors: Air Canada, 
Encana, PETRONAS Canada, Port of Vancouver, TD Bank and Waste Connections of Canada. We thank 
them for their leadership in supporting this important work. 

It is our hope that the information in the Index will prove useful to elected representatives, public 
servants, community and business leaders, the media, and the broader B.C. public. It’s time to work 
together to create a vision for a prosperous future, based on shared values – one that can also attract 
the capital and talent needed to make it a reality. 

Please join us to help inform and realize a positive future for all British Columbians. 

Sincerely,

Greg D’Avignon
President & CEO
Business Council of British Columbia
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

BUSINESS COUNCIL OF BRITISH COLUMBIA

The Business Council of B.C. has partnered with the Ottawa-based Centre for the 
Study of Living Standards (CSLS) to produce and publish objective data on critical 
factors that affect our living standards in the inaugural B.C. Prosperity Index. 

The purpose of the Index is to examine and track British Columbia’s performance 
on key measures of business, economic, social and community well-being, compared 
to the rest of Canada as well as several other advanced economy jurisdictions. This 
information will make it possible to measure whether and to what extent living 
standards in the province are getting better over time. It will also enable us to gain 
insights from top performing jurisdictions on what we can do to increase overall well-
being. 

The Business Council is making this data available as a resource to elected 
representatives, public servants, community and business leaders, the media, and the 
wider B.C. population. The Index provides a common fact base and a platform through 
which to convene dialogue, collaboration and a search for long-term solutions that 
can improve the prospects of both the kitchen table and the boardroom table. 

The B.C. Prosperity Index incorporates a series of 12 indicators that capture different 
elements of prosperity and citizen well-being. (Two sub-indicators are combined to 
create a single measure for the state of the environment).  The indicators are grouped 
into three broad domains listed below. 

Business Environment. This domain includes four indicators that touch on the nature 
of the economic and competitive environment for businesses and employees: labour 
productivity; business investment; innovation (R&D spending); and educational 
attainment. 

Economic Well-Being. This domain is made up of four indicators that address 
aspects of personal economic well-being: gross domestic product (GDP) per person; 
household disposable income; unemployment rate; and housing affordability. 

Societal Well-Being. This domain consists of indicators that speak to other 
dimensions of well-being that affect the quality of life enjoyed by citizens: life 
expectancy; the incidence of poverty; the degree of income inequality; and the 
state of the natural environment.

Each of the 12 individual indicators is given an equal weight in calculating the results 
for the three domains, as well as the overall results for the B.C. Prosperity Index. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In the majority of cases, the most recent year for which comparable data is available 
for all of the jurisdictions covered is 2017. This reflects the reality of data lags in 
cross-national research. However, because these measures generally do not change 
dramatically from year to year, the results reported here offer a reasonable picture of 
the current situation. 

A total of 21 comparatively wealthy national and sub-national jurisdictions are 
assessed in the B.C. Prosperity Index. The countries included are: Canada, the United 
States, Australia, New Zealand, Japan, the United Kingdom, France and Germany. 
Subnational jurisdictions include the other nine Canadian provinces, along with three 
West Coast American states: California, Oregon and Washington. 

Out of the 21 jurisdictions, B.C. finds itself in the middle in the pack (11th) in overall 
prosperity. Within Canada, B.C. scores quite well, ranking third among the ten 
provinces.  

Top performers in the overall Index results include: California (1st), Washington state 
(2nd) and Oregon (3rd). The top performing country is Japan (4th), followed by the 
United States (5th). Alberta (8th) is the top performing Canadian province.  Canada 
placed 15th overall. 

B.C.'s mediocre overall result is based on its below average ranking in the Business 
Environment domain (15th), a middling ranking on Economic Well-Being (10th), and an 
above average ranking on Societal Well-Being (7th). 

Looking at the 12 indicators, B.C. performed best on educational attainment (4th) and 
life expectancy (6th).  Unsurprisingly, B.C.’s lowest ranking was in housing affordability 
(18th). Other indicators on which B.C. underperformed include labour productivity 
(14th) and innovation (13th). 

Our hope is that the Index will establish an objective basis for quantifying and 
tracking B.C.’s performance and progress on many of the indicators that influence 
prosperity and citizen well-being. We believe the province can benefit by examining 
the experiences, policies and practices of other jurisdictions that are top performers 
in areas where B.C. appears to be falling short or is at best a mediocre performer.

A technical report containing the detailed results and underlying data from which 
they are drawn is available at www.BCProsperityIndex.com.

The next edition of the B.C. Prosperity Index will be published toward the end of 
2020, using data through the calendar year 2018.

BUSINESS COUNCIL OF BRITISH COLUMBIA

www.BCProsperityIndex.com
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INTRODUCTION

The Business Council of B.C. has partnered with the Ottawa-based Centre for the 
Study of Living Standards (CSLS) to develop the first-ever B.C. Prosperity Index.  The 
purpose of the Index is to examine and track British Columbia’s performance on key 
measures of economic, social and community well-being, compared to the rest of 
Canada and several other advanced economy jurisdictions. BCBC also intends to use 
the Index to shine a light on whether and in what ways living standards in the province 
are getting better over time.    

The Business Council chose to work with the Centre for the Study of Living Standards 
because of its world-recognized expertise in analyzing and documenting trends in 
economic and social well-being in Canada and other countries. We are grateful to the 
Centre for creating the Index.  This commentary and the conclusions summarized in 
this publication are the responsibility of the Business Council of B.C., not the CSLS.

The Business Council launched this project in order to produce and publish objective 
data on critical factors that affect living standards. This includes data on economic 
performance, but also on some of the social and environmental factors that help to 
shape the quality of life enjoyed by citizens. Our hope is that the information in the 
B.C. Prosperity Index will prove useful to elected representatives, public servants, 
community and business leaders, the media, and the wider B.C. population. 

BCBC intends to produce the B.C. Prosperity Index annually. This is the inaugural report.  
Accompanying this summary is a technical report containing the detailed results and 
underlying data. The technical reort is available at: www.BCProsperityIndex.com. 
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WHAT IS BEING MEASURED?

The B.C. Prosperity Index incorporates a series of indicators that capture different 
elements of prosperity and citizen well-being. Twelve specific indicators were 
selected. They are grouped into three broad domains.  All of the individual indicators 
are described later in this paper.

The three prosperity domains and the indicators in each domain are listed below. 
Readers should note that each of the 12 individual indicators is given an equal weight 
in computing the results for the three domains as well as the overall results for the B.C. 
Prosperity Index.  

Business Environment. This domain includes four indicators that touch on the nature 
of the economic and competitive environment for businesses and employees: labour 
productivity; business investment; innovation (R&D spending); and educational 
attainment.  

Economic Well-Being. This domain is made up of four indicators that address 
aspects of personal economic well-being: gross domestic product (GDP) per person; 
household income; the unemployment rate; and housing affordability. 

Societal Well-Being. This domain consists of four indicators that speak to other 
dimensions of well-being that affect the quality of life enjoyed by citizens: life 
expectancy; the incidence of poverty; the degree of income inequality; and the state 
of the natural environment.1

For the majority of the indicators, the most recent year for which comparable data is 
available for all of the jurisdictions covered is 2017. This reflects the reality of data lags 
in cross-national research.  Thus, the B.C. Prosperity Index is not a present snapshot of 
prosperity or overall well-being in B.C. and the other jurisdictions.  However, because 
measures of economic and social performance generally don’t change very much 
within short time spans of 1-2 years, the results reported here offer a reasonable picture 
of the current situation in the countries, provinces and states that are examined.  

BUSINESS COUNCIL OF BRITISH COLUMBIA
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WHICH JURISDICTIONS IS  
B.C. JUDGED AGAINST?

An important task in designing the B.C. Prosperity Index 
was to determine which jurisdictions to include, besides 
British Columbia. In making this decision, a couple of 
factors were considered. 

First, because British Columbia is a relatively wealthy 
place by global standards, we chose to compare the 
province to other similarly affluent jurisdictions. This 
ruled out collecting data for emerging and developing 
economies like China, India, Mexico, the Philippines, or 
Brazil, where average incomes are less than half of the 
level in British Columbia. Instead, only comparatively 
wealthy national jurisdictions are found in the Index, 
namely: Canada, the United States, Australia, New 
Zealand, Japan, the United Kingdom, France and 
Germany.  

A second consideration stems from the fact that 
British Columbia is a province rather than a country.  
Because of this, we wanted to include some other sub-
national jurisdictions. Unfortunately, it is difficult to find 
comparable data on economic and social performance 
at the sub-national level for many countries. In the 
end, we decided to focus on the other nine Canadian 
provinces, along with three West Coast American states: 
California, Oregon and Washington.     

Thus, the total number of jurisdictions – countries 
together with provinces/states – in the B.C. Prosperity 
Index adds up to 21.  For convenience, they are listed to 
the right.

Jurisdictions in the  
B.C. Prosperity Index

Countries
• United States
• Japan
• United Kingdom
• France
• Germany
• Australia
• New Zealand
• Canada

Sub-National Jurisdictions
• British Columbia
• Alberta
• Saskatchewan
• Manitoba
• Ontario
• Quebec
• New Brunswick
• Nova Scotia
• Prince Edward Island
• Newfoundland and 

Labrador
• California
• Oregon
• Washington

"Given that British Columbia is a relatively wealthy 
place by global standards, we chose to compare 
the province to other similarly affluent jurisdictions. 

BUSINESS COUNCIL OF BRITISH COLUMBIA
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OVERALL RESULTS

So, where does British Columbia stand in overall prosperity among the 21 jurisdictions 
measured by the Index?

Simply put, we are in the middle of the pack. Once the data for all 12 individual 
indicators in the B.C. Prosperity Index are tabulated and combined, it turns out that 
B.C. ranks third among the ten Canadian provinces in aggregate prosperity. 

In other words, B.C. is an above-average performer within Canada, but we do less well 
when compared to a group of affluent non-Canadian jurisdictions. 

• With a ranking of 11th among the 21 comparator jurisdictions, B.C. is a middling 
performer in the aggregate Index result.   

• B.C.’s mediocre overall result is based on having a below average ranking on the 
Business Environment domain, a middling ranking on Economic Well-Being, and 
an above-average ranking on Societal Well-Being.

• While B.C.’s current ranking is not outstanding, the province did post a 
solid increase in the Index over the past several years. B.C. had a noticeable 
improvement in overall prosperity between 2013 and 2017. In fact, over that 
period, gains in the B.C. Prosperity Index were greater in just two other 
jurisdictions: Oregon and California. 

BUSINESS COUNCIL OF BRITISH COLUMBIA

B . C .  R AN K S  11 T H I N  O V E R A L L  P R O S P E R I T Y  

Note, the Index for the three U.S. states is based on 11 indicators rather than 12 because non-residential business investment data are not available.

Source: Business Council of B.C.
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B . C .  R A N K S  1 5 T H I N  B U S I N E S S  E N V I R O N M E N T  

Note, non-residential investment data are not available for the U.S. states, so their value in the Sub-Index is calculated from 3 indicators rather than 4.

Source: Business Council of B.C.
. 
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BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT RESULTS

The Business Environment domain focuses on important elements that help to shape 
the general operating conditions for business in each jurisdiction. The indicators 
selected for this domain provide quantitative measures of productivity, the level of 
business investment relative to the size of the economy, the amount of innovation, 
and the quality of human capital and workforce skills.  

Jurisdictions that are more productive and have higher levels of capital investment 
are often more competitive and better places to operate and grow a business.  More 
innovative jurisdictions also tend to be more business-friendly and open to new ideas, 
products and services. Innovative capacity is difficult to measure directly. For the 
Index, we used the amount of funding directed to research and development (R&D), 
relative to the size of each jurisdiction’s economy, as a proxy for innovative activity 
and capacity. The education and skill levels of the workforce are critical for business 
success. The proportion of the workforce with higher education credentials (beyond 
high school) is used to capture this feature of the business environment.  

The Index values for the Business Environment domain are shown in the figure to the 
left. In the attractiveness of the general Business Environment:

• B.C. ranks 15th among all 21 jurisdictions.  

• B.C. ranks 6th among the ten Canadian provinces.

In the Business Environment domain, B.C. has a lower ranking than it does in the 
overall B.C. Prosperity Index results. This suggests that the business climate is an area 
of comparative weakness for the province. 

"The business 
climate is an area 
of comparative 
weakness for the 
province.

BUSINESS COUNCIL OF BRITISH COLUMBIA
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BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT  

LABOUR PRODUCTIVITY
In the Business Environment domain, Labour Productivity is defined as real gross 
domestic product (GDP), or the value of economic output per hour worked, across 
the entire economy.2  As shown in the figure to the below, B.C. ranks in the bottom 
half of the 21 jurisdictions on productivity. 

• B.C. is 14th among the 21 comparator 
jurisdictions   in   economy-wide 
productivity.

• Among the provinces, B.C. is the 5th 
most productive economy, behind 
the oil producing provinces (Alberta, 
Saskatchewan and Newfoundland 
and Labrador) and Ontario.

• In terms of the 8 advanced economy 
countries, only Japan and New 
Zealand are less productive than B.C.

• Despite its mediocre ranking on the 
level of productivity, B.C. has enjoyed 
a decent pace of productivity growth, 
at least in a relative sense, over the 
past few years. This is depicted in 
the chart to the right. 

• Between 2005 and 2017, productivity 
in B.C. increased by 16.4%, which was 
ahead of Canada’s 11% gain. 

• B.C. also outperformed all of the 
countries in the Index on productivity 
growth, although Australia was close. 

• However, the three West Coast 
American states all recorded stronger 
productivity growth than B.C. over 
the 2005-2017 period.

"B.C. has enjoyed a decent pace of productivity growth over the past few years. 
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BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT

NON-RESIDENTIAL INVESTMENT
The second indicator in the 
Business Environment domain is 
investment.  Specifically, we look 
at non-residential investment 
in both the public and private 
sectors, measured as a share of 
each jurisdiction’s gross domestic 
product (GDP).3 Unfortunately, 
for this indicator the U.S. Bureau 
of Economic Statistics does 
not produce estimates of non-
residential investment at the state 
level. As a result, in the Index 
there are only 18 comparator 
jurisdictions for the indicator on 
non-residential investment.

• Among the 18, B.C. ranks 11th.

• Among the ten provinces, 
B.C. scores well below the 
three main oil-producing 
provinces  (Newfoundland 
& Labrador, Alberta, and 
Saskatchewan) and trails 
Manitoba, ranking 5th in 
Canada.4 

"B.C. scores 
well below the 
three main 
oil-producing 
provinces and 
trails Manitoba.

Source: Business Council of B.C.
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BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT

INNOVATION
Innovation in the B.C. Prosperity Index is proxied by research and development (R&D) 
intensity, which is measured as the amount of R&D spending as a share of nominal 
GDP. Within Canada, B.C. ranks favourably on this metric, but we perform poorly 
compared to most other advanced economy jurisdictions. 

• Consistent with the other two indicators discussed previously, B.C. is in the bottom 
half of the jurisdictions on innovation, ranking 13th of 21.

• Performance varies widely on this indicator. For example, California and 
Washington state are more than three times as R&D-intensive as B.C. Canada 
badly lags behind Japan, Germany, and the United States.

"B.C. is in the 
bottom half of the 
jurisdictions on 
innovation, ranking 
13th of 21.

Source: Business Council of B.C.
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BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT
The level of human capital or skills 
of the workforce is commonly 
estimated by determining the share 
of the population that has obtained 
some kind of post-secondary 
credential.5 In contrast to the other 
three indicators in the Business 
Environment domain, B.C. scores 
well on educational attainment. 
This suggests that business in B.C. 
benefits from having access to a 
fairly high level of human capital. 

• Out of the 21 jurisdictions, B.C. 
stands 4th in the share of the 
population with post-secondary 
education credentials.

• Canada performs very well in 
this area, with the top six spots 
occupied by five provinces and 
Canada as a whole.

• B.C. and Canada have seen 
significant improvements in 
educational attainment since 
2015.  

 

"B.C.'s best ranking in the Index is in educational attainment.

Source: Business Council of B.C.
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B . C .  R A N K S  1 0 T H I N  E C O N O M I C  W E L L - B E I N G

Source: Business Council of B.C.
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ECONOMIC WELL-BEING RESULTS

The Economic Well-Being domain captures key dimensions of the economic well-
being of the population in each jurisdiction. In the Index, it consists of four component 
indicators: real GDP per person, average household disposable income per person, 
the unemployment rate, and a measure of housing affordability.  

• In this broad domain, B.C. ranks squarely in the middle of the pack (10th of 21 
jurisdictions).

• Among the Canadian provinces, B.C. puts in a stronger showing, ranking third.  

• B.C.’s ranking on the Economic Well-Being domain is boosted by the fact that, in a 
Canadian context, the province has a relatively high average household disposable 
income and a relatively low unemployment rate.

• Washington state, Oregon, California and the U.S. as a whole are at the top of the 
Economic Well-Being domain, thanks to their high levels of per capita GDP and 
household disposable income.  

"The province has a relatively high average household 
disposable income and a relatively low unemployment rate.

BUSINESS COUNCIL OF BRITISH COLUMBIA
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ECONOMIC WELL-BEING

GDP PER CAPITA

Real GDP divided by the size of the 
population yields a measure known 
as GDP per person.  It is often used 
by economists and international 
organizations to compare living 
standards across jurisdictions.  GDP 
per person is an estimate of the value 
of economic output or production, 
measured per person. GDP per 
person is a useful but imperfect 
summary of the overall wealth in 
each jurisdiction.  High levels of 
per capita GDP mean there is more 
aggregate spending in the economy, 
that households are generally better 
off, and that governments have 
access to more financial resources 
to provide and pay for social and 
other services, such as health care, 
income support programs, and public sector infrastructure. To permit comparisons 
across different jurisdictions, real GDP per capita in the Index is measured in 2010 U.S. 
dollars, with all currencies converted to the U.S. dollar using purchasing power parity 
exchange rates.6  

• B.C. ranks 10th among the 21 jurisdictions in real GDP per person, slightly ahead of 
Canada but well behind the best performers in the B.C. Prosperity Index.

• There is significant disparity among the Canadian provinces: Alberta and 
Saskatchewan rank in the top quarter of the 21 jurisdictions, while Quebec, New 
Brunswick, Nova Scotia, and PEI occupy the bottom four spots on this indicator.

• B.C. is 4th among the provinces. Ontario ranks 5th, a few hundred dollars behind 
B.C. 

"B.C. ranks 10th 
among the 21 
jurisdictions in real 
GDP per person.
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HOUSEHOLD DISPOSABLE INCOME

Disposable income per person 
is a measure of the average level 
of after-tax income available 
to an individual. For individual 
households7, disposable income is 
after-tax income for all household 
members combined. After-tax 
household income is closely 
aligned with personal prosperity. 
This indicator, like real GDP per 
person, is also measured on a 
per person basis using 2010 U.S. 
dollars at purchasing power parity 
exchange rates.  B.C. scores quite 
well on this measure of economic 
well-being.

• Of the 21 jurisdictions, 
B.C. ranks 7th in household 
disposable income per capita. 
This is one of the province’s best rankings across all of the indicators.

• Among the ten provinces, B.C. is second, with only Alberta having a higher level 
of disposable household income per person.  

• Over the past five years, B.C. has seen the biggest increase in household 
disposable income per capita (10.6%) of any province; we have also outpaced 
most of the countries included in the Index.  The three U.S. West Coast states, 
however, recorded slightly bigger gains than B.C. on this indicator between 2013 
and 2017.  

ECONOMIC WELL-BEING

"B.C. scores 
quite well, 
7th of 21,  in 
household 
disposable 
income.

Source: Business Council of B.C.
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UNEMPLOYMENT RATE

Unemployment is the official rate of 
joblessness among persons aged 15 
and over. It counts  people who are 
either employed or actively looking for 
work.  Individuals who have dropped 
out of the labour force, meaning they 
neither have a job nor are seeking one, 
are not counted as part of the official 
unemployment rate. This indicator 
is included in the Economic Well-
Being domain because lower levels of 
unemployment suggest that people 
generally have better job prospects.  
Those without a job have a greater 
chance of finding one. And people 
who are employed have more options 
to pursue another job opportunity. 
Having fewer people unemployed 
is consistent with increased overall 
prosperity. B.C.’s unemployment rate 
as of 2017 was the 9th lowest (9th best) 
among the 21 jurisdictions.

• B.C. has the lowest unemployment 
rate in Canada, but Canada and 
the provinces occupy most of the 
bottom half of the unemployment 
rate rankings (in 2017).

ECONOMIC WELL-BEING

"B.C.’s unemployment 
rate is relatively low 
within Canada.
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ECONOMIC WELL-BEING

HOUSING AFFORDABILITY

In the Index, housing affordability is measured based on the share of disposable 
income spent on housing. We have included it in the Economic Well-Being domain 
because spending a lower share of after-tax income on housing generally means that 
households are better-off.  

• As shown in the next figure, B.C. ranks 18th among the 21 jurisdictions on housing 
affordability.  In other words, B.C., had the 4th least affordable housing (relative to 
incomes) of all of the jurisdictions in 2017.  

• B.C.’s poor showing on this indicator does not come as a surprise given the 
significant attention paid to housing affordability issues by the media and policy-
makers in the past few years.

• Among the provinces B.C. ranks 9th for housing affordability, with only Ontario 
faring slightly worse on this measure of Economic Well-Being.  

• The U.S. as a whole performs very well on housing affordability, and the three 
West Coast states are at the top of the affordability list, in large part due to high 
average incomes.

"B.C., had the 4th 
least affordable 
housing (relative 
to incomes) 
of all of the 
jurisdictions in 
2017. 
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B.C. ranks 7th

among the 21 
jurisdictions in 
Societal Well-
Being.  Among 
the provinces, 
B.C. is 5th.

B.C. ranks 7th

among the 21 
jurisdictions in 
Societal Well-
Being.  Among 
the provinces, 
B.C. is 5th.
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SOCIETAL WELL-BEING RESULTS

"B.C.'s best ranking across the three 
domains is in societal well-being. 

The Societal Well-Being domain focuses on other indicators that affect the quality 
of life of all citizens. The indicators chosen for this domain are not concerned with 
economic performance but rather seek to capture other dimensions of individual 
and collective well-being. The sub-index consists of four component indicators: life 
expectancy, the poverty rate, income inequality, and an environmental indicator. 
The environmental indicator is calculated from two sub-indicators, air pollution and 
greenhouse gas emissions. On Societal Well-Being, B.C. has its best ranking across the 
three domains:  

• B.C. ranks 7th among the 21 jurisdictions.

• B.C. is in the middle of the provincial rankings as it is outperformed by PEI, Alberta, 
Quebec and Manitoba. 

• The U.S. states score poorly on societal well-being, occupying the bottom three 
spots of the sub-index.
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SOCIETAL WELL-BEING

"Among the ten 
provinces, B.C. has 
the third highest life 
expectancy.

LIFE EXPECTANCY

Life expectancy at birth is often used to help assess the standard of living across 
jurisdictions. It is included in the Societal Well-Being domain because longevity is 
correlated with the overall quality of life.  

• B.C. fares quite well in longevity, ranking 6th among the 21 jurisdictions.  

• In 2017, life expectancy at birth in B.C. was estimated at 82.3 years.

• Among the ten provinces, B.C. has the third highest life expectancy.

• The three American states and the U.S. as a whole perform poorly on this 
indicator of societal well-being. 

• Relatively long life-spans are reflected in factors such as access to high quality 
health services, the availability of other social supports for individuals and 
families, and a relatively well-educated population. 
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SOCIETAL WELL-BEING

"In 2017, 11.9% of 
people in B.C. were 
living in poverty. 

POVERTY RATE

The poverty rate is defined as the share of population living in low-income. The threshold 
for low-income status differs among countries. For the Index, we have adjusted the 
nationally reported numbers to align with the cross-national data produced by the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). When a large 
proportion of the population is deemed to be poor, this can be expected to detract 
from overall collective well-being.   

• B.C. performs reasonably well on the poverty indicator, securing 7th place on the 
list of 21 jurisdictions.

• In 2017, 11.9% of people in B.C. were living in poverty. 

• Among the provinces, Alberta and Saskatchewan have lower rates of poverty 
(Alberta is five percentage points below B.C.).

• The United States and the states of California and Oregon have the highest 
poverty rates among the 21 jurisdictions included in the B.C. Prosperity Index. 
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SOCIETAL WELL-BEING

"Of the 21 
jurisdictions, 
B.C. ranks 
8th in income 
inequality.

INCOME INEQUALITY

Income inequality is another indicator in the Societal Well-Being domain of the B.C. 
Prosperity Index. A more balanced distribution of income enhances the overall well-
being of the population, whereas a high degree of wealth and income concentration 
can work against the goals of shared prosperity and collective well-being.  

In the Index, income inequality is 
measured using the Gini coefficient, 
which is a common way to estimate 
the degree of income inequality in 
a jurisdiction. The Gini coefficient is 
expressed as an index ranging from 
0 to 1, where the value of 1 represents 
the highest income concentration 
possible and 0 represents a 
completely even distribution of 
income – a world in which each 
citizen has exactly the same amount 
of income at her/his disposal.

• Of the 21 jurisdictions, B.C. 
ranks 8th in income inequality 
(that is, we have the 8th most 
even income distribution).

• All of the Canadian provinces 
rank quite well on income 
inequality relative to the 
other jurisdictions in the B.C. 
Prosperity Index. 

• The U.S. and the three west coast states occupy the four lowest rungs on the 
inequality ladder – meaning they have the greatest inequality in the distribution 
of income across the population. 
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SOCIETAL WELL-BEING

ENVIRONMENT - AIR QUALITY AND CO2 EMISSIONS

The final element in the Societal Well-Being domain concerns the state of the 
environment. Here, we use two measures to judge the performance of B.C. and the 
other jurisdictions. One is the exposure of the local population to air pollution. The 

second is the quantity of emissions of 
greenhouse gases (GHGs), measured 
on a per person basis.  

Air pollution provides useful 
information on the quality of the 
local environment. Emissions of 
greenhouse gases per person capture 
each jurisdiction’s contribution to the 
problem of climate change and global 
warming and the energy-intensity of 
its economy. 

Air pollution is measured using the 
mean population exposure to fine 
particles with a diameter of 2.5 
micrometres or less (PM 2.5 particles). 
The GHG indicator is the emissions of 
greenhouse gases in per person terms 
(tonnes per capita). B.C. has relatively 
clean air and it is a middling performer 
on GHG emissions.
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"As of 2017, B.C. had 
the 8th lowest level of 
air pollution among the 
21 jurisdictions.
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SOCIETAL WELL-BEING

"Within Canada, 
B.C. has a 
relatively low level 
of per capita GHG 
emissions.

ENVIRONMENT - AIR QUALITY AND CO2 EMISSIONS

• As of 2017, B.C. had the 8th lowest level of air pollution among the 21 jurisdictions.

• Most provinces have comparatively clean air.

• Among the jurisdictions in the Index, Germany, France, Japan and the U.K. have 
the worst air quality. 

• B.C. is right in the middle of the 
pack on GHG emissions per 
capita.  Within Canada, B.C. has 
a relatively low level of per capita 
GHG emissions. 

• There is a very wide range of GHG 
emissions across the provinces, 
with Saskatchewan and Alberta 
having the highest GHG intensity 
and Quebec, Ontario, PEI and B.C. 
the lowest.

It should be noted that in computing 
the aggregate results for the Societal 
Well-Being domain and also for the 
overall B.C. Prosperity Index, the two 
environmental measures are combined 
into a single environmental indicator, 
with an equal weight given to each of 
the components (air pollution and per 
capita GHG emissions). 
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CONCLUSION

The B.C. Prosperity Index was developed to help inform a data-grounded assessment 
of British Columbia’s economic and social performance over time and compared to 
other advanced economy jurisdictions.  

On the whole, the first report finds that B.C. is a “middling” performer, generally falling 
in the middle among the 21 jurisdictions studied. Overall, B.C. scores below average 
on indicators that relate to the health of the Business Environment, above average on 
indicators that make up the Societal Well-Being domain, and largely in the middle of 
the pack on indicators that measure Economic Well-Being.  

Our hope is that the Index will establish an objective basis for quantifying and tracking 
B.C.’s performance and progress on many of the indicators that influence prosperity 
and overall citizen well-being. We believe the province can benefit by examining the 
experiences, policies and practices of other jurisdictions that are top performers in 
areas where B.C. seems to be falling short or is at best a mediocre performer. 

We look forward to convening and engaging discussion on best practices, new ideas, 
and collaborative action that can improve individual, business, and societal prosperity 
in the years ahead. 

The next edition of the B.C. Prosperity Index will be published toward the end of 
2020, using data through calendar year 2018. For the full technical report, please visit 
www.BCProsperityIndex.com.

Endnotes

1 The environmental indicator is actually composed of two separate sub-indicators: carbon dioxide emissions per person; and 
local air pollution as measured by concentrations of particulate matter (PM2.5). The data for these two sub-indicators are then 
combined to obtain the single environmental indicator used to compute the B.C. Prosperity Index. 

2 Measured in 2010 US dollars using purchasing power parity exchange rates. 

3 We use nominal GDP.

4 It should be noted that the oil, gas and pipeline industries are very capital-intensive, that is, they deploy a larger amount of 
capital investment per worker and per dollar of production than most other industries. As a result, jurisdictions in which the oil 
and gas sector is an important part of the broader economy often have higher levels of non-residential investment measured as 
a share of GDP.

5 A degree, diploma, certificate or skilled trade qualification.

6 PPP exchange rates can be thought of as the ‘fair value’ of a currency relative to U.S. dollar, based on the goods and services 
that can be purchased with the same amount of money across jurisdictions.

7 Households are usually defined as two or more related individuals living in a single dwelling.

"We believe the province can benefit by examining the experiences, 
policies and practices of top-performing jurisdictions. 
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Jock Finlayson is Executive Vice-President and Chief Policy Officer at 
the Business Council of British Columbia. Jock holds a master’s degree 
in business from Yale University, undergraduate and M.A. degrees from 
UBC, and a post-graduate diploma in economics from the University of 
London. He received an honorary doctorate of laws from Royal Roads 
University in 2014. He has served on boards of directors and advisory 
groups for a number of organizations, including the Bank of Canada, 
Statistics Canada’s National Statistics Council, the Institute for Research 
on Public Policy, Genome BC, and the Canada West Foundation. 

Ken Peacock is Chief Economist and Vice President at the Business 
Council of British Columbia. In this capacity, Ken contributes to the 
Council’s work on economic and policy issues and is the author of a 
number of regular Business Council publications dealing with the 
provincial economy and related policy matters. Ken holds a Master's 
degree in economics from Simon Fraser University, is a past President 
of the Association of Professional Economists of B.C., a member of 
the BC Economic Forecast Council, and a member of the Fair Wages 
Commission.

Andrew Sharpe is founder and Executive Director of the Ottawa-based 
Centre for the Study of Living Standards (CSLS). Established in 1995, 
CSLS is a national, independent, non-profit research organization whose 
main objective is to study trends and determinants of productivity, 
living standards and economic well-being. He holds a M.A. and Ph.D in 
economics from McGill University, a maitrise in urban geography from the 
Université de Paris-Sorbonne, and a B.A. from the University of Toronto. 
He currently holds the position of Adjunct Professor of Economics at the 
University of Ottawa.

David Williams is Vice President, Policy at the Business Council of 
British Columbia. He is responsible for developing research and public 
policy solutions in the areas of productivity, innovation, technology, 
taxation and human capital. David possesses a DPhil (PhD) and a MPhil 
in economics from Oxford University. Prior to his role at BCBC, David 
was a Senior Economist at the Bank of Canada and Senior Advisor for 
Economic Policy to the Prime Minister of Australia.  
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