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SOCIAL INNOVATION NARRATIVE

Municipal community safety and well-being 
policies: Intersectoral action as social innovation
Candace I. J. Nykiforuk*, Laura Nieuwendyk*, Ana Paula Belon*, Lisa Allen Scott*,†,‡, Gary Teare¶,§, 
Val Morrison‖

ABSTRACT

Municipal community safety and well-being policies or frameworks focus on public safety and well-being by design, 
but scope, focus, and operationalization vary. While municipal governments set priorities for safety and well-being, 
many contributing factors fall under the jurisdictions of other regional, provincial, or national actors across sectors. 
This complex landscape suggests a need for intersectoral networks to overcome silos and structural barriers in practice. 
This is consistent with population health approaches that value intersectoral action and upstream approaches, yet face 
implementation, scale, and continuity barriers. Recognizing this, the 2023 Centre for Healthy Communities Innovation 
Forum brought together over 130 multi-sectoral partners and representatives of organizations working on a municipal 
community safety and well-being policy or related social innovations. This paper reports on the topics, challenges, and 
calls for action that emerged from this event. Two calls to action emerged: (1) safety and well-being should be a central 
concern and investment priority for all levels of government; and (2) collaborative action across sectors and at different 
decision-making levels are critical for policy positive outcomes from community safety and well-being policies over the 
near and long terms. Intersectoral action must take a systems approach, connecting various levels to identify tangible 
actions and achieve transformative, population-level impacts on public safety and well-being, social outcomes, and eco-
nomic vitality goals within communities. There is a pressing need to foster a funded system (or network of systems) to 
support the intersectoral coordination and collaboration required for ongoing cultivation and maintenance of an effective 
municipal community safety and well-being policy.
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INTRODUCTION

Community safety and well-being (CSWB) presents a com-
plex and pressing suite of issues for municipalities across 
Canada. This is evidenced through growing adoption of 
formal policies or frameworks to guide municipal or regional 
action (e.g., through program offerings, infrastructure 
investments, strategic and operational planning, or budget 
allocations) on the myriad domains comprising “commu-
nity safety” and “well-being.” Municipalities in Ontario, for 
example, were required by provincial legislation (Community 
Safety and Policing Act, 2019) to implement a CSWB plan by 
July 2021 to proactively identify and act on local, priority 
risks to CSWB. While all municipal CSWB policies or frame-
works focus on public safety and well-being by design (often 
measured through policing- and health-related indicators, 

respectively), they are diverse in how they address the factors 
that determine or shape safety and well-being. They may con-
sider economic and social sustainability over the long term 
or seek to address near-term community-identified needs 
such as improving quality of life; meeting basic necessities 
such as housing security, food security, employment, and 
transportation in sustainable ways; providing accessible 
and well-funded social services; enhancing safety in public 
spaces; increasing social connection, belonging, and citizen 
engagement; growing community capacity; fostering culture 
and arts; outlining civic governance; and improving equity or 
supporting vulnerable populations. Some CSWB frameworks 
also explicitly align with municipal reconciliation efforts (e.g., 
City of Edmonton, 2024; Region of Waterloo, 2023).

There is also increasing scholarship on CSWB, including 
calls for greater conceptual understanding and recognition as 
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an emerging area of social innovation and impact (Atkinson 
et al., 2020; McCrea et al., 2014; Nilson 2018; Sung & Phillips, 
2018). For example, responding to inconsistencies in practice 
and measurement of CSWB within human services in Can-
ada, Nilson (2018) defined CSWB as the “targeted, aggregate 
result of our broader human service system that is achieved through 
collaborative generation of pragmatic solutions, evidence-based 
innovations, and shared community outcomes. It is the state at 
which the composite needs of a community’s collective safety and 
well-being are achieved. Such needs are met when conditions of risk 
are mitigated, vulnerability is reduced, and the occurrence of harm 
is nil” (p. 98). This definition, and its accompanying practice 
typology, reflect movement toward upstream, intersectoral 
collaborations and the adoption of preventive strategies, 
rather than prioritizing siloed or reactionary initiatives 
(Nilson, 2018). Some municipalities are operationalizing this 
upstream focus as taking action on the social determinants of 
health (i.e., the social and economic factors in peoples’ living 
and working conditions that influence their health), extend-
ing beyond conventional downstream efforts focused solely 
on crime prevention. For example, the City of Lethbridge, 
Alberta (2024) has described mounting and intersecting 
social, safety, and health issues as evidence that innovative 
and evidence-informed solutions must be adopted over con-
ventional options that may not be sustainable.

Municipal governments set the tone for safety and 
well-being for their communities. Yet, many contributing 
factors to CSWB fall under the mandates and jurisdictions of 
regional, provincial, or national actors across many different 
sectors (Allen, 2024; Atkinson et al., 2020; Cloutier et al., 2019). 
For example, health is a provincial jurisdiction although 
people’s access to the healthcare system occurs within munic-
ipalities. Housing, public transportation, and infrastructure 
also involve multiple levels of government and actors from 
many sectors. Further, for some communities, law enforce-
ment is provided by the Royal Canadian Mounted Police 
(RCMP), which is an agency of the Government of Canada 
that provides policing services to municipalities and Indige-
nous communities across Canada (Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police, 2021). This complex landscape suggests, at minimum, 
a need for intersectoral CSWB networks – that include dif-
ferent sectors as well as all levels of government – to share 
information on issues of mutual interest. Ideally, these diverse 
actors could adopt a collaborative systems approach to CSWB 
based on, for example, shared goals, effective communica-
tion, coordination of activities and resources, and respect 
for each other’s jurisdictions, mandates, and responsibilities 
(Bartkowiak-Théron & Asquith, 2022; Krupanski & Crofts, 
2022; Powell et al., 2024). Such a system could rest on the 
principle of context-sensitivity, which includes recognizing 
and being responsive to municipal priorities, needs, and 
resources. While such intersectoral action may be the ideal, 
proponents of CSWB continue to face operational silos and 
structural barriers in practice – across the continuum of basic 
information sharing to more sophisticated collaborative 
system approaches (Allen, 2024; Martin & Graham, 2022).

Population health promotion faces much the same 
concerns: valuing intersectoral action and upstream 
systems-oriented approaches, yet facing implementa-
tion, scale-up, and continuity barriers. For example, the 
Geneva Charter for Well-being calls on world leaders and 

policy-makers to adopt a well-being society approach, delin-
eated as five key actions including “creating public policy 
for the common good” (World Health Organization, 2021). 
Population health promotion principles also emphasize the 
importance of addressing equity and intersectionality in 
intervention development and generating rigorous, evalu-
ative evidence employing different data sources to inform 
decision-making (Craig et al., 2018; Gómez et al., 2021; Hawe 
& Potvin, 2009). Further, in addition to engaging in systems 
approaches, the next generation of public health leaders must 
be able to communicate and build trust, forge and maintain 
strong partnerships with communities, connect public health 
with other systems, contribute to providing accessible data, 
and address structural racism and health inequity (Helm-
Murtagh & Erwin, 2024).

Similar to CSWB in their orientation toward macro-policy 
for social and economic good, well-being budgets (c.f., 
McLaren, 2022) and health in all policy (c.f., Guglielmin 
et al., 2018) approaches are population health strategies that 
embody upstream and intersectoral action, and that can 
be adopted at different levels of government. While these 
approaches are attractive, they can be difficult to implement: 
again, requiring attention to the unique needs, resources, 
and operations of specific governments, coordination across 
sectors and different levels of government, and sustaining a 
culture of evidence-informed decision-making.

In this way, CSWB policy is both of municipal concern 
and a public health issue – creating a timely opportunity 
for the various sectors working in these spaces to come 
together. The 2023 Centre for Healthy Communities (CHC) 
Innovation Forum (Centre for Healthy Communities, 2023) 
acted on this opportunity to bring together diverse actors 
from across sectors in Alberta working on CSWB-related 
issues to inspire and inform critical action. The 2023 CHC 
Innovation Forum focused on municipal CSWB policy as a 
deliberate social innovation. This paper reports on the top-
ics, challenges, and calls for action that emerged from this 
dynamic, participant-centred event.

CENTRE FOR HEALTHY COMMUNITIES’ 
2023 INNOVATION FORUM ON MUNICIPAL 
COMMUNITY SAFETY AND WELL-BEING 
POLICIES

The CHC is a research centre of the School of Public Health at 
the University of Alberta (https://uab.ca/chc) that works with 
community, government, and academic partners to address 
the complex issues that impact community health, well-being, 
and sustainability. The CHC works across disciplines and 
sectors to focus on root causes, prevent illness, and support 
communities of all types to achieve their healthiest potential. 
To do this, CHC integrates five distinct, yet interconnected, 
research thematic areas in a systems approach: healthy envi-
ronments; health equity; healthy school communities; healthy 
municipalities and workplaces; and supporting healthy 
Indigenous communities. CHC members include engaged 
academics and researchers, people working in practice and 
policy, decision-makers, and community members.

The 2023 CHC Innovation Forum focus on “Advancing 
Community Safety and Wellbeing Policies in Alberta’s Com-
munities” spanned CHC’s inter-related research thematic 
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areas and brought together over 130 people working or 
interested in CSWB-related issues. The annual CHC Innova-
tion Forum is a platform for connection, collaboration, and 
highlighting different voices and perspectives to help partic-
ipants take action on a topic timely to practice and research 
concerning healthy communities. The event is open to aca-
demics, practitioners, decision-makers, policy professionals, 
industry professionals, students, and members of the general 
public interested in the topic or in healthy communities and 
social innovation more broadly. Participants come together 
from across sectors and different levels of government to 
share insights and experiences, generate ideas, and take 
action to collectively advance the topic area of interest. Spe-
cifically, the goals of the annual CHC Innovation Forum are 
to help participants create connections to bridge knowledge 
and resource gaps; develop relationships to support action-
able steps; share knowledge and experiences with different 
stakeholders; be inspired by, learn about, and understand 
the unique needs and diverse contexts of others working on 
similar issues; develop novel and synergistic approaches to 
define, achieve, and sustain a healthy community; and foster 
new opportunities for ongoing networking and collaboration 
to address evidence-to-action gaps.

Targeting CSWB policies in Alberta’s communities, the 
2023 CHC Innovation Forum involved an opening panel on 
intersectoral approaches for taking action on CSWB policy 
followed by concurrent “Community Marketplace Con-
versation” sessions on a wide range of partner-identified 
CSWB-related topics (Table I). These sessions allowed par-
ticipants from a variety of sectors to engage in a minimum 
of three Community Marketplace Conversations, where they 
could share their experiences, and meet others interested in 
and working on common areas. Participation ranged from 
9 to 33 people (average = 15) per Community Marketplace 
Conversation. A wide diversity of knowledge and experiences 
were shared in the Community Marketplace Conversations 
(Figure 1), with over 80% of them having at least five sectors 
represented (Figure 2).

Panellists, who represented local, provincial, and federal 
perspectives from practice and research, drew participants’ 
attention to the critical need for coordinated, intersectoral 
action at municipal, provincial, and national levels. CSWB 
in action was illustrated to participants through specific 
examples from housing and houselessness, mental health 
and addictions, rural community health and safety, health 
promotion and disease prevention, Alberta Health Services’ 
(AHS) Healthier Together | Building Healthy Alberta Com-
munities Together approach (https://www.healthiertogether.
ca), and well-being policy and economy initiatives. Panellists 
also described how the health of individuals depends on their 
communities, including the policies that create conditions for 
health and well-being.

Each of the 16 Community Marketplace Conversations 
was hosted by a practice, policy, or research leader who 
introduced the CSWB-related topic and facilitated dialogue. 
Participants selected three conversations to take part in, 
but were free to participate in as many conversations as 
they wished (by moving between virtual rooms). Themes 
about the role and importance of CSWB policy and related  
sub-topics that arose from participants’ conversations 
reflected opportunities and challenges faced in a municipal 

context when addressing CSWB issues; different stakehold-
ers who need to be engaged to effectively advance CSWB 
in communities; and critical lessons experienced by people 
working on the various CSWB-related topics.

CSWB policy was exemplified as a critical lever for 
municipalities that are tackling complex, enduring issues 
that negatively impact people’s health and well-being, espe-
cially among the most vulnerable groups. Focus at the local 
level was seen as key to effective CSWB action because of the 
intense and immediate impacts of the social determinants 
of health experienced at the community level. Work by 
municipal governments and organizations at the local level 
is optimally positioned to be informed by and responsive to 
the people living in that community. Provincial and national 
stakeholders can enhance those efforts. For example, AHS’ 
Healthier Together approach is an innovative and unified 
way of working with communities, workplaces, schools, 
and health services at the system and local level to identify 
and address common priorities for population health and 
well-being (Chaisson et al., 2022). It involves using an asset-
based community development approach; understanding the 
local context and opportunities; employing diverse types of 
evidence and knowledge; and collaborating to plan, imple-
ment, and evaluate initiatives.

The National Collaborating Centre for Healthy Public 
Policy’s key learnings from international efforts on well-being 
budgets and the well-being economy (for example, see https://
ccnpps-ncchpp.ca/wellbeing-policies/) emphasized the 
need to move beyond economic measures of output (such 
as gross domestic product) as the stand-in for well-being in 
a municipality, province, or country. This idea was echoed 
across the Community Marketplace Conversations, particu-
larly in dialogue about how public policy at different levels 
can directly or indirectly support the health and well-being 
of all. Well-being-focused policies were described as critical 
opportunities to advance community safety and people’s 
overall quality of life.

Further, all of the Community Marketplace Conver-
sations identified opportunities to improve connections 
between government at different levels, non-governmental 
and para-governmental organizations (national, provincial, 
or local), community agencies, the private sector, and the 
general public. While these opportunities were tailored to 
the topic under discussion, it revealed a more prescient desire 
among participants to be more informed – and, in some cases, 
integrated – with the other actors working on that particular 
CSWB-related topic. A related theme was how CSWB policies 
could be leveraged to help build trust, community pride, 
and perception of safety and offset negative or fear-based 
messaging that can shadow local decision-making.

Challenges revealed the need for a more integrated 
CSWB (provincial or national) system to complement local 
CSWB policies and initiatives. Participants shared many 
experiences of how both urban and rural municipalities are 
struggling with escalating housing insecurity and house-
lessness as well as growing poverty, crime rates, racism and 
discrimination, and public safety concerns. The discussions 
across various Community Marketplace Conversations 
showed that the lack of a collective mandate for coordi-
nated action on housing, supporting people experiencing 
houselessness, addictions, mental health, and related social 

https://journalcswb.ca
https://twitter.com/JournalCSWB
https://www.healthiertogether.ca/
https://www.healthiertogether.ca/
https://ccnpps-ncchpp.ca/wellbeing-policies/
https://ccnpps-ncchpp.ca/wellbeing-policies/


170Journal of Community Safety and Well-Being, Vol 10(3), September 2025 | journalcswb.ca | @JournalCSWB

INTERSECTORAL ACTION FOR MUNICIPAL COMMUNITY SAFETY AND WELL-BEING, Nykiforuk et al.

TABLE I  2023 CHC innovation forum panel and community marketplace conversations

Panel

Taking action on community safety and well-being policy 
and intersectoral approaches

• Lisa Allen Scott, Director, Healthy Settings Department, Promoting 
Health, Provincial Population and Public Health, Alberta Health 
Services (AHS); CHC Scientist
• Gary Teare, Scientific Director, Provincial and Population Health, 
Alberta Health Services (AHS); CHC Practice and Scientific Advisory 
Committee Member
• Marc Boychuk, Councillor, Peace River City Council; CHC Practice 
Affiliate
• Tyler Gandam, Mayor, City of Wetaskiwin; President, Alberta 
Municipalities
• Val Morrison, Scientific Advisor, National Collaborating Centre for 
Healthy Public Policy (NCCHPP)
• Moderator – Candace Nykiforuk, CHC Scientific Director; Professor, 
School of Public Health

Community marketplace conversation topics

 � Community safety and well-being with a focus on unstable housing 
and equity from a public health perspective

Hosted by: Elaine Hyshka (Associate Professor, School of Public 
Health; CHC Scientist)

 � Community safety, peoples’ well-being, and placemaking Hosted by: Ian Hosler (Strategy Implementation Coordinator, City of 
Edmonton; CHC Practice Affiliate)

  Conversation on domestic and family violence Hosted by: Stephanie Montesanti (Associate Professor, School of 
Public Health; CHC Supporting Healthy Indigenous Communities 
Research Thematic Area Lead) and Elder/Grandmother Jackie 
Bromley from the Grandmother’s Wisdom Network

 � Creating climate resilient communities through stewardship of water 
resources: the case for water reuse

Hosted by: Norman Neumann (Professor, School of Public Health; 
CHC Scientist)

  Crime prevention through environmental design Hosted by: Robert Lipka (Principal Urban Designer, City of Edmonton; 
CHC Practice Affiliate)

  Homelessness in parks Hosted by: Alberta Recreation and Parks Association (ARPA) – Steve 
Allan (Executive Director, ARPA; CHC Practice Affiliate) and CJ Blye 
(Project Coordinator, ARPA)

 � Intersectoral partnerships for health: challenges and opportunities
Sponsored by Alberta Health Services

Hosted by: Alberta Health Services (AHS) – Lisa Allen Scott (Director, 
Healthy Settings Department, AHS; CHC Scientist), Gary Teare 
(Scientific Director, AHS; CHC Practice and Scientific Advisory 
Committee Member), and Robyn Sheedy (Team Lead, Healthy Settings 
Department, AHS)

 � Land use policy in rural/smaller communities to support housing 
choice
Sponsored by the Alberta Real Estate Foundation

Hosted by: Trisha Hampton (Rural Revitalization Coordinator, Rural 
Development Network)

 � Micro-mobility (e.g., e-scooter, e-bikes, hoverboards) usage in 
municipal contexts

Hosted by: Kathy Belton (Director, Injury Prevention Centre; CHC 
Research Affiliate), Patti Stark (Community Mobilization, Injury 
Prevention Centre), and Pascal Dumoulin (Health Promotion Facilitator, 
Alberta Health Services)

 � Municipal collaboration for community safety and well-being Hosted by: Ingrid Hoogenboom (Manager, Partnerships and 
Evaluation, City of Edmonton)

 � Municipal well-being and sustainability policies in the context of 
climate change

Hosted by: Candace Nykiforuk (Professor, School of Public Health; 
CHC Scientific Director and Healthy Municipalities and Workplaces 
Research Thematic Area Lead) and Shelby Yamamoto (Associate 
Professor, School of Public Health; CHC Scientist)

 � Policy development – setting change approaches to reduce 
exposure to chronic disease modifiable risk factors
Sponsored by the Canadian Cancer Society

Hosted by: Angeline Webb (Senior Manager Advocacy, Canadian 
Cancer Society; CHC Practice and Scientific Advisory Committee 
Member)

 � Public health and well-being policies: what role for communities?
�Sponsored by the National Collaborating Centre for Healthy Public 
Policy

Hosted by: Val Morrison (Scientific Advisor, National Collaborating 
Centre for Healthy Public Policy)
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determinants, can lead to inefficient, siloed, and reactionary 
efforts that result in people getting lost in the system. Some 
conversations revealed frustration over the related acute 
pressures and costs that are borne by local governments and 
the social, health, law enforcement, and justice systems. For 
example, people from different sectors described insufficient 
funding and resources to effectively meet peoples’ needs – 
especially in extreme weather or climate-related emergencies 
like floods or wildfires. Participants who worked in rural 
communities also spoke to a lack of support and sending 
people outside of their communities for services as core issues 
hampering CSWB and primary prevention of poor health 
and safety locally.

A lack of funding for advocacy and generating evidence 
was shared as a barrier to advancing CSWB. Responsibil-
ity for boundary-spanning advocacy, conducting applied 
research and evaluation, and moving issues forward were 
experienced as falling heavily on community groups, not-
for-profit agencies, and non-governmental organizations 

who typically operate on limited resources. A lack of viable, 
on-the-ground solutions and tools to do intersectoral com-
munity-level work was seen as a large gap. Participants noted 
that supporting research to generate strong evidence on 
CSWB interventions (including policy) and scalable, applied 
tools for use in practice does not appear to be a priority for 
national funders, despite its upstream, intersectoral, and 
prevention-oriented focus.

Despite the wide range of dialogues within the Com-
munity Marketplace Conversations, each revealed a need 
to figure out coordinated structures to support effective 
partnerships – connecting community supports to systems 
supports – that could address community-identified issues 
in an ongoing, sustainable way.

Call to Action from the 2023 CHC Innovation Forum 
on CSWB Policy
Two fundamental calls to action for advancing CSWB policy 
in municipalities emerged from the 2023 CHC Innovation 

Panel

 � Public safety and well-being: how can we use data and indicators 
better?

Hosted by: Kayla Atkey (Evaluation Specialist, Edmonton Police 
Services; CHC Practice Affiliate) and Xinjie Cui (Adjunct Professor, 
School of Public Health; CHC Scientist)

  Racism, harassment, and violence Hosted by: Roman Pabayo (Associate Professor, School of Public 
Health; CHC Health Equity Research Thematic Area Lead)

 � Urban river valleys: balancing community access and use with 
sustainable and healthy environments

Hosted by: Simon Otto (Associate Professor, School of Public Health; 
CHC Healthy Environments Research Thematic Area Lead)

FIGURE 1  Sector types present at the 2023 CHC innovation forum. CHC, Centre for Healthy Communities

TABLE I  (continued)
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Forum. First, recognizing that safety and well-being are 
related, multi-faceted issues, and that they should be a central 
concern and investment priority for all levels of government. 
Second, understanding that a single municipality or agency 
cannot address CSWB issues in isolation, partnerships, and 
collaborative action across sectors and at different deci-
sion-making levels are critical for positive outcomes from 
CSWB policy over the near and long terms.

Principles underpinning these calls to action include the 
importance of attending to the dynamic factors that create 
a happy, healthy, and safe community; the value of meeting 
organizations and residents where they are at and engaging 
them in CSWB decision-making and action; collecting and 
using diverse experiences and data to inform local policy; 
and, striving for collective impact within and across commu-
nities. In other words, leveraging a CSWB system to enhance 
how different CSWB actors from across settings and sectors 
might come together to take action on locally determined 
priorities for safety and well-being. There is a parallel need 
for an open public discourse and accountability around 
CSWB issues to foster community awareness and support, 
particularly for upstream and complex issues that are beyond 
the remit of any single government’s term. Importantly, local 
people and priorities must remain at the centre of municipal 
CSWB work.

The 2023 CHC Innovation Forum revealed tremendous 
interest in how people can leverage the efforts occurring in 
formal arenas to mobilize informal spaces to better support 
advocacy and action on CSWB’s various domains. The diverse 
topics discussed in the Community Marketplace Conversa-
tions demonstrated that intersectoral action on municipal 
CSWB policy can be tailored to the issue being addressed. 
Participants in those conversations shared that, in their 
collective experience, CSWB policies should be informed 
by different forms of high-quality data: quantitative data 
on needs and outcomes as well as contextual information 
that reflects a diversity of perspectives and experiential data 

from people affected by the issues. The 2023 CHC Innovation 
Forum participants – who came from very different sectors 
– emphasized the need for coordination and collaboration 
to make better use of data and indicators, even recognizing 
potential challenges with data sharing (e.g., coordination, 
data confidentiality, and privacy concerns).

CONCLUSIONS

Communities across Canada are taking action to support 
community safety while fostering community well-being 
and social sustainability. The 2023 CHC Innovation Forum 
explored and transcended a wide range of topics pertaining 
to CSWB policy in municipalities, challenging stakeholders 
to think more deeply about what can be done to advance 
CSWB in all communities, within their own mandates and 
collectively. Municipalities are at the front lines of address-
ing CSWB, left to balance the tension between needing 
solutions at the local level and recognizing causes at the 
macro, societal level. CSWB municipal policies are a clear 
example of how upstream interventions do not need to be 
large-scale interventions. Thus, the call to action emerg-
ing from 2023 CHC Innovation Forum emphasizes that 
intersectoral action (i.e., collaboration and coordination of 
actions) at different levels in a CSWB systems approach is 
required to identify tangible solutions and achieve trans-
formative, population-level impacts on public safety and 
well-being, social innovation, and economic vitality goals 
within communities. Taken together, all of this points to 
the pressing need to foster a funded system (or network 
of systems) to support the intersectoral coordination and 
collaboration required for ongoing cultivation and main-
tenance of effective CSWB policy.
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