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Report Overview 

This report presents a project evaluation guide to help municipal partners measure impact of 

neighbourhood/ business zone climate action projects. The guide provides a process to help partners 

develop a project evaluation framework focused on reporting CO2 emission reductions and project co-

benefits. The guide provides a conceptual lens to complete impact evaluation and structured exercises 

to support framework development. The framework was developed and tested as part of Toronto and 

Region Conservation Authority (TRCA) and partners’ Transition 2050 project. The approach empowers 

partners to design an evaluation framework useful to their specific project and which speaks to 

overarching T2050 objectives and municipal sustainability goals. The overall T2050 project aims to 

apply and refine TRCA’s neighbourhood/business zone models as effective strategies to support low 

carbon transitions. 

 

The guide was designed in consultation with project partners and builds on best practice evaluation 

concepts developed by the TRCA’s Sustainable Neighbourhood Action Program (SNAP) and Partners in 

Project Green (PPG) program to evaluate these integrated and collaborative neighbourhood and 

business zone projects. The design process acknowledges that partners are at various stages of project 

implementation. Degree of partner involvement informing guide development varied as well and may 

have been influenced by shifting priorities due to COVID-19 response efforts.  

 

The neighbourhood/business zone projects participating in the T2050 initiative strategically integrate 

climate action with planned initiatives and projects designed to deliver on other compelling local 

interests. As such the guide was intentionally developed for reporting on climate mitigation targets 

(T2050 impact) as well as other benefits resulting from the neighbourhood/business zone projects. 

Tracking co-benefits allows partners to build a better business case for their projects which may not be 

realized by simply reporting CO2 emission reductions. In addition, reporting co-benefits can enhance 

the reach of climate action projects by communicating the full value of projects to community 

stakeholders and project funders. Given the range of project objectives, the evaluation guide offers a 

standardized structure that is flexible to capture different contexts and stakeholder interests.  

 

The evaluation guide addresses T2050 project objective 4, efficient evaluation and reporting 

frameworks which calls for effective measurement, evaluation and reporting frameworks that can 

demonstrate achievement of mitigation targets while highlighting the co-benefits and business case 

behind neighbourhood and business zone planning models. 



4 

 

 
Figure 1: Transition 2050 project objectives  

To achieve objective four the following steps were taken:   

1. Propose an effective evaluation approach based on best practice evaluation concepts and 

project partner input. 

2. Develop customizable tools to help partners develop a project impact evaluation framework.  

3. Support project partners in populating tools.  

4. Revise evaluation guide based on initial partner experiences.  

 

 
 

The evaluation guide provides a structured approach to inform project improvement, project efficiency 

and scaling and report on municipal CO2e reduction commitments and other climate adaptation goals. 

While the guide was developed to support evaluation of participating neighbourhood/ business zone 

T2050 projects, it offers a model that can be used to evaluate local scale sustainability action projects 

more generally.  

 

 

Effective evaluation ‘empowers programmers to improve existing initiatives and 

to influence future ones, as well as enabling the production of evidence-based 

claims, which are essential in supporting decision making’ (Brown et al., 2018). 
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Approach 
Core evaluation concepts were identified based on learnings from prior Sustainable Neighbourhood 

Action Project evaluations (see especially San Romanoway Tower Revitalization Evaluation) and a 

review of key documents including a scan of the academic and grey literature.  The concepts and 

subsequent evaluation support tools were refined using an iterative review process where ideas and 

documents as developed were shared with the project leadership team for consideration and 

feedback. In addition, the project partners were engaged in four workshops to share and validate core 

concepts, solicit input to inform the evaluation design, and seek input from early partner experiences.  

 

Document Review 

The project team conducted a scan of academic and grey literature. Keywords searched (using various 

combinations of the selected words) included evaluation, community, neighbourhood, business, 

climate change, climate action, co benefits, and indicators. In addition, while reviewing documents the 

team identified further sources based on key references cited in the respective articles and reports. 

See Appendix A for a list of the articles and reports reviewed including a brief summary. For articles 

considered but deemed out of scope, a summary was not provided.   

 

In addition to the literature scan, the project team reviewed T2050 project documentation and PPG 

and SNAP reports.  For contextual purposes, the project team also reviewed municipal climate related 

strategies, plans, and commitments of participating municipalities to connect the projects to broader 

municipal climate change related commitments, CO2e reduction targets, and action plans.  

 

Workshops - Share, Listen, Learn, Improve 

Four municipal partner workshops were held throughout the T2050 project, as outlined in Figure 2 

below. The workshops were part of an iterative process of sharing ideas and concepts, listening to 

feedback, and making improvements.  In addition to the workshop sessions, the evaluation team spoke 

with project partners to support framework development and implementation. Workshop summaries 

including PowerPoint presentations, and documentation of questions and answers are available by 

request from the project leadership team.  
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Figure 2: Overview of workshop objectives 

 

Workshop 1: Getting started  

Workshop 1 introduced partners to the evaluation process, provided a review of findings from the 

literature scan and highlighted key elements for project partners to consider when developing their 

project evaluation framework.  

 

Workshop 2: Testing concepts and approach   

During workshop 2, the evaluation team introduced core concepts framing the evaluation process and 

early versions of the evaluation development worksheets.  

  

Workshop 3: Feedback on early experiences  

The evaluation session at workshop 3 was designed to get initial reactions from project leads on their 

early experiences developing their specific project evaluation framework. In addition, the project team 

developed mock evaluation frameworks for one neighbourhood partner and one business zone partner 

based on material from the evaluation readiness questionnaire and templates. The insights and lessons 

were used to refine the guide.  

 

Workshop 4: Recommendations moving forward  

Workshop 4 provided a refresher on the development process; highlighted refinements to the guide 

based on initial feedback; provided an opportunity to exchange lessons learned; and, probed 

neighbourhood and business zone project leads on possible recommendations to improve framework 

implementation.  

 

Continuous refinements  

As noted, the evaluation guide was designed using an iterative process with deliberate feedback 

sessions to capture (1) initial reaction to the design, (2) utility of worksheet templates, and (3) early 

experiences developing project evaluations. The process of continual improvement reflects efforts to 
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capture input from the onset and to integrate lessons learned in practice. The evaluation team made 

numerous tweaks and refinements based on initial partner experiences. Several noteworthy 

improvements in this version of the guide include the addition of a systems diagram to visually 

represent how projects connect to overarching sustainability objectives. The worksheet templates 

were also revised, and an additional template was added to link impacts back to project delivery.  

Conceptual Framing   
Evaluation frameworks to measure impact of community-based action projects have been hindered by 

a call for standardization yet the need for flexibility.  In a comprehensive review of evaluation 

frameworks, Bours and colleagues (2013) highlight the lack of a standardized evaluation methodology 

as a limitation to assess and compare impacts of community action projects. They note, however, that 

the frameworks have different strengths reflecting project objectives and context making it difficult to 

endorse one approach as best. While several articles call for and propose standardized evaluation 

frameworks, generalized models are prone to overlook the nuances of community-based projects. 

Brown and colleagues (2018), for example, argue that a one size fits all model may not be suitable. 

Instead, they endorse a project by project approach that reflects context and community priorities. 

Sharifi and colleagues (2015) similarly argue that evaluation of community projects must take into 

consideration location and differing needs and motivations of community stakeholders.  

 

To balance the need for standardization and flexibility the proposed conceptual framing put forth to 

measure the T2050 projects is based on a set of principles that can be consistently applied across 

projects but are adaptive to account for context. The core evaluation principles are as follows:  

1. Measure co-benefits 

2. Adopt a nested measurement approach  

3. Report output, outcome, and impact indicators 

4. Set benchmarks  

5. Adopt a long-term lens 

 

Principle 1: Measure Co-Benefits, Ripples to Waves 

 
 

The primary motivation of the T2050 projects is to achieve GHG emission reduction targets. Climate 

action projects, however, often create additional benefits or co-benefits that are overlooked during the 

‘If a wind blows steadily across a large enough patch of water for a few hours then 

the ripples become waves, and these will not be dampened so easily.’ 

- Tristen Gooley, Clues & Patterns from Puddles to the Sea 
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evaluation process. Reporting co-benefits is important to 

understand the full impact of projects. The respective co-

benefit domain categories that partners report on will 

reflect project context. Figure 3 provides an example of 

possible co-benefits associated with an environmental 

action project. At a minimum for the T2050 climate 

action projects, in addition to the primary motivation, 

the environmental, social, and economic co-benefits or “ripples” should be considered (figure 4).   

 
Figure 3: Example, possible co-benefit domains 

 

Accounting for co-benefits has been shown to increase project 

participation, stakeholder support and secure project buy-in from 

city council, other departments, and funding agencies (Spencer et 

al., 2017; Floater et al., 2016; Bain et al., 2016). A study completed 

by Bain and colleagues (2016) found that reporting co-benefits 

motivated individuals to act on climate benefiting projects even 

when they didn’t believe in climate change. For these individuals 

it was benefits that fell outside of the projects intended scope that 

convinced them to participate.  Other studies have noted the 

importance of acknowledging co-benefits early and measuring 

them effectively (Floater et al., 2016; Bain et al., 2016; Bain et al., 

2012). A review by Wilson and colleagues (2020) demonstrated that investments in environmental 

programs and initiatives often extend beyond environmental outcomes fostering economic resiliency, 

Figure 4: Co-benefit categories, T2050 projects 

Climate action co-benefits are 

the positive spillover effects 

associated with a particular 

action, policy, project, or 

program aimed at reducing 

greenhouse gas emissions. 
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improved wellbeing, and other population health benefits. Understanding the connections and 

emphasizing the overlap help build a stronger case for community support, investment, and 

prioritization of sustainability objectives. Supportive business networks and engaged neighbourhoods 

were also shown to make communities more desirable places to live.  

 

Principle 2: Adopt a Nested Measurement Framework 

The community action projects have impacts that extend across 

multiple scales. Nested measurement and reporting frameworks 

integrate different scales providing a more holistic understanding 

of impacts. Several studies note the importance of investigating 

multiple scales of impacts (Barbosa et al., 2018; Man et al., 2017; 

López-Ridaura et al, 2005). Williams and Robinson (2020) 

advocate for frameworks that highlight inter-relationships 

between scales in systems and understanding how projects 

impact different scales. 

 

While the T2050 projects target business zones and neighbourhoods, impacts occur at a project level, 

community level (neighbourhood and business zone), and municipal level. For example, indicators at 

different scales could be project level (number of home energy retrofits or number of participants in a 

skills training program), neighbourhood level (increased sense of community belonging, expanded 

business networks), and municipal level (increase in canopy cover, job creation).   Some indicators apply 

to all scales. For example, GHG reductions can be tracked and reported at project level at neighbourhood 

level across projects, and at a municipal level to measure progress toward GHG reduction targets.  

 

  

Figure 5: Nested model framework 
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Principle 3: Report Output, Outcome, and Impact Indicators 

Turner and Zolin (2012) emphasize a need for strong 

indicators that are thorough, measurable, and which account 

for project performance at different levels, specifically 

output, outcome, and impact. Identifying appropriate 

indicators will in part reflect what data is available and the 

time and resources of partners to collect and secure data. 

Greenaway et al. (2006) highlight the importance of selecting 

indicators that tell the existing story and will be able to 

communicate a future story. While project evaluations often 

emphasize quantitative data, qualitative data can be equally 

as useful to understand project effectiveness. Adopting a mixed methods approach can offer a richer 

analysis to support project evaluation and inform deeper project learning (Brown et al., 2018).  

 

Principle 4: Set Benchmarks 

Benchmarking is considered a critical and often overlooked component 

of evaluation (Floater et al., 2016; Greenaway et al., 2006). 

Benchmarking helps give meaning to indicators. Benchmarks or targets 

can be a reference point in time (e.g. reduce emissions to 1990 levels), a 

reference point against a peer group (e.g. below industry average) or an 

ideal target (e.g. net zero by 2030). While targets identify an end point, 

reporting baseline data is critical as well to understand where the 

community was prior to project implementation (Floater et al., 2016; Greenaway et al., 2006). Pringle 

(2011) recommends benchmarking community action projects against multiple metrics. The targets 

should relate back to the different measurement scales and co-benefits and provide a lens to measure 

project progress and drive program improvement.  

 

Principle 5: Adopt a Long-Term View 

The evaluation framework should emphasize 

indicators and benchmarks that can capture 

impacts over the longer term. Many project co-

benefits may not manifest immediately. Similarly, a 

longer-term lens helps frame the evaluation as an 

important learning exercise as opposed to a one-off reporting commitment to secure funding.   

Figure 6: Project output, outcome, impact indicators  

Figure 7: Benchmark target visual 

Figure 8: Shifting mindset from a short-term to long-term view 
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Building Your Evaluation  

 
Prior to starting an evaluation, it is helpful to develop a system schematic to display how a project 

connects to overarching sustainability objectives. The example presented below was informed by 

previous Sustainable Neighbourhood Action Projects.  The strength of the diagram is its ability to 

visually represent how projects, outcomes, and impacts tie together.  

 
Figure 9: Example, system schematic  
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Evaluation Development Tools 

The evaluation team prepared an evaluation readiness questionnaire and four worksheet templates to 

help municipal partners develop their T2050 project impact evaluations.  See Appendix B for the 

evaluation readiness questionnaire and Appendix C for the worksheet templates. The questionnaire 

helps partners scope the evaluation while the worksheets focus on specific evaluation components: 

identification of project co-benefits, connecting outcomes back to project activities, identification of 

evaluation indicators, and reporting progress. The evaluation team provided partners support as 

needed to populate the questionnaire and templates. Seven of the nine participating communities 

completed the evaluation readiness questionnaire and templates.  

 

The questionnaire and templates are intended to be completed sequentially. While linear in approach, 

worksheets should be populated with the broader conceptual framing in mind. Prior to completing the 

worksheets, it is helpful to sketch out a systems diagram as exemplified above. The systems diagram 

can be adapted as users populate the questionnaire and worksheets.  

 

Project Evaluation Readiness Questionnaire 

The evaluation readiness questionnaire is designed to help the T2050 partners scope their evaluation. 

Questions ask them to describe the project, articulate project objectives and outcomes, identify 

boundaries, list stakeholders, and connect projects to broader municipal sustainability goals and 

climate reduction targets. In addition, it prompts users to consider short term impacts and longer-term 

impacts. The questionnaire was introduced in workshop 1. Project partners completed the 

questionnaire following the workshop. See Appendix D for a summary of projects.  

 

Worksheet 1: Identifying Co-Benefits  

The T2050 projects are neighbourhood or business led projects focused on reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions. The co-benefits template guides partners to identify co-benefits associated with their 

projects. Communicating the broader benefits, in addition to the climate mitigation benefits, helps 

partners build the business case. Table 1 provides an example for a project focused on home energy 

audits. The template organizes benefits into environmental co-benefits, social/health co-benefits, and 

economic co-benefits. Organizing co-benefits into these categories provides an easy mechanism for 

partners to communicate benefits to different audiences. 
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Evaluation Template: Co-Benefits Example 

Project, policy, or 
action 

Climate Benefits Co-benefits 

Environmental Social/Health Economic 

Complete 200 
home energy audits 
in x neighbourhood 

Reduced GHG 
emissions 

Lower energy 
demand on the grid 

Increased thermal 
comfort 

Cost savings to 
building owners/ 
occupants 

 Reduced number of 
people living in 
poverty  

Local job creation 

  Skill training  

  Increase in 
property value  

Table 1: Co-benefits evaluation template example 

The worksheet is designed to have partners brainstorm a broad list of co-benefits. Actual co-benefits 

reported on and subsequent measurement indicators tracked would reflect individual project context 

and be narrowed according to project scope, feasibility, and resources available to support evaluation 

and data collection.  Table 2 (business zone projects) and table 3 (neighbourhood projects) 

demonstrate the wide range of co-benefits for possible evaluation. The lists presented here are the 

result of a brainstorming exercise completed by project partners to populate the co-benefits 

worksheet.  

 

Co-Benefits Business Zone Projects 

Economic Ripples Scale 

Operational Savings due to lower energy use  Business  

Higher awareness of energy costs and strategies to reduce energy use Business 

Investment in business operations  Business 

Enhanced resiliency to business disruption due to climate impacts  Business Zone 

Local job creation  Municipal 

Investment in green economy Municipal 

New business starts  Municipal   

Environmental Ripples Scale 

Increased awareness of environmental footprint/ sustainability  Business 

Reduced flood risk Business/ Municipal 

Improved air quality  Municipal  

Lower water use Municipal 

Lower energy demand  Municipal 

Reduced burden on the grid/ municipal infrastructure  Municipal 

Social Ripples Scale 

Employee satisfaction (energy comfort) Business  

Improved image (demonstrates environmental responsibility to 
customers) 

Business 
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Increased enthusiasm for environmental projects  Business 

Exhibits business leadership for sustainability  Business Zone  

Business integration into the community (csr) Business Zone 

Increased local organizational capacity  Municipal  

Increased sense of community belonging  Municipal 

Increased sense of civic pride Municipal 

Community recognition  Municipal 
Table 2: Co-benefits for business zone projects 

Co-benefits Neighbourhood Projects 

Economic Ripples Scale 

Savings associated with reduced vehicle use Project site 

Savings on grocery bills  Project site 

Savings associated with home retrofit  Project site 

Increase in property value  Project site 

Skills development  Project site  

Increase in economic viability of local businesses Neighbourhood 

Job training (energy efficiency) Municipal  

Job creation Municipal 

Sales at material suppliers Municipal 

Environmental Ripples Scale 

Reduced fossil fuel dependency  Project site 

Reduced erosion Project site/ 
Neighbourhood/ Municipal  

Reduced flood risk Project site/ 
Neighbourhood/ Municipal 

Improved air quality Neighbourhood/ Municipal 

Lower water use Neighbourhood/ Municipal 

Lower energy demand Neighbourhood/ Municipal 

Reduced burden on the grid/ municipal infrastructure Municipal 

Social Ripples Scale 

Healthier diets Project Site/ Municipal 

Access to fresh vegetables Project Site/ 
Neighbourhood/ Municipal 

Better knowledge and appreciation for where food comes from  Project Site 

Increase in physical activity  Project Site/ 
Neighbourhood/ Municipal 

Improved mental health  Project site/ Municipal 

Reduced exposure to extreme heat Project Site/ 
Neighbourhood 

Higher household temperature comfort Project Site 

Increased likelihood of aging in place Project Site/ Municipal 

Improved neighbourhood aesthetics  Neighbourhood 
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Improved neighbourhood safety Neighbourhood  

Community cohesion  Neighbourhood 

Increased social equity Neighbourhood 

Sense of belonging  Neighbourhood 

Increase in transportation options Neighbourhood/ Municipal 

Improved resiliency to power outages Neighbourhood/ Municipal 

Higher awareness of energy efficiency Neighbourhood/ Municipal 

Volunteerism  Neighbourhood/ Municipal 
Table 3: List of possible co-benefits for neighbourhood action projects 

 

Worksheet 2: Connecting Impact to Project Delivery   

Impact evaluation pushes your focus to the end results.  It is important, however, to account for what 

gets you there. Successfully achieving GHG mitigation and other co-benefits requires that a series of 

task and activities take place beforehand. Worksheet 2 is intended to help users connect desired 

impact(s) back to tasks and activities that need to take place. Mapping the pathway to impact provides 

a structured strategy to increase the likelihood of project success. From an evaluation perspective, it 

also provides a systematic approach to reflect on the project to identify possible breaks in the pathway 

that may have limited desired impact. Table 4 provides an example for a home energy audit project.  

 

Tasks  Activities (output) Outcome Impact  

Develop workshop curriculum  Deliver 10 community 
workshops on benefits of 
home energy retrofits  

Complete 200 
home energy 
audits in x 
neighbourhood 

GHG mitigation 
 
Savings to 
building owners/ 
occupants  
 
Local job creation 
 
Lower energy 
demand on the 
grid 
 
Increased 
thermal comfort 

Develop a workshop promotion 
strategy  

▪ Social media campaign  
▪ Partner with xx 

community groups 
▪ Flyers in mailbox  

Formalize relationship with 
community college 
 

Work with local 
community college to 
conduct energy audits as 
part of green building 
program  

Implement safety protocols 
(criminal record check, diversity 
training …) 

Table 4: Connecting impact to project delivery, example - home energy audit project  

Impact evaluation is focused on the end result. To achieve success, a lot of tasks and actions need to 

happen beforehand. Connecting a project logic model or project theory of change framework to impact 

evaluation clarifies the pathway from tasks to desired impact.  
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Worksheet 3: Identifying Indicators  

The next critical stage in developing project evaluation is charting progress on the degree to which 

activities have been completed, intended outputs achieved, and desired impacts realized. The indicator 

worksheet provides a template to guide the identification of possible measurement indicators. When 

brainstorming indicators, users will want to consider indicators at different project scales (project level, 

neighbourhood/business zone, municipal). Users can identify more than one indicator per 

activity/output, outcome, or impact. Keep in mind, the selected set of indicators to report on must be 

manageable and feasible given available resources.  In the template, for each indicator users identify a 

target to benchmark progress against. In addition, to help identify the ‘right’ indicators, users are asked 

to consider data availability and data collection feasibility (table 5). The T2050 evaluation is focused on 

measuring impact, with particular attention to measuring primary benefits as well as co-benefits. This 

effort is in part to understand the potential business case for neighbourhood and business level climate 

action projects and in part to understand the collective impact of climate action projects undertaken as 

part of the T2050 initiative.  

 
Focus    
 

Indicator/s Target   Indicate 
data source 
if currently 
available. 

If data is not 
available, 
how will you 
collect it? 

What are 
associated 
costs with data 
collection? 

Who will be 
responsible for data 
collection and 
tracking the data? 

Activity/ 
Output (1)  

Indicator (1)        

Indicator (2)        

Activity/ 
Output (2)  

Indicator (1)        

Indicator (2)        

Outcome (1)  Indicator (1)        

Indicator (2)        

Outcome (2) Indicator (1)        

Indicator (2)        

Impact (1) Indicator (1)        
Indicator (2)        

Impact (2)  Indicator (1)        

Indicator (2)        
Table 5: Identifying indicators template  

Populating the worksheet is intended to help users come up with a meaningful list of indicators that 

can be tracked and reported on to support project learning and improvement.  

 

Worksheet 4: Reporting Progress   
The final worksheet provides an indicator reporting structure linking indicators to focus (output, 

outcome, impact), data type and organizational responsibility for data collection. See table 6 for an 

example using the Town of Caledon’s business zone project. The GreenBiz Caledon program aims to 

support local businesses to set and achieve sustainability goals around energy, transportation, water, 

and waste.  

The goals of the project include:  
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1. Build capacity among businesses through workshops and peer learning to develop and 
implement climate actions to reduce energy, water and/or waste   

2. Support energy and/or resiliency retrofits in 5-10 participating businesses  
 

Goal: Build capacity among businesses through workshops and peer learning to develop and 
implement climate actions that reduce energy, water and/or waste   
Focus Indicator Targets Data Type Data 

Responsibility 

Activity/output  Business participation:  
# of businesses implementing 
retrofits 

10 Admin Project team 

Outcome Lower energy costs: 
Change in electricity, natural gas, 
fuel costs 

Average of 17% 
energy savings at 
participating 
businesses 

Building 
energy use/ 
fuel use 

Participants, 
pre and post 
retrofit  

Outcome Business leadership recognition:  
# of positive social media 
messages referencing 
participating businesses or 
business zone  

15 Twitter, 
Facebook, 
Instagram 

Project team 

Impact GHG emissions reductions: 
Change in CO2e emissions among 
participating businesses 
(buildings, transportation)  

17% reduction vs. 
pre- program 
baseline 

Energy 
use, fuel 
consumption – 
converted to 
CO2e   

Participants 
pre and post 
retrofit  

Table 6: Indicator Reporting template, Town of Caledon example 

 

Comments on Using the Templates  

A Balanced Approach  

To be useful, projects need to balance what is practical to measure and satisfaction with the level of 

comprehensiveness. The worksheet templates are structured to help users brainstorm and develop a 

robust evaluation framework. Moving from the development phase to operationalizing the evaluation 

framework can be characterized as brainstorm, narrow, refine, finalize. As part of the process, project 

teams will need to make decisions on which co-benefits to track, how many indicators are appropriate, 

and the level of reporting detail. In terms of identifying co-benefits and indicators, the fulsome list 

generated in the templates should be narrowed to a manageable list. What is manageable will vary by 

project. Consider the following screening criteria as a starting point. 
 

▪ Audience: Know your audience/s. Project co-benefits may resonate differently depending on 

the audience (project funder, community members, partner agencies). Ensure indicator 

selection reports on priority benefits of different targeted audiences. Where relevant, indicator 

selection should be informed by project stakeholders to confirm buy in especially among 
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stakeholders supporting data collection and tracking. Questions to consider, who is my 

audience? Which project benefits are they interested in? Have we identified an indicator to 

track that benefit?  

▪ Data check: Data access and feasibility of collection will influence indicator selection. Are the 

data to populate the indicators readily available. Does your team have access to the data? Do 

you have the resources (time, money, and skillset)? If not, does your team have the capacity 

and resources associated with data procurement if getting from an outside source or to 

conduct direct data collection? Direct data collection, using surveys and focus groups, for 

example, can require a substantial amount of time and skillset that may not be feasible given 

the project scope and resources.  If procuring data or using secondary sources, you will also 

want to consider data quality. Who collected it? How was it collected? Is it based on suitable 

sample sizes?  

▪ Materiality: Are the identified co-benefits and subsequent indicators relevant or significant to 

project purpose and overarching sustainability goals?  

▪ Saturation: Avoid redundant indicators. Examples of questions to consider, does the proposed 

indicator offer new information not already captured elsewhere? Does the proposed indicator 

improve upon an existing indicator (easier to collect, less costly, …)?  Report the minimum 

number of indicators to tell your story. 

 

Table 7 provides an example of 11 co-benefits that may result from a project to plant trees in a 

specified neighbourhood to achieve 40% canopy cover. Identifying and reporting on indicators for the 

11 identified co-benefits would not be manageable for a project team. From the list of 11, based on the 

screening criteria identified above, they may choose to identify and report on two indicators from the 

list, improved air quality and reduced exposure to very hot temperatures (highlighted in table 7). 

Flushing out a full list of co-benefits is still an important part of the project story. It is simply not 

feasible to track and report data on all of them.  

 

Project, Policy, or 
Action   

Climate Benefits 
(impact)  

Co-benefits (impacts)  

Environmental Social/Health Economic 

Achieve canopy 
cover of 40% in 
neighbourhood  

Carbon 
sequestration  
(CO2e reduction)  

Improved air 
quality  

Reduced exposure 
to very hot 
temperatures  

Energy savings to 
building owners/ 
occupants 

Lower energy 
demand on the grid 

Increased levels of 
physical activity  

Increase in 
property value 

Habitat/ 
biodiversity  

Improved mental 
health  

Worker 
productivity  

Stormwater 
mitigation  

Reduced heat 
annoyance  

 

Table 7: Narrowing list of co-benefits, example 
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Setting Targets  

Targets give indicators meaning and are set to define parameters of success. For example, in respect to 

GHG mitigation, what level of CO2e emissions avoided or reduced determines if your project was a 

success or not? Identifying that target should be evidence based, realistic and reflect the individual 

project goals and scope. Where possible, link targets to neighbourhood goals and municipal climate 

change strategies and action plans. In addition, identifying targets to inform outputs and outcomes can 

be useful checks toward achieving project impact. For example, let’s assume achieving targeted CO2e 

reductions requires increasing canopy cover in a neighbourhood to 40%. In this case, let’s assume this 

requires planting 500 trees of which 400 trees are to be planted on municipally owned land and 100 

trees on private land. To meet the 100-tree target on private land, your team plans to host 2 free tree 

giveaway events. Assuming a 20% non-survival tree rate, your team needs give away a minimum of 120 

trees for the project to be on track to achieve the overall CO2 reduction target. The example 

summarized in table 8 demonstrates that to achieve the desired carbon reduction goal, a series of 

targets tied to actions must be met.  

 

Tasks  Activity/Output   Outcome  

Partnership development  Host two events to give 
away 120 trees to 
homeowners  
 
(measurable target - 120 
trees)  

Achieve canopy 
cover of 40% in 
neighbourhood 
 
(measurable target – 
40%)  

 Work with partners to complete GIS 
mapping to quantify number of trees to be 
planted  

Identify project partners to support event  

Promote event  

Secure trees  

Develop educational material for 
homeowner to ensure tree survival rate 

Develop follow up process to document that 
homeowner planted tree (picture of tree) 

Table 8: Example of project tasks, activity, and outcomes. 

Keeping scale in mind  

As part of the project description it is important to identify the focus of the evaluation. For example, 

among the T2050 initiatives some are single activity projects and the focus of the evaluation may be 

based on a specific project benefit and co-benefits. Other T2050 initiatives include multiple activities 

and projects, each of which has a specific focus and set of co-benefits. Regardless of the focus, it is 

important that the evaluation of respective projects connect to broader neighbhourhood level and 

business zone initiatives (if applicable) and support municipal goals and GHG reduction targets.  
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Moving Forward  
In this section, we make recommendations to support the evaluation of community-based climate 
action projects.  
 
Reporting co-benefits   
Project partners indicated that tracking co-benefits allows them to build a better business case for 
their projects which may not be realized by simply reporting CO2 emission reductions. In addition, 
reporting co-benefits can enhance the reach of climate action projects by communicating the full value 
of projects to community stakeholders and project funders.  

 
Recommendation: Adopt an evaluation framework that tracks co-benefits to capture the full set of 
neighbourhood/ business zone impacts.  
 
At a minimum for the T2050 climate action projects, in addition to reporting on the primary impact, 
partners should consider reporting at least one co-benefit or “ripple” for the environmental, social, and 
economic domains. Table 9 provides examples of co-benefits by domain for consideration.  
 

Environmental Social Economic 

- Air quality  
- Energy use (electricity, 

natural gas, fuel)    
- Water use 

- Sense of community belonging 
- Volunteerism  

- $ savings, energy use 
- Investment in the green 

economy  
- Job creation 

Table 9: Examples of co-benefits for consideration  

In respect to specific projects, the co-benefit domain categories included will reflect individual project 
context. The co-benefit categories reported should be meaningful to the project based on materiality 
criteria and consider data collection capacity.  
 
Long-term evaluation   
Project impacts manifest over time, especially those resulting from new ways of doing things or those 
contingent upon broad scale behaviour change. Similarly, impacts from projects based on building 
relationships and community trust take time to realize. Understanding the return on project 
investment requires monitoring and evaluation over an appropriate timeframe which may extend 
beyond the funded project timespan. Too often, we fail to understand the full impacts because the 
evaluation period is too short.  
 
Recommendation: Commit to long term evaluation and integrate evaluation plans at project onset.  
 

Funding and resource requirements  
A barrier to longer term evaluation is that project timelines and funding typically extend to project 
development and implementation without a comprehensive plan to support project evaluation and 
learning. While the proposed framework is designed to support a longer timeline and culture of 
evaluation, fulsome evaluation, requires time and resources.   
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Recommendation: Implement funding mechanisms and project plans that address the time and 
resource commitments needed to support long term evaluation. 
 

Non-prescriptive indicators  
The tendency when developing an evaluation and reporting framework with broad applicability is to 
prescribe a set of indicators that, in this case, for example, would allow for comparisons across projects 
and communities to understand which projects were most effective at reducing CO2 emissions. A 
prescriptive set of indicators, however, ignores the diversity of projects, different community contexts, 
resources and program delivery models making comparisons meaningless. It becomes problematic if 
comparative results determine future funding decisions in the absence of broader project evaluation 
and review. Reporting cross cutting indicators is fine but they should complement a set of project 
derived indicators that reflect project and community contexts. Indicators should be useful to project 
partners and stakeholders. What is important is they inform learning and project improvement.  
 
Recommendation: Adopt indicators meaningful to project and reflective of community context.  
 

Flexible design, flexible mindset   
The evaluation framework is designed to provide a consistent structure that can be adapted to 
different project scopes and audiences. The flexible design speaks to the diversity of projects. The 
templates are intended to foster reflection on project benefits at different scales and support the 
identification of indicators to track direct project benefits and co-benefits. The number of indicators, 
data sources, and breadth of reporting will depend on project resources and context. Implied in the 
flexible design is a mindset that if the evaluation process (indicators selected, data collection tools) is 
not working or achieving the intended objectives, it should be adjusted to ensure usefulness. Similarly, 
if project effort scales up or gets redefined, the evaluation framework can be adjusted accordingly. The 
intention is meaningful evaluation not evaluation for the sake of evaluation.  
 
Recommendation: Implement a flexible design applicable to different project scopes, evaluation 
objectives, audiences, and community contexts and one which is adaptable to changes in project scope 
or direction. 
 

Partner buy-in 
In many cases, populating indicators will require project partners and/or community stakeholders to 
provide or collect data. Reach out early to ensure support.  Make it easy for partners by implementing 
data collection processes and data tracking templates. Where possible, work with partners to share 
data and reporting efforts to benefit all parties. As importantly, share evaluation findings with partners 
and community stakeholders to inform their own programming and planning.  
 
Recommendation: Secure support from partners and community stakeholders to assist with data 
collection and tracking at project onset.  
 
Data sharing  
Lack of access and availability of data often limit effective evaluation. In some cases, the data exists but 
the evaluation team does not have access to it. In other cases, collecting the data is challenging. This 
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may include lack of resources to undertake data collection or the challenges of needing a partner or 
stakeholder to collect the data for your team. Interdepartmental data sharing and data sharing among 
partners is not a fail-safe solution but can help mitigate some of these challenges.  
 

Recommendation: Support a culture of data sharing and open data. 

 

Summary  
The climate action co-benefits evaluation guide is intended to be useful, practice based, and offer an 

intuitive and emergent approach to help partners evaluate project progress and impact. The 

conceptual framing provides partners a structure to tell their story and communicate the business 

case. Populating the templates position partners to carry out an evaluation of their T2050 projects to 

validate that story. The worksheets to support the identification of co-benefits and indicators and a 

process to support project impact evaluation. The project evaluation guide offers flexibility recognizing 

the diversity of projects and contexts. The guide is non-prescriptive, the indicators selected, scope and 

scale and how the evaluation relates back to broader neighbourhood/business zone and municipal 

climate action plans and strategies will vary by project. The evaluation team also appreciates that the 

comprehensiveness of evaluations will depend on resources (time, money, and skillset) teams have at 

their disposal. The T2050 projects are intended to mitigate GHG emissions. While the focus is on 

reporting impact towards that goal, measuring co-benefits is key toward understanding the full impact 

and value of community-based action projects.  
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emissions.  

Huang, L. Zheng, W., Hong, J., Liu, Y., & Liu, G., 
(2020). Paths and strategies for sustainable 
urban renewal at the neighbourhood level: A 
framework for decision-making. Sustainable 
Cities and Society, 55. 
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https://doi.org/10.1007/s10668-016-9891-7 

The article provides an overview of different 
measuring techniques that can be used for 
community-based climate action projects. This 
overview describes developing indicators, how to 
monitor and evaluate these projects. The report 
acknowledges that each individual project needs a 
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based solutions (solutions to societal challenges that 
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include identifying problem/opportunity, select and 
asses NBS related actions, design implementation 
process, implement solution, engage stakeholders 
and communicate co-benefits, transfer and upscale, 
monitor and evaluate. For co-benefits specifically, 
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for human health and well-being, integrated 
environmental performance, trade-offs and 
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The article presents case studies to demonstrate 
international co-benefits of climate projects.  The 
case studies emphasize co-benefits approaches that 
are accessible in countries that are more vulnerable 
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of acknowledging co-benefits in the implementation 
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The report discusses co-benefits at the individual 
level and how these additional benefits motivate 
people to participate in climate benefiting activities. 
According to the study, this motivation existed in 
both people who believed climate change is real and 
climate deniers. A relationship was displayed 
between communicating co-benefits and motivation 
on climate change action at a local level.  
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758. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11069-015-
1993-2 

The article examines both qualitative and 
quantitative approaches to resilience assessment. 4 
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of local knowledge.   
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would benefit society with greater economic and 
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Appendix B: Evaluation Readiness Questionnaire  

 
Transition 2050, Project Evaluation Readiness 

 

 
The purpose of this exercise is to help set you up for evaluation success. Often, evaluation is either not done 
or is an end of project funding requirement that can be regarded more as a chore than an opportunity for 
learning and improvement. The first step in creating a helpful evaluation process is starting when the project 
starts. We have developed a series of readiness templates to help you begin framing your evaluation. 
Template 1 is designed to help you scope your evaluation. The exercise asks you to articulate project 
objectives, primary outcomes and prompts you to consider short term impacts, longer-term impacts, and 
potential secondary outcomes to inform your selection of evaluation indicators. 
 

 
Question 1: Briefly describe your proposed project and how it relates to your Climate Action Plan or 
equivalent municipal plan. Consider project boundaries, partnerships, existing neighborhood conditions and 
capacities. 
 

 
Question 2: Identify climate reduction targets and actions outlined in your Climate Action Plan that 
correspond with this program. 
 

 
Questions 3: List project objectives. 
 

 
Question 4: List the expected project outcomes (be as specific as possible). 
 

 
Question 5: What potential co-impacts may result from your project? 
 

 
Question 6: Have you considered different levels of impact that your project will have? For example, 
household, neighborhood, city, region. Please list how. 
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Appendix C: Worksheet Templates 

Worksheet template 1, co-benefits  

 

 

 

Worksheet template 2, connecting impact to project delivery  

 
 

  



31 

 

Worksheet template 3, identifying indicators   

 
 
Worksheet template 4, reporting progress on selected indicators  
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Appendix D: Preliminary Project Overview Table 

T2050 Partner Project description  Project objectives  Relation to Climate Action Plan/ 
Targets  

Brampton 

  

Tower Efficiency and 
Resilience Initiative 

>The purpose of the Tower 

Efficiency and Resilience Initiative 

is to encourage and facilitate the 

delivery of revitalization work that 

increases resilience and energy and 

water efficiency, while also helping 

address local health and well-being 

priorities and achieve community 

benefits within the tower 

community. 

 

• Climate resilience and building 

efficiency  

• Growing, preparing food 

• Active, healthy living 

• More trees, green infrastructure 

• Connections between towers, 

shared uses 

• Eco-construction methods 

• Community building, local 

employment, skills training 

 

>Aligns with the City of Brampton’s 
Community Energy and Emissions 
Reduction Plan goals and targets, 
including:  

>Reduce community wide energy and 
by at least 50% from 2016 level by 
2041. 

>Achieve a 35% residential sector 
energy efficiency gain from 2016 levels 
by 2041. 

>Achieve a 34% residential sector water 
efficiency gain from 2016 levels by 
2041. 

Vaughan 

HERO Project 

(Residential retrofit 

program- Phase 1) 

>Program accelerates deeper 
multi-measure sustainability and 
energy conservation retrofits using 
workshops to increase homeowner 
awareness, interest, desire, and 
action.  

>Encourage home retrofits and actions. 

>Customize retrofit programs for the 
needs of specific neighbourhoods. 

>Customize to address priorities and 
main obstacles for implementing 
renovations. 

>2 cohorts a day targeting 100 
homeowners across Vaughan using an 
online tool to select retrofits.  

>Reduce GHG emissions of residents 
and businesses from 5 tonnes per capita 
in 2013 to 4 tonnes per capita in 2031. 

>Current plan to update the MEP will 
identify strategies to further reduce per 
capita GHG emissions to between 2-3 
tonnes per capita. 

Hamilton 

 

>Project is still in development 
stages. Baseline and target urban 
forest coverage will be established 
in the action plan. Planning to 
utilize engagement work in 2020 to 

>Increase canopy cover. 

>Complete an inventory of street trees. 

>CCAP is under review.  

>Climate reduction targets: net zero 
emissions by 2050. 
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deliver pilot tree planting program 
and connect climate impacts. 

Peterborough 

 

Customized Home 

Retrofit Video Series 

and Live Q&A sessions 

 

 

  

>Develop series of videos with DIY 
home retrofit actions relevant to 
the neighbourhood’s building 
stocks, and residents’ priorities and 
preferences. 
 
>Hold Live Q&A sessions with a 
specialized contractor, were 
residents can listen to and build on 
their neighbours comments for 
similar homes. 
 
>Because Kawartha Heights 
neighbourhood homes are also 
typical of the building stock in the 
rest of urban Peterborough, the 
videos will also be shared city- 
wide. 
 

>Teach residents DIY home improvement 
projects.  

>Increase efficiency of the participants 
homes. 

 

 

 

>Aligns with climate reduction targets 
to lower residential energy by 30-50% 
by 2031.  

 

Markham >Plan is still under development.     

Mississauga 

Tower Demonstration 
Project, Webinar 
Series  

>Tower Demonstration project at 
three multi-unit residential 
buildings (MURBs) to showcase 
sustainable revitalization, climate 
change resilience, and community 
benefits.  
 
>A webinar series for mid-sized 
property owners and managers 
that addresses energy and resilient 
design and retrofits. 
 

>Demonstrate the business case for 

retrofitting buildings.  

>Showcase innovation in technology and 

behavior change. Additionally, test new 

technologies and processes.  

>Increase awareness about energy and 

resilient design and retrofitting.  

>Connect owners and managers to 

resources that may assist in 

implementing retrofits. 

>CCAP goal to reduce GHG emissions 
80% below 1990 levels by 2050.  

>CCAP goal to increase resilience and 
the capacity of the city to withstand and 
respond to current and future climate 
events  

>CCAP action to promote building 
envelope upgrades in residential, 
commercial, and industrial buildings.  

>CCAP action to work with industry and 
businesses to support initiatives to 
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>Improved water and energy efficiency, 

improved waste management, 

stormwater management, natural 

systems, and urban forests. Increase in 

active living and food production. 

Reduced GHG emissions.  

decrease emissions and enhance 
resilience.  

>Webinar series can address a number 
of actions in the CCAP depending on 
topics chosen (e.g., encourage the use 
of low carbon heating and cooling 
technologies) 

Caledon 

GreenBiz Caledon  

>The project aims to support local 
businesses in setting and achieving 
sustainability goals through 
engagement resources.  

>Build capacity among businesses to 
develop and implement climate action 
plans to reduce energy, water, and waste. 

>Educate and raise awareness among 
businesses of the benefits of addressing 
climate change in operations. 

>Support the development of the 
business action plans. 

>Retrofit 5-10 Caledon businesses. 

>CCAP is currently being updated. 

>New target recently adopted to reduce 
emissions to net zero by 2050. 

London 

Sustainability program 

implementation 

>Develop local capacity to organize 

and execute sustainability 

programs at the residential/ 

business level. 

>Create a means to celebrate and 

share knowledge of sustainable 

practices. 

>Select specific sustainability projects 

that work at the neighborhood level to 

offer to decrease GHG emissions.  

> Engage with at least 10 businesses.  

Support environmental objectives of the 

businesses. Decrease the environmental 

impact of the businesses.  

>CCAP is still in development.  

>Commitment to net zero emissions by 
2050. Reviewing current 2030 target to 
reduce emissions by 37% below 1990 
levels.  

Guelph 

Energy Management 

System comply to the 

ISO 50001:2018 

Standard.   

  

> Update Energy Management 
System to comply with the ISO 
50001:2018 Standard by leveraging 
existing energy management 
elements, adopting global best 
practices, and supporting the 
community net zero goal.  

>Compliance with ISO 50001:2018 
standard. 

>Strengthen organizational culture. 

>Reduction in carbon emissions as per 
net zero commitments.  

 

>Corporate 100% Renewable Energy by 
2050 (100RE) target. 

>Community Net Zero Carbon by 2050 
goal. 

 


