Not equilibrium, but buoyancy.

— Katherine Larson, from “Metamorphosis” in Radial Symmetry

1. Thriving vs. Surviving:

The Concept of Community Vitality
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Let’s start by opening the dictionary. “[T]he state of being strong and
active” and “the power giving continuance to life” are two ways the Oxford Eng-
lish defines vitality. In this sense anything that is alive contains vitality, but it is also
the case that a being can have more vitality, and that one being - or group, for our
purposes — might be stronger and more active than another.

Vitality as a concept is found in a variety of contexts, and there are insights to be
gained in taking several of them in hand at once. One interesting and relevant
definition comes from the field of psychology. Feeling really “alive” is a familiar
but at the same time highly variable aspect of human experience. People regularly
speak of feeling particularly alive or invigorated in certain circumstances or fol-
lowing certain events, and in other circumstances feeling “dead” or “drained”3.
Vitality, then, is not so much an everyday feeling, but rather a specific, subjective
experience of possessing enthusiasm and spirit — defined and identified by the per-
son who experiences it.

Vitality is also associated with autonomy and self-actualization, specifically the de-
gree to which one is free of conflicts, unburdened by external controls and feeling
capable of taking action. Correspondingly, feelings of energy such as jitteriness,
anxiety or pressure tend to be negatively related to a sense of vitality. This physical
dimension is more evident when basic health is robust.

Vitality is expressed differently in different cultures. Western society’s subjective
notion of vitality overlaps with the Chinese concept of Chi, the source of life, cre-
ativity, right action, and harmony. In Japan, the concept of Ki similarly encompasses
the energy and power on which one can draw. And Balinese healers attempt to
mobilize bayu, a vital spiritual or life force that varies among individuals, and rep-
resents what is needed to live and grow and resist illness.

In neurobiology, cognitive vitality refers to the brain’s ability to adapt and learn*.
Cognitive decline, its opposite, often occurs with aging. Still, those adults with
greater stores of knowledge may in fact show increased adaptive ability as do older
people who are socially interactive and continue to use new resources for problem
solving, such as the internet for medical information and social media for enhanced
connectivity with loved ones at a distance. Cognitive vitality can also be enhanced
with the use of new tools, through training and with ongoing and continuous
exercise.

In ecology, vitality refers to the success of an organism in translating nutrients or
other inputs into growth. The word appears in numerous places in ecology litera-
ture, and broadly describes the ability of an organism to survive in the context of
its environment.® This field also illustrates that organisms are intricately connected.
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For example, the forest ecosystem of coastal British Columbia is diverse and luxuri-
ant, but its vitality is related to the number of salmon that journey from the ocean
inland and then die and are scattered in the forest. A decline in the salmon popula-
tion has a notable impact on the forest ecosystem.

The concept of vitality is also used to help understand the strength of communities
within communities. Ethnolinguistic vitality, for example, is “that which makes a
group likely to behave as a distinctive and collective entity within the intergroup
setting”.® The more vitality a community has, the more likely it is to survive and
thrive in the midst of but distinct from a wider community. Ethnolinguists use what
is called a subjective vitality questionnaire (SVQ) to evaluate ethnolinguistic vitality
according to three variables: demography, institutional support and status factors
—all of which have relevance to our study of community vitality. Demographic vari-
ables refer to the population size of the community and its distribution. The level
of institutional support refers to the extent that the community has gained formal
and informal representation in the various institutions of a community, region,
state or nation, and has organized to shape its own destiny. Status factors include
a community’s social prestige, its socio-historical status, and the prestige of its lan-
guage and culture.

To recap, some of the key themes characterizing vitality that emerge from this
diverse literature — across cultural, scientific and social studies — include: vitality as
not an everyday but rather an episodic specialness, a peak experience available to
everyone yet not necessarily experienced by everyone; vitality as interdependent
on its environs; vitality as including an aspect of autonomy or self-actualization
allowing the expression of one’s nature; and vitality as representative of all of the
dimensions of the life form which expresses it. In humans this includes physical,
emotional, social and intellectual aspects.

Let’s turn now to the current state of research into community vital-
ity, and specifically how it has been defined so far. Although there exists no train
of journal articles tracing the development of the idea, definitions of community
vitality can be found in reports published by a variety of organizations.

The idea of a competent community is one of the precursors to the idea of com-
munity vitality. It emphasized the importance of developing and possessing a col-
lective capacity to solve problems. In chapter 4, we'll talk about the links between
a community’s vitality and its social capital and collective agency. According to
William J. Grigsby, competent communities collaborate and work effectively in iden-
tifying the problems and needs of the community, achieve a working consensus on



goals and priorities, agree on ways and means to implement the agreed-upon goals
and priorities, and collaborate effectively in the required actions.’

Oppressed and non-dominant communities have often been described as lacking
in competence, in many instances because the natural support systems that existed
in these communities were removed through oppression. However, it is important
to note that oppressed groups are frequently evaluated against their oppressor’s
terms and seldom against their own criteria.?

In an article published in 2010, Ann Dale and Lenore Newman looked at the condi-
tions that enable and encourage communities to collectively address sustainable
development challenges, drawing on case studies from thirty-five communities
across Canada.® These conditions include: community openness and trust (partner-
ships between traditionally adversarial sectors of the community can foster innova-
tion and creativity); connection with people and place (the deeper the connection
between people and a location, the more profound an influence that place has);
continuity and stability (stable funding and leadership enables a community to de-
velop and implement a vision); perturbation or change (although too little change
leads to stagnation and too much to instability, the right amount can stimulate
innovation and creativity, leading to community action).

And while we found that some definitions of community vitality focused on the
nature and quality of the place and its residents more or less as fixed states', a
report prepared for the Institute of Well-Being also stresses the ability to adapt
to change as a test of community vitality:

Vital communities are characterized by strong, active and inclusive
relationships between residents, private sector, public sector and civil
society organizations that work to foster individual and collective
wellbeing. Vital communities are those that are able to cultivate and
marshal these relationships in order to create, adapt and thrive in the
changing world and thus improve well-being of citizens."

The Institute of Well-Being has developed a conceptual model for community vital-
ity and assigns eleven indicators to it, including: participation in group activities,
volunteering, number of close relatives, providing assistance to others, property
crime, violent crime, walking alone after dark, trust, experience of discrimination,
caring for others and belonging to community. While some organizations and
researchers have developed more in-depth assessments of community vitality, in
general the vagueness of the definition makes it difficult to effectively distinguish
vitality from other concepts such as sustainable development, community resilience,
vibrant communities, healthy communities and others.™
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In this book, we will present community resilience as a reactive concept, defined, as
Norris and Stevens have in their work, as a positive trajectory of adaptation after a
disturbance, stress or adversity.” We propose that the degree of community vitality
determines the amount of community resilience in the face of an endogenous (in-
ternal) shock. Norris and Stevens propose that community resilience is determined
by economic development, communication systems, social capital and community
competence — characteristics that are a subset of community vitality. This distinction
means that community vitality refers to the well-being of the community in the
presence or absence of dramatic change, in effect the everyday condition of the
community and what sustains it.

It can be particularly difficult to distinguish community vitality from community
well-being. There is an extensive and broad body of literature on community well-
being and very little on community vitality. Society has traditionally measured
progress through economic indicators like gross domestic product and employment
rates. However, these days there is considerable debate as to whether economic
progress in all cases contributes to well-being.™

One branch of well-being analysis has focused on happiness, and in fact the defini-
tion of happiness overlaps with the idea of vitality as it is used in psychology. Here,
for example, is one definition:

Being ‘happy’ is more than just having a smile on your face — we use the
term subjective well-being to capture its complexity. Aside from feeling
‘good’, it also incorporates a sense of individual vitality, opportunities to
undertake meaningful, engaging activities which confer feelings of com-
petence and autonomy, and the possession of a stock of inner resources
that helps one cope when things go wrong. Well-being is also about
feelings of relatedness to other people - both in terms of close relation-
ships with friends and family, and belonging to a wider community.'

The New Economics Foundation has constructed its Happy Planet Index based
on this definition of happiness. The index varies from traditional assessments of
well-being by incorporating ecological carrying capacity into its calculations:

Importantly, reported life satisfaction also correlates with all the com-
plex aspects of well-being described earlier, such as feeling autonomous
and being resilient. This is the ‘sustainable’ aspect of sustainable well-
being. No moral framework would accept high well-being if it was at
the expense of others living today and/or future generations.'®



In reviewing the lay of the land, we found just one reference to ecological carry-
ing capacity in the context of vitality. A workbook created by lowa State University
offers a community-generated view of vitality that includes: increased use of the
skills, knowledge and ability of local people; strengthened relationships and com-
munication; improved community initiative, responsibility and adaptability; sus-
tainable, healthy ecosystems with multiple community benefits; and appropriately
diverse and healthy economies."”

We define community vitality as the difference between ‘thriving’ and
merely ‘surviving’. Communities with high levels of vitality have the capacity to an-
ticipate, innovate and prevent, rather than simply reacting and adapting.

As we've suggested already, and will explore in more depth in the next chapter,
most community vitality work is almost indistinguishable from quality of life work,
and tends to be a rather less integrated list of indicators focused around health,
wealth, green space and cultural resources. The Vital Signs project in Oakuville,
Ontario, for example, includes indicators such as obesity, income and tree cover. Peg,
a community indicators system built for the City of Winnipeg, is more integrated and
includes indicators organized under themes (such as health, natural environment,
economy). An indicator can fall under multiple themes, and the thematic arrange-
ment serves to draw relationships between particular indicators. In this way, Peg
does incorporate a degree of integration and a cognizance of inter-relationships
between indicators; however, it is a system built specifically for one community and
thus does not necessarily characterize community vitality on broader scale.

One of the most comprehensive approaches is the Community Vitality Initiative
of the Centre for Innovative and Entrepreneurial Leadership based in Nelson, BC.
Another example is the Tamarack Institute’s community vibrancy project, focused
on poverty reduction and quality of life. Other indexes such as Genuine Progress
and Quality of Life are more complex and provide great value for general edu-
cation and communication purposes but are difficult to use in the local context.
The Canadian Index of Wellbeing, devised by EKOS Research for the Institute of
Wellbeing, includes community vitality as part of well-being but limits it essentially
to social capital and related concepts (trust, feelings of safety, and so forth).

Ultimately community vitality is that spark that enables a community to move from
getting by to getting ahead. Any measure of vitality, therefore, requires consider-
ation of those elements that provide first for the needs of the community and then
provide the ability to engage with higher functions of creativity, adaptation and
innovation. This, we've found, aligns closely with psychologist Abraham Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs (1943).
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Self-actualization

Esteem Needs

Belonging Needs

Safety Needs

Physiological Needs

While Maslow’s needs are linked to a concept of life in a community, they are indi-
vidual in focus, and often very internally focused. In any community there will be
individuals who have more of their needs met than others do. However, a commu-
nity in ecological terms can be seen as something of an organism in its own right.
If a community is a place in which individuals can move up the hierarchy in their
own personal development, while at the same time the community as a whole also
develops, then it is more likely to be vital. Building upon Maslow’s structure and
our survey of other community indicator systems (covered in more depth in chapter
2), we've expanded Maslow’s hierarchy to encompass community needs.

Biological and Physiological Needs: The community has the capacity to provide
clean air, clean water, has food sovereignty and food security. There should be
adequate provision for shelter in terms of a supply of affordable housing, and it
can provide energy needs in a sustainable way to the population. In many ways,
this is concerned with the quality of the environment, but doesn’t go beyond this
to wider issues of longer-term sustainability or other landscape/ecological related
issues; it is a measurement of the present ecological capital.



Safety Needs: The community has a degree of law and order than allows indi-
viduals to pursue their lives without significant fear of violence (either physical or
emotional) being perpetrated against them. This also extends to levels of gover-
nance — the freedom from corruption, knowledge of societal norms, fair and equal
treatment regardless of the nature of the individual, freedom of information and
so forth. This level of the hierarchy, therefore, represents the blunt end of gover-
nance and issues of law and order.

Belongingness Needs: For individuals, this level of the hierarchy refers to family
ties and the place of individuals in society. A vital community, therefore, needs to
reflect this by both having high levels of social capital, especially bridging capital
between sub-communities and vertical capital, allowing members of the commu-
nity to access power and decision-making entities and individuals, as well as physi-
cal places that encourage connection.

Esteem Needs: The community needs to provide the opportunity for individuals
to succeed in a diversity of ways (for example a diverse economic base providing
opportunities for those with diverse talents) and allow individual agency to flour-
ish. In addition, the community needs to feel esteem in and of itself for achieve-
ment, from the prosaic (Duncan, BC, home of the biggest hockey stick in the world)
to the truly ground-breaking (the success of Granville Island in Vancouver). Is there
something about a community that provides pride and identity, and is this identity
a shared identity? In addition, is this identity known outside of the community? For
example, Nanaimo, BC, and its identity as a world leader in transparent municipal
governance and the sharing of GIS data; Chemanus, BC, and its beautiful murals.

Self-actualization: This level is about growth, not in the terms that most munici-
palities measure growth, i.e. tax base (although that may be relevant) but about
development — are the trends in the ‘right’ direction? Is the community getting
better, as improvement in and of itself builds positivity and vitality.

Cognitive Needs: Is there opportunity in the community to learn and grow? Is
there access to a diversity of cultures, opinions? To what extent is the community
as a whole exposed, and receptive to outside ideas and opinions in a proactive way
that builds local ownership to those ideas and opinions?

Aesthetic Needs: Quite simply, is the place attractive? But this is more than a com-

mentary on architectural style, it is also a reflection on the connectedness with the
natural world and the availability of cultural, public and meeting spaces.
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Transcendence: To what extent is the community exporting its ideas to the
outside world? Perhaps a classic example of this is the Samse Energy Academy in
Denmark building on the successes of the cooperative wind energy movement on
that island, as is the spread of the CittaSlow movement from small towns in Tuscany
and Umbria.

When applying Maslow’s hierarchy to the study of community vitality, it immedi-
ately becomes clear that community has to reach a threshold to satisfy one level
of need before moving to the next. A community with poisoned water, moldy and
over-crowded housing, poor governance and substantial addiction rates would not
likely benefit from, say, increased accessibility to education, unless these funda-
mental needs were first addressed. A hierarchy like this one can be a useful tool to
pinpoint community priorities. Why spend energy and money at the higher order
of vitality when lower orders have yet to be addressed?

And so, while we found vitality discussed and defined in the litera-
ture of numerous different fields and numerous different cultures, the concept of
community vitality, specifically, still remains somewhat vague. Various organiza-
tions have made attempts to define and claim it, but they do so often without a
strong theoretical basis. However, the breadth itself can also be considered some-
thing of a strength in that it brings together a disparate set of ideas and concepts
that are deeply relevant to any attempt to influence a community’s development
or to change its development pathway.

In the chapters that follow, we will attempt to establish a more comprehensive and
theoretically sound definition of community vitality and some of its key indicator
areas, with the goal of illuminating the importance of the concept to Canadians
and their communities. Next up: a concise tour of the existing systems of measuring
different aspects of community vitality.



