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Introduction

In September 2009, a small research/practitioner team – members of the Canada 
Research Chair in Sustainable Community Development from Royal Roads Univer-
sity and Sustainability Solutions Group (SSG) – gathered to talk about how to in-
crease public understanding of sustainable community development. We decided 
to explore what we considered an underlying theme, that of community vitality. 
Why it is that some communities are resilient, adaptive and innovative in the face 
of change and others are not? It’s a pressing question for Canadians and their 
decision-makers. What makes one individual able to transcend a personal tragedy 
while others collapse? What is the difference between ‘surviving’ and ‘thriving’?

It starts with public understanding. Even though they have very different mean-
ings, the terms sustainable development and sustainability are often used inter-
changeably,1 and the concept of sustainable development simply has not resonated 
with the Canadian public. It has not achieved widespread understanding beyond 
intellectual elites and some of its early adopters. During our first five years of work, 
our team has focused on four main themes: place, scale, limits and diversity. Across 
these themes, what our research has revealed is that communities face an array of 
social, ecological and economic challenges, and that their response to the imple-
mentation of sustainable development is quite mixed. While some communities 
struggle to survive, others appear to be thriving, with great divides between urban 
centres and their surrounding suburbs. 

If it is true that the human species is biologically driven to sociability,2 then the de-
sign and redesign of our communities and the built environment is integral to how 
social we are. Design can make a place welcoming, a natural meeting space, a place 
for enhanced connectivity. Or it can make a place where people rush through to an-
other destination, experiencing very little in the way of connection to others or to 
the physical landscape. On top of all that, connectivity is what enables (or hinders) 
a community’s members to talk about what is important to them as a community.

As our team began to delve deeper into the meaning of vitality in general, and 
specifically, as it applied to Canadian communities, we got together to develop a 
picture of what we thought vitality looked like. Debates and laughter permeated 
these sessions. One of our team, we discovered, took a very dark view, presenting 
us with numerous pictures of road-kill during his presentation on what vitality was 
not. Joking aside, the product of those meetings was a framework, outlined in the 
chapters of this book, that has allowed us to define and begin to measure what 
we consider to be the main features of community vitality. Ultimately, we came to 
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understand that each community’s own perceptions of what community is – what 
neighbours are, and how wide the definition of community stretches – determine 
what is important to that community to sustain.

This book is the culmination of what we learned from our journey. It is by no means 
intended to be an exhaustive review of the academic literature, but rather is the 
story of the pathways we took, what we learned and shared as a team. Like con-
cepts of love, truth and beauty, vitality is difficult to define and measure, and much 
depends on the eye of the beholder. Indeed, many of the things important to our 
well-being and that of the planet are difficult to define and measure. As our work 
progressed we tried to keep in mind Albert Einstein’s observation that “everything 
that can be counted does not necessarily count; everything that counts cannot nec-
essarily be counted”. Thus, we decided to build a variety of tools that would allow 
people to begin thinking about their community and, ideally, start asking questions 
about their community’s approach to sustainable development. We built a pecha 
kucha slideshow, an index to measure community vitality based on an underlying 
survey, and now this book. We hope you enjoy reading about what we learned and 
we encourage you to visit our website, http://crcresearch.org/vitality/vitality. 
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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 learn4.  
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.5  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”.6 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 



    Community Vitality   7

goals and priorities, agree on ways and means to implement the agreed-upon goals 
and priorities, and collaborate effectively in the required actions.7 

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.8 

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.9 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 states10, 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.11

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.12 
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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.13 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.14  

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.15  

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.16 
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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 Iowa 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.17

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 Oakville,  
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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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.

Self-actualization

Esteem Needs

Belonging Needs

Safety Needs

Physiological Needs



    Community Vitality   11

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 Samsø 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.
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Phenomena intersect; to see but one is to see nothing. 
– Victor Hugo, from The Toiler of the Sea

2. At the Intersection: Existing  
	 Measures of Community Vitality
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According to the Urban Institute, the idea of developing a set of broad-
based, socially oriented, community-level indicators and a system for their ongo-
ing measurement and analysis can be traced back to the 1960s.18 However, at that 
time the limitations and costs of technology were largely prohibitive to providing 
the data required for a community-level analysis and it was not until the 1990s 
that advances in computer hardware, GIS software, automated administrative data 
availability, and institutional capacity had reached the point of making such track-
ing systems viable.19 

Several things have motivated the development of community-oriented tracking 
systems, but perhaps most often mentioned are the shortcomings of conventional 
measures that rely solely on material and economic data, in particular gross domes-
tic product (GDP):  

The unwavering pursuit of economic growth – embodied in the over-
whelming focus on Gross Domestic Product (GDP) – has left over a billion 
people in dire poverty, and has not notably improved the well-being 
of those who were already rich, nor even provided us with economic 
stability. Instead it has brought us straight to the cliff edge of rapidly 
diminishing natural resources and unpredictable climate change. No 
wonder that people are desperately seeking an alternative vision to 
guide our societies.20  

In the last twenty years, many efforts have been made to develop alternative mea-
sures that capture the complexity and diversity of communities, seeking ways to 
improve “people’s lives in a way that is sustainable, equitable and socially just”.21 

In this chapter, we’ll explore the purpose, function and efficacy of existing tools and 
measures related to community vitality. Seventeen different systems were selected 
and reviewed, and have been included as examples here. These systems represent 
several different scales of focus, from neighbourhoods to global, and a variety of 
different approaches to representing the health of a community.

First, though, what is the purpose of social indicator systems? Kenneth C. Land 
identifies three primary uses: 

1.	 monitoring to track change over time in a broad range of social phenomena 	
	 beyond traditional economic indicators, which, as previously mentioned, has 	
	 been a key principle motivating the social indicators movement;
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2.	 social reporting for public enlightenment, which reflects the belief that  
	 social indicators represent a form of social reporting that can lead to public 	
	 enlightenment on social issues and in time action on these issues, and;

3.	 social forecasting to identify trends in social conditions and turning points.22 

Most of the indicator systems we reviewed have a broad range of mea-
surement categories that aim to provide a holistic view on community well-being. 
Indexes we reviewed that had a more targeted focus include the Happy Planet 
Index, the Housing and Transportation Affordability Index, and the Global Peace 
Index. The Happy Planet Index is a measure of the ecological efficiency with which 
human well-being is achieved. The measurement is arrived at by multiplying aver-
age lifetime by life satisfaction and dividing by ecological footprint. The Transpor-
tation Affordability Index explores the wider costs of housing by adding average 
housing costs to average transportation costs and then dividing by average income. 
The Global Peace Index describes the statistical relationship between various fac-
tors as they relate to peace in order to assign an economic value to peace.  

Poverty is a common denominator of many of the indexes we considered, and in-
deed in a review of community-based indexes, community vitality researchers De-
nise Whaley and Liz Weaver found that of ten approaches, all included poverty 
and/or poverty rate, measured in terms of income, employment security and access 
to housing, as important indicators of well-being.23 Over half of the indexes they 
studied included indicators for community safety/freedom from crime, access to 
education, physical health, social support/social cohesion, engagement of citizens, 
health of the natural environment, culture, community vibrancy, diversity, access to 
arts and recreation, and economic health of the community (which measured busi-
ness growth and opportunity as well as access to a variety of goods and services).24  

Different indicator systems present their data in different ways. The first main di-
vide is between non-aggregate and aggregate. Non-aggregated indicators directly 
present the data being gathered, whether qualitative or quantitative. An aggre-
gated indicator, on the other hand, combines a series of measures or indicators 
into a single result by means of a mathematical function or a qualitative assess-
ment. The act of combining data sets requires a judgment as to whether each is 
treated equally or assigned weighted values. Naturally, this gives rise to a critique 
of aggregate approach being more subjective and less transparent. The advantage 
of the aggregate approach is that broader trends are more evident as represent-
ed in a single figure than a series of indicators which may display contradictory 
trends. Finally, under the umbrella of aggregate indicators there are two main sub- 
categories: composite (fully combined) and common unit aggregates. A common 
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unit aggregate approach combines measures that have the same units, the most 
common unit being money.25  

Most of the approaches we reviewed are non-aggregate, composed of anywhere 
from fifty to over one hundred indicators that fall into several domain catego-
ries. For example, the Quality of Life Reporting System measures changes in hun-
dreds of variables that fit within ten domains. This type of index system is generally 
considered more useful for policy-making as “a single indicator of well-being… 
cannot identify the underperforming aspects of well-being”.26 

Within our survey, the Canadian Index of Wellbeing, the Composite Learning Index, 
the Happy Planet Index, the Global Peace Index and the Genuine Progress Indica-
tor are all examples of aggregated approaches. The Composite Learning Index, as 
an example, uses a wide range of learning indicators that are combined to provide 
individual scores for learning conditions that foster social and economic well-being 
for 4,500 communities across Canada. It provides an efficient tool for comparing 
learning performance in different communities and its impact on individuals, com-
munities and the country as a whole. The Genuine Progress Indicator, based on the 
concept of real cost accounting, uses a capital accounting framework to measure 
the monetary value of human, social and natural capital.

Second, we found it informative to distinguish between indicators that are de-
veloped bottom-up (community-driven) and those that are top-down (indicator-
driven). Both have their advantages: 

A great advantage of a top-down approach is consistency in the estima-
tion of an index across space. A citizen’s bottom-up index may be useful 
to track trends over time within a community, but if other communities 
have not adopted the same variables and methodology, comparisons 
will not be possible. Advantages of the bottom-up approach include 
the sense of ownership the community may take in the index if the 
community develops it itself and, of course, the grassroots understand-
ing of community that can be reflected in the index.27 

According to Sean Meagher, one of the people behind the Neighbourhood  
Vitality Index, “measuring neighbourhoods cannot be done with a simple tally of 
data. Neighbourhood indicators require an approach to analysis that is informed 
by the intersection of data and an interpretation based on the specific neighbour-
hood context”.28 In the Neighbourhood Vitality Index, local residents determine 
neighbourhood priorities and set collective goals. 



18   

Vital Signs, which reports on sixteen major cities across Canada, engages communi-
ties in the process by allowing them to choose measures for tracking and to select, 
on a rotating basis, the “snap-shot” indicators used to monitor progress in their 
annual report cards. For example, “in 2007 the indicator used to describe housing 
conditions was the ratio of average residential prices to median family income. 
In 2008, the housing indicator focused on the rental vacancy rate of a 2-bedroom 
unit.” Vital Signs depends on community volunteers that “act as a reference group 
to provide report card grades which track positive shifts or identify community 
gaps or challenges.” To supplement the community-level indicators, Vital Signs uses 
a top-down approach for the national-level measures, which capture “shared con-
cerns[:] issues that are important to all Canadians”.29 

A third way indexes vary is in the type of data they use. In a recent scan of ten 
community-oriented index systems, Weaver found that “there are generally two 
types of measurements: quantitative or numeric (hard data) and qualitative or 
stories (soft data). Most of the approaches collect and report data using both… 
Qualitative data is often viewed as being less rigorous and by combining it with 
quantitative data you get a more comprehensive picture of what is occurring in a 
community”.30  

The Community Vitality Initiative uses qualitative data for what they call “percep-
tual indicators.” In their work they have found that “perceptions, even though 
they do not provide a scientifically accurate analysis, offer an excellent starting 
point for reflection and action by communities”.31 The Community Vitality Initiative 
uses a 95-question survey that asks community members to rate everything from 
employment to environmental health, from support for the arts to safety on the 
streets, from public transit to prenatal care.32 It uses a sample size of only 20–80 
individuals from a cross-section of the social, cultural, political, business, and recre-
ational subsects of the community. 

The Quality of Life Project relies on both qualitative and quantitative data to assess 
the largest cities in New Zealand. The qualitative data is obtained from biennial 
Quality of Life surveys which measure perceptions of health and well-being, crime 
and safety, education and work, the environment, culture and identity.33 These per-
ceptions are combined with quantitative data gathered from secondary sources.

Communicating the results can be challenging, given that there is often signifi-
cant data involved that relates to geographic space as well as social and economic 
characteristics. When it comes to presenting the data they’ve collected, almost all 
the tools we reviewed use a combination of online graphics and reports, and many 
employ interactive maps and charts that the user can customize to explore specific 
results. Some were more involved, including Community Indicators Victoria, which 
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lets users choose criteria and create their own “live reports” which are then avail-
able for others to see. The Legathum Prosperity Index has a “personal periscope 
tool” that enables visitors to measure their own personal prosperity within the 
findings of the index.

“But how did they do it?” was a question often on our minds as we re-
viewed different indicator systems. In some cases organizations give a glimpse of 
the process behind developing and conducting their measurements. For example, 
to develop the CVI, the Center for Innovative and Entrepreneurial Leadership (CIEL) 
says it “spent over a year researching, building and testing the CVI, synthesizing 
more than 60 studies on community wellness, health and quality of life and em-
ploying stakeholders and experts from across Canada”.34 

We do know that at the neighbourhood level, data availability can be a challenge. 
Says Meagher: 

Not all the data useful to neighbourhood vitality measurement is  
gathered in comprehensive ways and on a neighbourhood by neigh-
bourhood basis. Particularly in Canada, data is often suppressed for 
smaller areas, and sometimes for entire census tracts, making informa-
tion on critical subjects like numbers of lone-parent families, multifam-
ily households and mother tongues unavailable at the neighbourhood 
level. Even for data released, disaggregating data to provide discrete 
information by ethno-cultural and linguistic background is impossible.35 

The Genuine Progress Index paints a more encouraging picture of its process. The 
index was developed during extensive year-long consultations with community 
groups that defined community health and well-being, identified key determinants 
of community health and well-being, developed a process for selecting priority 
indicators, and constructed a survey instrument. When it came time to determine 
where to locate the data needed to respond to the determinants identified, they 
found that much of it was readily available: 

Statistics Canada has already devised excellent measures… assessing 
both objective conditions and subjective feelings of well-being, so we 
had little practical difficulty in matching community concerns and in-
terests with specific questions already contained in Statistics Canada’s 
General Social Surveys (GSS), National Population Health Surveys and 
Canadian Community Health Survey, Survey of Work Arrangements, the 
national volunteer surveys and several other established survey tools.36
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And while the methodologies behind individual indicator systems weren’t so readily 
available for us to learn from, there are many resources available about indicator 
systems more generally, and guides for establishing them. For example, in a collec-
tion of essays commissioned by the Canadian Population Health Initiative, eight  
experts share their perspective on community health, addressing the question: 
What would an index of healthy communities include?

Before an index of healthy communities can be created, a framework 
must first be developed that clearly identifies the purpose of the index, 
specifies how it should be used and defines exactly what makes a com-
munity healthy.37

In 2009, the Center for Innovative and Entrepreneurial Leadership (CIEL) published 
a guide to community vitality that describes their work with over fifty communi-
ties in four countries and includes their list of universal indicators and sources.38

And the National Neighbourhood Indicators Partnership (NNIP) produced the doc-
ument Building and Operating Neighbourhood Indicator Systems: A Guidebook, 
which is the basis of the Neighbourhood Vitality Index. Furthermore, websites like  
Wikiprogress.org and the Compendium of Sustainable Development Indicator Initia-
tives39 offer many more resources and models. 

How successful have community-level indicator systems been? And 
by what measure? (Wait – another measurement?) Their rate of success depends 
on the objectives, which vary. For some systems, contributing to public informa-
tion and knowledge is the primary objective. Success in this regard is sometimes 
quantified by using the number of site visits, downloads or population covered. For 
example, when this book was written, Community Accounts had been viewed over 
325,000 times by almost 40,000 users and the Happy Planet Index, which measures 
143 countries representing 99% of the world’s population, has been downloaded 
in 185 countries.   

In Andrew Sharpe’s survey of indicators he observes: “these indexes have been very 
successful in capturing the public’s attention. While there are potential dangers in 
the index approach, this development is, overall, an extremely healthy one. While 
knowledge is not a sufficient condition for social progress, it is a necessary one”.40 

The Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI) has led to the creation of eighty reports relat-
ing to it and has revealed surprising facts, for example, that volunteering in Nova  
Scotia adds $1.9 billion to the provincial economy, that transportation is the 
greatest financial burden for households, and that obesity and poor diet cost the  
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province $250 million each year. The GPI website claims that this data has  
succeeded in influencing the approach of Statistics Canada and the Nova Scotia 
government in measuring progress.41

For other indicators, effecting change is the primary objective and here measur-
ing success can be more challenging. Vibrant Communities, as part of its process, 
measures the impacts of its indicators in three main areas: depth of impact; systems 
change (new community resources or structures, new or adjusted policies or im-
proved delivery of existing government programs, and new working relationships 
in the community); and community capacity (community stories and reflections are 
part of the evaluation). Vibrant Communities objectively reports on results, citing 
322,698 poverty-reducing benefits to 170,903 households in Canada, 164 poverty-
reducing initiatives completed or in progress, $19.5 million invested, 1,690 organiza-
tions partnering, and 35 substantive government policy changes.42

Our review of the existing measures of community vitality has helped 
us identify the key components, the best means of measuring them, and some idea 
of how to go about bringing the results together into a meaningful tool to inform 
and steer our communities. In the chapters that follow, we’ll pick up on several 
different groups of indicators that might comprise a comprehensive study of com-
munity vitality. Beginning with health, we’ll move on to social capital, followed by 
specific consideration for two of the more vulnerable groups in our communities 
(oldest members and the youngest), before shifting to the physical environment 
(both built and green spaces), and concluding with governance, both a means and 
an end to sustaining truly vital communities that have the capacity to promote au-
tonomy and meet the challenges ahead.
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People are fed by the food industry, which pays no attention 
to health, and are treated by the health industry, which pays 
no attention to food. 
– Wendell Berry, from Sex, Economy, Freedom & Community: Eight Essays

3.	Degrees of Soundness:  
	 Community Vitality and Health
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Back in 1986, when the National Round Table on the Environment 
and the Economy was being created, one of the co-authors of this book was among 
those assembled in Ottawa as they mapped out the scope of the agency’s efforts. 
In those early stages, serious thought was given to trying to strengthen the con-
nections made between the environment and human health, before it was decided 
that it would be too contentious to threaten the medical establishment with this 
linkage. This would prove to be a major planning mistake. To select just one among 
many, many examples of why: we are now, in 2014, seeing growing evidence of 
the impacts of pesticides and chemicals on human health and cancer rates. Their 
use may also be incurring another ‘silent spring’ as shown by the recent findings 
on the prevalence of neonicotinoid pesticides in bee-attractive plants commonly 
purchased by home gardeners.43 There is simply no denying the connection.

The task of creating a widely agreed-upon definition of health 
might on the surface appear to be quite simple. In fact, it has been the subject 
of much debate, over many, many years. The roots of the word, the Old English 
hoelth, was used to infer a general soundness of the body. The World Health 
Organization (WHO)’s current definition calls health “a state of complete physical, 
mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity”44 
– considerably more involved.

In an article published in the British Medical Journal, epidemiology researcher 
Rodolfo Saracci argues that the WHO definition extends too far and is too similar 
to the definition of happiness.43 He quotes Sigmund Freud’s reaction to quitting 
smoking cigars: “I learned that health was to be had at a certain cost… Thus I am 
now better than I was, but not happier”.45 Saracci goes on to describe four main 
consequences of the WHO definition. First, any disturbance to happiness may be 
seen as a health problem. Second, because the search for happiness is boundless, 
so also becomes the quest for health. Third, the result is a prescriptive definition of 
happiness. Fourth, the resulting attempt to secure health through happiness will 
undermine the effectiveness of efforts to achieve justice and equity in health by 
consuming limited resources. 

His distinction between health and happiness would seem to imply that there isn’t 
a strong relationship between health and community vitality – we disagree. In the 
field of psychology, vitality, like happiness, is a peak experience,46 and that peak 
experience can occur in the presence of or absence of health – pain and happiness 
are not mutually exclusive, but pain will likely dampen or curtail happiness. Given 
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the growing pile of evidence showing highly connected social and ecological sys-
tems48 and co-evolving human and natural systems,49  it does appear as if our health 
and the vitality of the communities in which we live are becoming more and more 
entwined. 

What is the current attitude toward health and where, roughly, does 
it (or could it) join paths with community vitality? Western medicine’s clinical ap-
proach to health has evolved into a narrow, medically oriented practice, which has 
been termed the “disease model” of health.50 The disease model looks at health 
through the aperture of the degree of impairment, whereas a health model consid-
ers levels of vitality.51 While superficially the two approaches look something like 
an optimist-pessimist dichotomy, the implications for health practice are more pro-
found. The disease model centres on diagnosis and treatment, whereas the health 
model makes room for environmental and physical dimensions, empowerment 
and lifestyle.52 The disease model relies on physical interventions on the individual 
person, whereas the health model acknowledges that choices and decisions take 
place within a broader environmental, psychological, cultural and social context. 
Like the study of community vitality, this broader understanding of health has a  
collective vision and in this way also differs from the WHO definition, which fo-
cuses on the individual. As we will see, discussion of health using a community lens 
quickly involves a very different set of considerations from the more technocratic 
considerations associated with the disease model. 

Within the field of study called community health, this broader 
definition of health we are after is captured under the work of health promotion. 
It starts with autonomy. Health promotion places greater emphasis on persons, 
groups and organizations as active agents in shaping health practices and policies 
to optimize both individual wellness and collective well-being.53  

Behaviour is generally understood to be determined by motivation. A brief review 
of what psychologists call social determination theory (SDT) reveals an understand-
ing of autonomy as an interesting linkage between vitality and a broad definition 
of health. The theory describes two types of motivation:

Autonomous motivation comprises both intrinsic motivation and the 
types of extrinsic motivation in which people have identified with an ac-
tivity’s value and ideally will have integrated it into their sense of self. 
When people are autonomously motivated, they experience volition, or 
a self-endorsement of their actions. Controlled motivation, in contrast, 
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consists of both external regulation, in which one’s behavior is a func-
tion of external contingencies of reward or punishment, and intro-
jected regulation, in which the regulation of action has been partially 
internalized and is energized by factors such as an approval motive, 
avoidance of shame, contingent self-esteem, and ego-involvements. 
When people are controlled, they experience pressure to think, feel, or 
behave in particular ways. Both autonomous and controlled motivation 
energize and direct behavior, and they stand in contrast to amotivation, 
which refers to a lack of intention and motivation.54

Important links have been made between agency and sustainable community  
development, extending more recently to community vitality.55 In social determina-
tion theory, vitality is defined as the energy that is available to self, “the energy 
that is exhilarating and empowering, that allows people to act more autonomously 
and persist more at important activities”.56 Thus social determination theory could 
be understood to link to vitality and autonomy as well.

SDT links autonomy to health but via the idea of different types of aspirations. 
Aspirations, or long-term goals, have been divided into two categories, intrinsic 
and extrinsic. Intrinsic aspirations include affiliation, creativity and personal devel-
opment. These improve health outcomes (again, broadly defined); extrinsic goals 
such as wealth, fame and attractiveness have a negative impact with “lower life 
satisfaction, self-esteem, and self-actualization; higher depression and anxiety; 
poorer relationship quality; less cooperative behavior; and greater prejudice and 
social-dominant attitudes”.57 Extrinsic goals are pursued more strongly when the 
basic psychological needs of competence, relatedness and autonomy are restricted 
or denied. Consequently, according to Vanseenkiste et al., the expression of goals 
in a society, whether they are extrinsic or intrinsic, reflects the degree of autonomy 
in that society.58 

In summary, health, broadly defined, places an emphasis on behaviour. Behaviour is, 
according to social determination theory, determined by motivation. Motivation en-
hances vitality if it is autonomous; if it is controlled vitality declines. Autonomy also 
enhances intrinsic aspirations that promote health, under this broader definition. 

Another important part of the community health picture is the built 
environment. A sense of autonomy can easily be stymied when, for example, a 
community’s services are spread out over considerable distance. In a paper titled 
A framework for prevention: changing health-damaging to health-generating life 
patterns, health policy leader Nancy Milio describes strategies to improve autono-
my or healthful behaviour: 
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Behavior patterns of populations are a result of habitual selection from 
limited choices, and these habits of choice are related to: (a) actual and 
perceived options available; (b) beliefs and expectations developed and 
refined over time by socialization, formal learning, and immediate ex-
perience.59

One of the most practical illustrations of this proposition is, of course, community 
form, or the built environment. But while community form has a significant impact 
on health, in the absence of clear policy to improve the situation, there tends to be 
little appreciation by developers for this critical linkage. Our governments’ analyses 
of the determinants of health must reach beyond the examining room and into the 
neighbourhoods where our health services are (or are not) situated. 

Research has identified a statistical correlation between community form and 
health. A study of more than ten thousand residents of Atlanta, Georgia, found 
the following: a positive correlation between urban form’s influence on physical 
activity and emissions; every additional thirty minutes spent in a car was associated 
with a 3% increase in the odds of being obese; and living in mixed-use neigh-
bourhoods, nearby shops and services, is the best urban form predictor of reduced  
obesity rates.60  Ewing et al. also found that compact development is directly cor-
related with lower rates of obesity and hypertension.61 

In short: compact development enhances health by promoting physical activity, 
which in turn translates into improved health outcomes. In his evaluation of the 
benefits of public transportation on health, Todd Litman cites the WHO in describ-
ing the impacts of regular physical activity:

…fifty percent reduction in the risk of developing coronary heart  
disease (similar to not smoking), fifty percent reduction in the risk of 
developing adult diabetes, fifty percent reduction in the risk of becom-
ing obese, thirty percent reduction in the risk of developing hyperten-
sion, and a decline in blood pressure in people with hypertension (a 
similar effect to drugs), reduced osteoporosis and relief of symptoms of 
depression and anxiety.62   

Precisely which characteristics of compact development result in enhanced health 
outcomes is difficult to pinpoint, and the research indicates that in fact a combi-
nation of urban design factors may have an effect greater than the sum of the 
parts. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has made an attempt to bring this 
data together into a single number with its Metropolitan Sprawl Index. It combines 
gross and net residential density, jobs per square mile, land use mix (ratio of jobs 
to residents), street network density, sidewalk coverage and route directness63 to 
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evaluate the impact of a combination of factors. For each percent increase in the 
index, walking trips increased by just under 1% and transit trips by just under 2%. 
What we do know for sure is that proximity is key when determining levels of 
physical activity. Almost 50% of residents within ten minutes walking distance of  
common destinations achieve recommended exercise targets, compared to less 
than 30% in sprawling, auto-dependent communities.64 The National Personal 
Transportation Survey of Americans, one of the most comprehensive surveys of 
travel behaviour in the world, estimates that for daily trips 70% of people will walk 
500 feet, 40% will work 1,000 feet and 10% will walk half a mile.65  

Compact development can also determine the feasibility of public transit systems, 
which in turn influence physical activity. For example, the majority of public trans-
portation users exercise the recommended daily amount of twenty-two minutes 
simply in the process of walking to and from transit stops.66  People may be will-
ing to walk more than a kilometre to transit, although a considerable drop-off  
occurs beyond three-quarters of a kilometre.67 And in terms of population density 
required to support public transit, Forsyth et al. found that four units per gross 
hectare is the minimum for hourly transit service; seven units per hectare is a more 
conservative threshold.68 

Green space can also play a role in enhancing health outcomes, but the effects 
are even more difficult to define or quantify.69 Forsyth et al. defines park acces-
sibility as any dwelling within four hundred metres of a neighbourhood park or 
open space.70 One study in Scotland found that residents in neighbourhoods with 
ample green space were three times more likely to be physically active and 40% less 
likely to be overweight than those in neighbourhoods with limited green space.71 

Another study found that seniors living in neighbourhoods with walkable green 
spaces nearby lived longer on average.72  

Not all green spaces contribute the same benefits. A study conducted at the  
University of Sheffield found that the more biologically diverse the green space, 
the higher its psychological value.73 One key measure was the ability of green space 
to foster reflection, which in this study referred to the participants’ reported ability 
to clear their heads, gain perspective on life and think more easily about personal 
matters. Generally the richer, more ecologically complex green spaces provided 
more restorative benefits than did simpler areas with just trees and grass. The data 
we have so far suggests that much more research needs to be done on the relation-
ships between health, community vitality, and access to natural information.

Increasing autonomy and agency to individuals in their day-to-day choices is nec-
essarily linked to far greater community engagement in the design and re-design  
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of community form. This calls for greater interdisciplinary planning, most critically 
involving the health sector.74 Autonomy is not only about power, but also about 
information.75

Let’s shift now into looking at some of the socioeconomic considerations 
of health as it features in our picture of community vitality. To recap, autonomous 
motivation enables people to take control of their life circumstances, particularly 
their lifestyle choices, and in turn enhance health outcomes. Communities can sup-
port autonomy by creating the conditions that encourage and support participa-
tion in shaping the community physically and by providing diversity in both space 
and transportation choices. 

Input from a diverse range of people provides opportunities to discuss different 
issues, identify new perspectives and promote a sharing of knowledge and under-
standing.76 In addition to enhancing community vitality, Iain Butterworth argues, 
meaningful public participation is valuable to “(i) uphold the notion of participa-
tory democracy, (ii) to the effectiveness of the planning process and the quality of 
planning outcomes, (iii) to improve the quality of, and validate, political decision 
making”.77

Inclusive participation in health planning ensures local needs are met and the local 
community has some ownership and accountability over the process; it also gener-
ally promotes health through participation.78 Planning for public health can bring 
about engagement and participation because it sparks dialogue and enhances 
knowledge and literacy about safety and well-being, issues that resonate broadly 
with every human being. 

The concept of health-promoting systems recognizes that people’s health (narrow-
ly defined) and well-being reflects their socioeconomic status and, by extension, 
where they can live.79 One study in Australia demonstrated that neighbourhoods 
with the lowest levels of income and professionals, and more rental housing, mi-
grants, unemployed and unskilled workers, were correlated with higher rates of 
violence, heart disease, morbidity and cancer.80 Another study cites evidence that 
health is lower in communities that are dependent on one industry in decline.81   

This has implications for single-economy resource communities everywhere and for 
the corporate social responsibilities of the private sector.

The Public Health Agency of Canada82 found that 25% fewer Canadians rate their 
health as very good or excellent in the lowest income bracket versus the highest 
income bracket and that there is a correlation between unemployment and mental 
health problems. While there may be other factors at play, from the perspective of 
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social determination theory, poverty, and particularly extreme poverty, may limit 
intrinsic aspirations when basic psychological needs of competence, being connect-
ed and personal agency – that is, the will or intent to act – are restricted or denied. 

Butterworth argues that most major cities are increasing density in their neigh-
bourhoods to provide housing for their growing job markets, but that much of 
this housing is unaffordable to low-paid service workers.83 For example, the City of 
Vancouver’s Eco-Density Charter84 adopted the principles of compact development 
to reduce driving distances and encourage walking and cycling. In actuality, as a  
Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives study 85 argues, high living costs are pushing 
families and service workers outside the city, causing longer vehicle commutes and 
necessitating more rigorous recruiting processes to fill city jobs. And, as is becom-
ing evident in many cities, gentrification has paradoxical effects: the very diversity 
that originally attracts people to a neighbourhood often decreases as property prices  
increase.86

We’ve focused our discussion of community vitality and health primar-
ily on the built environment and transportation choices, but there are many more 
factors to keep in mind, including the quality of the air, land and water, the use of 
pesticides, the number of chemicals in the environment and so forth.

Before we conclude this chapter, let’s take a more in-depth look at one 
of the most talked-about health concerns in the world today: cancer. Recent statis-
tics illustrate that approximately two in five Canadians will develop cancer in their 
lifetime and that on average one-quarter of Canadians will die of cancer. In 2013, 
it was estimated that 75,500 Canadians would die of cancer and 187,600 would 
develop it. More than half of new cancer cases are predicted to be lung, breast, 
colorectal or prostate cancer.87 The global rate of overall cancer deaths is expected 
to rise dramatically over the next 20 years, increasing to 22 million new diagno-
ses and 13 million deaths per year.88 Currently, lung cancer is the leading cause of 
cancer death, with more cancer deaths among Canadians than breast, colorectal 
or prostate cancer combined. Cancer prevention and risk reduction can occur by 
eliminating tobacco use (as tobacco is responsible for nearly one-quarter of can-
cer deaths worldwide), reducing alcohol consumption, maintaining a healthy body 
weight through exercise and healthy eating, reducing sun exposure and reducing 
exposure to environmental pollution and radiation. 

Current studies highlight that chemicals can trigger cancer in a variety of ways, 
including disrupting hormones, damaging DNA, and inflaming tissues. Research 
to date suggests that there is a possible connection between pesticides and  
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human cancers, such as non-Hodgkin lymphoma (especially among farmers), multiple  
myeloma, and prostate, kidney and lung cancers. Studies on pesticides and child-
hood cancer also show a possible link with leukemia, brain tumours and non- 
Hodgkin lymphoma.89 Unfortunately most of the population of Canada is exposed 
to different types of pesticides on a daily basis. 

Clearly, these statistics – particularly what they reveal about exposure to environ-
mental contaminants, as well as the current and coming demands on our health-
care infrastructure – need to be part of any short-term and long-term planning for 
improved community vitality.

To sum up, a broader understanding and definition of health must include physi-
cal, psychological and social aspects that are inter-dependent on community form. 
To return to Freud’s distinction between health and happiness, we would argue 
that any broader, community-relevant definition of health should include these 
aspects as well. Adopting a broader framework for health entails quite different 
policy paths than the more narrow definition Western medicine has become ac-
customed to, but as evidence of the links between social and ecological systems 
mounts steadily with each news story (think: climate change), the immediate adop-
tion of a more holistic framework seems absolutely imperative to the most basic 
future of our communities.
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For me, the answer has always been through story. Story by-
passes rhetoric and pierces the heart. Story offers a wash of 
images and emotion that returns us to our highest and deep-
est selves, where we remember what it means to be human, 
living in place with our neighbors.
– Terry Tempest Williams, from Red: Passion and Patience in the Desert

4.	More Police or More People  
	 Knowing Their Neighbours?  
	 Community Vitality and Social Capital
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Social capital is a term used by social scientists (among others) to de-
scribe what most of us have in mind when we think of community: the core values, 
norms, social trust and networks that facilitate coordination and cooperation that 
is mutually beneficial among members90  – a moral resource.91 Social capital can be 
seen as potential resources that are linked to a strong network of institutionalized 
relationships.92 According to researchers Edwards, Franklin and Holland, individu-
als have access to social capital through their membership to a network or groups, 
and connections are built up over years and can be transferred from generation to 
generation.93 They specify that “the amount of social capital resources available 
to people depends on the size of their networks, on the extent and quality of the 
range of capitals possessed by those connections, on expectations of reciprocity 
being met, and on their status within the group”.94 But social capital also has to be 
worked at, rather than merely being constituted in, for example, kinship.95 Speak-
ing perhaps more clinically, it is “the product of investment strategies, individual or 
collective, consciously or unconsciously aimed at establishing or reproducing social 
relationships that are directly useable in the short or long term”.96

Social capital in and of itself is not a necessary and sufficient condition for commu-
nity vitality, but rather is interdependent with robust governance.97 Over the course 
of this chapter we’ll explore several of the influences on social capital – democracy 
and trust, economy and education, connectivity, time (specifically all the demands 
on it) and individual well-being.

Although democracy does not necessarily guarantee high levels of trust 
and social capital within a society, democracies can promote trust and strong, vi-
brant communities when people believe they can work together to create funda-
mental change.98 A society with strong social capital benefits from people feeling 
connected and part of their community such that they willingly give their time to 
it. In crisis, citizens work together to assist one another, individuals trust others and 
help strangers, and neighbours take care of each other. Social capital is important 
to both individual and community vitality, allowing people to collectively resolve 
problems and to mobilize networks for social change and innovation. It also deep-
ens our awareness of our interconnectedness in the process.99 

Social capital reflects a system of values that has trust deeply embedded within 
it. Communities that share strong positive values bring people together, creating 
norms of cooperation, reciprocity and collective identity. This sense of coopera-
tion leads people to become more active members of their community, be help-
ful and respectful, and to follow moral codes and norms. According to researcher 
Eric Uslaner, “we need to go beyond our kin and in-groups to trust a wide range 
of people, especially those whom we don’t know and who are different from us 
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– charitable contributions exemplify this dilemma. Voluntary giving helps make a 
community prosperous by reducing poverty and helping the underprivileged to 
make a fresh start”.100 Another key measure of the quality of social capital in a com-
munity is its agency and capacity for resilience.

Agency is the ability of a group to respond to challenges, and this is a critical part 
of a community’s capacity for resilience – to be able to draw upon their agency and 
social capital to respond to issues in their community.101 Agency is also linked to the 
personal power people feel they have in their lives, and as we discussed in chapter 
3, their individual sense of autonomy. Daniel Leighton has identified three ele-
ments to human power: the power to shape one’s own life, the power to be resil-
ient in difficult times, and the power to shape the social world.102 When people feel 
a true sense of human power and hope for the future, participation in civic society 
increases, building trust, social bonds, social capital and healthier communities.

Civic participation has fallen over the last twenty years, as has interpersonal trust.103  
Connections have been drawn between North Americans’ withdrawal from civic 
society and a loss of social capital. Uslaner has identified the widespread increase 
in television viewing as one cause of this withdrawal.104 A large portion of society 
habitually watches television instead of actively participating in the greater com-
munity and thinking critically about societal issues.105  However, Uslaner believes 
that the true cause underlying is, in fact, a decrease in overall optimistic thinking 
about the future. Optimism contributes to trust, promotes civic engagement and  
creates virtuous communities. Thus, hope for the future and having a positive  
outlook are the building blocks for interpersonal trust and cooperative values. 
“Optimists believe that other people will be helpful, are tolerant of people from 
different backgrounds, and value both diversity and independent thinking; they 
have confidence in their own capacity to shape the world. Optimists are not wor-
ried that others will exploit them. If they take a chance and lose, their upbeat 
worldview leads them to try again. Setbacks are temporary; the next encounter will 
be more cooperative. So it makes sense to trust others.”106 

Another key aspect to building and sustaining social capital is access to 
equitable distribution of resources. Paradoxically, between 1997 and 2008, with 
an increase in GDP107  has come an increase in inequality.108 Research demonstrates 
a strong correlation between levels of education and economic status, and levels 
of social capital.109 Civic participation, including voting, membership in voluntary 
associations, giving to charity and volunteering, has also decreased over the last 
twenty-five years in relation to education.110 Employment is deeply connected 
to social capital; there is a link between employment and civic participation and 
volunteering, creating a correlation between employment and institutional trust. 



    Community Vitality   37

Home ownership and residential stability has also been shown to relate to overall 
civic participation.111 And all of these factors are also key determinants of the vital-
ity of a community.

It has been argued that the decline in overall civic engagement in the U.S. has  
occurred disproportionately between the rich and poor.112 Researcher Wendy Stone 
states that: 

Social capital is distributed unevenly, that it has become more unequal-
ly distributed over time, and that its role may be one of exclusion rath-
er than inclusion. In sum, despite numerous methodological concerns 
about the way social capital is operationalized in some of the studies 
reported here, these research findings generally provide support for 
the relationship between social capital and economic well-being at a 
macro level described above. There is much to suggest that social capi-
tal operates well and is easily facilitated and maintained in areas and 
circumstances of relative prosperity, but that social capital is hindered 
by economic disadvantage, poverty and inequality.113 

Understanding the different dimensions of social capital is also critical when it 
comes to creating effective social policies. In their work Edwards et al. emphasize 
this: “the contribution of social capital to reducing inequality and building the ca-
pacity of the poor communities will also depend on the relation of community net-
works to the loci of political power, which can be seen as ‘linking social capital’”.114  
Other research has shown that government policies, unless they are developed stra-
tegically at the linking level, that is, bridging and vertical social capital, can actually 
destroy or inhibit existing social capital in a community.115 

Issues related to a deficit in social capital tend to dominate the policy agenda in 
the short term, but we need to understand the variables that impact social capital 
before creating policies designed to solve social problems.116 In the end, in order 
for social capital to thrive and be of benefit to all members of society, deep societal 
problems related to inequality, education, poverty, unemployment, underemploy-
ment and unequal distribution of resources need to be addressed.  

Social capital is dependent upon connectivity: people need the space 
and time to connect to one another, to meet accidentally, to become engaged in 
conversation. Increased noise pollution, declining natural environments and sce-
nic views, and a decrease in overall time for recreation and volunteering (which 
we’ll come to in a moment) can all negatively impact social capital. The physical 
and social environment created by sprawl encourages a sense of isolation, restricts  
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diversity and generally inhibits people from feeling part of a greater community.117 

The way we structure our community and its transportation choices determines 
the nature of the spaces available to us for building and maintaining social capital.  
A sense of connectivity is also related to a person’s of security and safety in their 
community. As political scientist Robert Putnam asks: do we need more police offi-
cers in our communities, or do we need more people knowing their neighbours?118

Many different factors in modern society have led to an erosion of social capital 
including, among other things, higher rates of television viewing (as we’ve already 
discussed), more time on computers and more time in cars.119 Between 1969 and 
1990, the U.S. population grew only 21%, however the number of car trips grew by 
42%.120 Research conducted by the Sierra Club has shown that sprawl commuters 
spend three to four times as many hours driving as individuals living in dense, well-
planned communities.121 Indeed most individuals living in suburbs require access to 
a car in order to make trips for the most basic amenities and services.122 In subur-
ban communities (but in many urban centres too), mass public transit tends to be 
inaccessible, creating barriers for low-income people, the elderly and the disabled 
to live without access to a car. Overall, the loss of community created by sprawl is 
affecting people’s connection with nature and to each other.123 A decrease in civic 
participation is partly a result of individuals having less time due to being caught in 
a time crunch and spending more time in a vehicle.124

All in all, people are experiencing more time in their cars, with less time devoted to 
social and cultural activities and in building greater connectivity and social bonds. 
Long commutes, traffic delays and long work hours leave people exhausted and 
facing increased demands on their time. 

In spite of all the time-saving technologies currently at our disposal, 
modern-day society seems to have left us less time to engage in civic life and in lei-
sure activities. Laptops, Blackberries, iPhones and email have increased the demand 
for workers to be continually on call, blurring the boundaries between workplace 
and home. Society has seen a rise in the percentage of working adults engaged in 
contract jobs with limited or no employee benefits or job security, increasing time 
demands and overall stress levels.125 

Patterns of time-use are also affected by social and economic opportunity. The 
2010 Canadian Index of Wellbeing Report highlights that a higher percentage of 
women (approximately 20% more than men) feel caught in a time crunch, and  
that “Canadians marginalized by race, ethnicity, religion, socioeconomic status, dis-
ability, gender, sexual orientation and language proficiency, experience systemic 
barriers to social and economic opportunity. These barriers directly influence their 
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time – use patterns and indirectly affect their exposure to health risks and participa-
tion in health-enhancing activities.”126 Social capital is consequently impacted when 
people have limited time for civic participation, or time to build networks and  
social bonds through social engagements and physical, cultural and social activities.

This time crunch is also having an impact on volunteering, with a notable decrease 
in volunteering for culture and recreation organizations.127 In Canada, the total 
annual number of performances by theatre companies, operas and musical theatre 
companies decreased from 45,000 to less than 38,000 between 2001 and 2006.128  

A lack of support for the arts not only impacts the vitality of a community by poten-
tially creating financial barriers for artists to continue to devote time to their craft, 
but also reduces social capital as individuals spend less time participating in social 
and cultural activities where strong social connections can be cultivated. Access to 
resources, activities and the outdoors all dramatically impact the quality of life of 
individuals and the social capital within their communities.129  

Although we’ve touched on it elsewhere in this chapter, let’s look 
more specifically now at the connections between individual well-being and social 
capital. Life satisfaction and personal development have been shown to be two 
fundamental elements of an individual’s overall well-being. A correlation between 
social capital and well-being can be made, as many of the factors that impact so-
cial capital also impact personal well-being, including economic status, education, 
sense of community and purpose, levels of autonomy, agency and family structure. 
A set of indicators measuring the well-being of children has been developed by the 
U.S. government that specifically includes social environment indicators, in addi-
tion to population and family characteristics, economic security, health, behaviour 
and education indicators.130   

Studies of children and youth have been particularly instructive on the link  
between well-being and social capital (and we’ll discuss this in more detail in 
chapter 6). In a pilot study conducted in Nottingham, U.K., by the New Economics 
Foundation focusing on life satisfaction and personal development, the well-being 
of children was shown to fall as children got older. Approximately one-third of 
the young people surveyed were unhappy in daily life and potentially suffered 
from mental health problems.131 Well-being appeared to decrease as children got 
older, with life satisfaction scores falling by 5 to 10% when comparing 9–11-year-
olds with 12–15-year-olds.132 In their report Spiritual Health and the Well-Being of 
Urban Young People Rees et al. note that overall well-being and social capital is 
lower in unemployed households and separated homes.133 For example, young peo-
ple from separated parents have lower personal well-being scores, are less happy 
about the area in which they live, and are more concerned about crime. Young 
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people whose parents are unemployed are more likely to talk to a close friend 
rather than a parent about issues that are bothering them. Finally, higher rates of 
mental disorders have been found among young people who live with parents who 
are both unemployed.134 These findings suggest that well-being, social bonds and 
social capital are impacted by family structure, sense of community and family eco-
nomic status. Clearly, there is a relationship between level of income, employment 
opportunities, levels of autonomy, connectivity and social capital, though much 
more extensive research remains to be done.

To sum up, vital communities are created when people know their neigh-
bours, have the time to devote to nurture existing connections and make new ones, 
often through volunteering, social activities, the arts and, at bottom, through trust 
in others. Equitable distribution of resources and education positively impacts com-
munity vitality and social capital. The modern-day time crunch has been shown to 
have a strong impact on the amount of time people have to connect with each 
other and create social bonds, as has the design of our built environment. Personal 
development and well-being are impacted by economic status, education, sense 
of community and purpose, and family structure, all of which also influence social 
capital. In order for a community to be vital and thrive, encouraging the develop-
ment of social capital and places for it to flourish needs to be made a priority. 
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The afternoon knows what the morning  
never suspected. 
– Swedish proverb

5.	Our Fastest-growing Population: 		
	 Community Vitality and the Elderly
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Having access to a community, feeling connected to the rest of the world 
(both in terms of place and space), being involved in community and leisure activi-
ties, participating in events, having access to green space and natural light, engag-
ing in physical activity – all of these have an impact on the well-being of the el-
derly. And as is gradually being acknowledged in Western society, the wisdom and 
knowledge of elderly residents contribute greatly to a community’s vitality and to 
its overall capacity for social innovation.

Life expectancy has increased significantly over the last hundred years. At the end 
of the 1800s, the average life expectancy in industrialized countries was approxi-
mately forty years old.135 Today, the percentage of people who live past eighty is on 
the rise. Indeed, for the period between 1960 and 2020, studies predict a 300% in-
crease in the number of people living over the age of eighty.136 In developed coun-
tries, the elderly population is currently the most rapidly expanding, both because 
of an overall longer life expectancy and because of a decreasing birthrate. Over the 
next thirty years, the percentage of elderly people, in particular those over eighty-
five years, is predicted to double.137 A report by the Canadian Institute of Wellbeing 
highlights that Canadians are currently living longer than ever. In 2005, 13% of the 
Canadian population was sixty-five years of age and over. By 2026, this proportion 
is expected to increase to 22%.138

Social policies need to be both proactive and creative in the coming years if we are 
to meet the needs of the growing elderly population. New approaches and strate-
gies are required to ensure the elderly have appropriate care and support that  
allows them to maintain a sense of freedom, independence and community, and 
that wherever possible enhances autonomy, thereby reducing health-care costs. 

Here we’ll be examining how some of the key elements of community vitality – 
connectivity to people and community, accessibility to the built environment and 
accessibility to the natural environment – have a direct impact on the overall health 
and well-being of the elderly. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, social capital refers to resources 
that are available to individuals and groups through community and social net-
works. Most of us can appreciate intuitively that social capital strengthens com-
munities and, further, that it is a necessary ingredient for sustainable community 
development139 and community vitality.140 For the elderly, it may be especially cru-
cial to continuing health and vitality.
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Access to social capital allows the elderly to maintain independent lives while stay-
ing in touch with the world around them. This becomes ever more important as the 
elderly population increases throughout the world and in particular as more senior 
citizens live alone.141 However, at the same time, traditional forms of social capital 
have been shown to be decreasing as civic engagement and volunteerism become 
less prevalent in modern society.142 Widowed, divorced and single women living on 
their own have been among the more vulnerable groups of the elderly population 
due to lower income and less access to social capital.143 Housing and support systems 
for the elderly need to be developed that specifically aim to encourage access to 
social capital, ensuring autonomy and agency.  There are numerous examples of 
co-housing models, such as the Prairie Sky Cohousing Cooperative and Urban Green 
Cohousing in Alberta; Fernwood Urban Village, Pacific Gardens and Vancouver Co-
housing in British Columbia; Convivium Cohousing, Greater Kingston Cohousing and 
Toronto ecoHousing Community in Ontario; and Cohabitat Quebec, to name a few.

Enhancing social capital is almost non-negotiable if the ideal is to create a com-
munity context in which the elderly are able to remain in their homes rather than 
moving into care facilities. And indeed a large percentage of elderly people would 
prefer to have this option.144 An Ottawa Citizen article published in 2011 discusses 
how home care for senior citizens living autonomously not only provides a better 
quality of life for seniors but is also much more cost effective than hospital care.145 

Family members and friends are usually called upon to help with meals and clean-
ing to support the elderly who participate in home care. What this means is that it 
is primarily a solution for those who have access to various forms of social capital. 

Santropol Roulant is an inspiring example of a community organization that  
attempts to foster social capital and build intergenerational community. Run by 
young people in Montreal, the program offers daily meals to seniors and indi-
viduals living with a loss of autonomy. Through their meals on wheels program, 
Santropol Roulant is actively creating trust and building bridges between indi-
viduals in a city where isolation among the elderly is the highest in Canada.146 A 
multiplicity of housing arrangements, cooperative and co-housing arrangements 
also need to be encouraged and supported, in order to build options that respect 
the diverse interests and lifestyle choices of the elderly. We need to start thinking  
beyond traditional retirement homes. 

Now let’s look more broadly at the full built environment as experienced 
by the older people our communities. There are numerous aspects of the commu-
nity environs that affect the well-being of the elderly: fear of crime, traffic, noise 
pollution, air quality, access to daylight, community spirit, social interaction, ac-
cess to public green space, trustworthiness of neighbours, mobility, access to public  
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services, shops and facilities, and overall independence. These are all impacted  
directly or indirectly by urban form and the built environment. 

Urban sprawl, in particular, can bring about negative physical and mental health 
effects for the elderly population. Mass public transit tends to be inaccessible or 
non-existent in areas of urban sprawl making it more difficult for the elderly to 
access services and community amenities. Clearly, such access is critical to sustaining 
connection to other people through day-to-day interactions, even if it’s simply a 
matter of going to the neighbourhood store to buy the newspaper each morning. 

Lack of access to public transportation creates barriers for all those who cannot 
drive or who cannot afford an automobile – low-income people, the elderly, as 
well as the physically impaired.147 For the elderly, the physical health implications 
of sprawl include less active lifestyles, respiratory issues and increased use of medi-
cation due to higher ozone levels and increased air pollution, and fatalities due 
to automobile accidents.148 There can also be mental and social capital implica-
tions that come with increased isolation and weakened community networks. 
Further, this isolation and lack of connectivity can negatively impact the mental  
acuity of the elderly, all together creating a vicious cycle of increasing loss of capac-
ity – physical, psychological, mental and finally spiritual.

Heat stroke can be a severe problem for the elderly due to an increase in the urban 
heat island effect.149 Heat island effect stems from dark surfaces, including road-
ways and rooftops, absorbing heat from the sun and reradiating it as thermal infra-
red radiation (these surfaces can reach 50–70 degrees Fahrenheit warmer than the 
air). Where urban sprawl areas tend to lack trees and vegetation to provide natural 
shading and cooling, on warm days, heat island effect can cause urban areas to be 
6–8 degrees warmer than the surrounding environment. The elderly are a high-risk 
population in terms of developing severe heat stroke, heat exhaustion, fainting, 
swelling or heat cramps during a heat wave, and consequently can be severely im-
pacted by the heat island effect.150  

Physical barriers in the built environment, as simple as a high median between a 
retirement home and a nearby shopping plaza or community centre, can also im-
pact the elderly’s overall sense of well-being. Barriers can also include the absence 
of ramps for wheelchairs, lack of ramped curbs, and narrow doorways that cannot  
facilitate wheelchairs, walkers or scooters. Limiting access to transportation and 
public services can have an effect on a person’s sense of autonomy, restricts them 
from getting physical activity and limits access to daylight and to a broader commu-
nity. Inclusive, well-informed planning can go a long way to addressing and reduc-
ing inequalities in access to public transportation and public services for different 
socioeconomic and vulnerable groups including the elderly.151  
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Planners, architects and engineers need to design for the needs of all community 
members. Inclusive design is fundamental to creating healthy, vibrant communities 
that promote social capital and meet the needs of vulnerable groups including the 
elderly and disabled: “it encompasses where people live and the public buildings 
they use, such as health centres, education facilities and libraries; and how they 
get around – neighbourhoods, streets, parks and green spaces and transport”.152  
Consultation and participatory process are crucial when designing for this growing 
segment of our communities. 

Last, but by no means least, in our consideration of community vitality 
and the elderly: accessibility to the natural environment. Different studies have 
emphasized that levels of comfort, sense of dignity, hope, enjoyment, self-esteem, 
life satisfaction and fulfillment are impacted by accessibility to the natural environ-
ment. Creating a flexible environment with outdoor views, gardens, courtyards, pa-
tios with rails, walkways able to accommodate walkers and wheelchairs, residential 
amenities, and areas for intergenerational activity including playgrounds – all of 
these can increase the quality of life of the elderly and help to encourage walking. 
Exposure to the outdoors has been linked to increases in vitamin D intake.153 And 
the opportunity to observe wildlife and the outdoors is fundamental to the regen-
erative experience, helping to encourage memoire of past environments, maintain 
mental activity and stimulation, and decrease boredom.154 

The Oxford Institute for Sustainable Development conducted a study focusing on 
the well-being of the elderly in which they discovered that overall satisfaction with 
one’s neighbourhood as a place to live is greater where there is access to pub-
lic green space.155 Other recent studies have found that the use of public spaces 
increases with the presence of greenery, that social ties in a neighbourhood are 
positively impacted by the presence and views of green common space, and that 
a positive link exists between the social integration of the elderly in a neighbour-
hood and their use of public green space.156 The longevity of urban senior citizens 
has also been found to increase with access to walkable green space near their 
place of residence.157

Encouraging physical fitness and exercise is key to increasing overall health among 
elderly people. Oxygen uptake and flexibility both increase with physical activity,156  
and it has also been proven to increase psychological and spiritual health. Accord-
ing to Nina Morris, “physical activity in the natural environment not only aids an in-
creased life-span, greater well-being, fewer symptoms of depression, lower rates of 
smoking and substance misuse but also increases ability to function better at work 
and home”.159 Participation in a weekly group exercise program can also improve 
balance and can help reduce falls.160
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Despite the numerous benefits of exercise, there is a strong decline in physical  
activity as people age, usually more pronounced for women than for men. Existing 
barriers include a lack of transportation or money, lack of time, a perceived lack of 
public facilities and programs for the elderly,161 and ageism. Ageism is particularly 
invidious, as older people are often under-valued in a society where marketing and 
sales are targeted at a youthful, slim and fit marketplace.

An engaged, active elderly population can make a significant contri-
bution to our communities. We need to address existing barriers and create social 
policies that emphasize thriving rather than merely surviving. Access to transporta-
tion, public services, amenities and facilities can help maintain a sense of autonomy 
and a connection to people and place contributing to both the vitality of the elder-
ly person and the community in which they live. Access to green space and wildlife 
can increase physical activity and stimulate memories, as well as provide space for 
reflection and connectivity to diverse groups of people. Well-informed, inclusive 
planning can help to address environmental barriers experienced by the elderly as 
well as reduce inequalities that exist with regards to access to green space, public 
transportation and public services. Social policies designed to support the needs 
and overall well-being of the elderly are critical in order to encourage community 
vitality. Finally, the wisdom and knowledge of the elderly is a critical human capital 
that needs to be valued, supported and encouraged, helping to optimize their con-
tribution to social innovation, to the benefit of communities everywhere. 
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I walked. My mother had given me the freedom of the streets 
as soon as I could say our telephone number. I walked and 
memorized the neighborhood. I made a mental map and  
located myself upon it. 
– Annie Dillard, from An American Childhood

6.	From Micro to Macro:  
	 Community Vitality and Children
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Healthy and vital communities are in some sense a macrocosm of healthy 
families. Society needs to invest in the well-being of individuals in order to create 
sustainable, healthy communities, and investing in the well-being of children is 
fundamental. Research demonstrates that children growing up in healthy, support-
ive families and communities are more likely to be healthy and stable in adulthood, 
and according to the Child and Youth Well-Being Index (CWI), children’s level of 
well-being directly reflects the strength of our institutions.162 It is affected by the 
built environment and the quality of the family’s residential neighbourhood, fam-
ily income, education, family stability and emotional support, a family’s access to 
social capital and the quality of interactions with others. It follows, then, that in-
vesting in the things that support the well-being of children will not only increase 
the quality of children’s lives, but will also help to increase the vitality of their com-
munity as a whole.

In Canada, the prevalence of poverty among children is perhaps 
surprisingly high: over the past decade the poverty rate for Canada’s children has 
risen to one in five.163 Families who experience poverty are likely to experience 
hunger and live in poor-quality neighbourhoods, dramatically affecting the 
well-being of families and children. Furthermore, research illustrates that fam-
ily economic conditions are tied to educational achievement, with children from 
low-income families at greater risk of low test scores in childhood, grade failing, 
disengagement with learning, and dropping out of school.164  Let’s begin with the 
issue of hunger: 

A survey of children and youth conducted in 1994 discusses the prevalence of hun-
ger among Canadian children and looks at the coping strategies used by families. 
Hunger, it shows, is more prevalent among single-parent families, families relying 
on social assistance, and off-reserve Aboriginal families. The study also revealed 
that it is common for parents to deprive themselves of food in order to feed their 
children, and for children living in poor conditions to skip meals or eat less.165  
Other coping strategies can include seeking support from relatives or from food 
banks. However, food banks are reported to be a poor source of nutrition as 
they are often difficult to access, and the food is low in nutritional quality and of 
variable supply. Parents experiencing hunger are more likely than other primary 
caregivers to report daily cigarette use as a means to reduce stress and suppress  
appetite. However, alcohol use is reported to be significantly higher among prima-
ry caregivers who do not experience family hunger.166 Poverty often begets poverty, 
trapping people inside a vicious cycle, and it is in government’s interest to ensure 
that social policies and support systems are in place to assist families potentially at 
risk of experiencing hunger. 
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The quality of neighbourhoods and the built environment can impact the well-
being of children on multiple levels. Research has demonstrated that lower-quality 
neighbourhoods can be connected to poorer outcomes for children.167 They gen-
erally have fewer public parks and green space, lower-quality public schools (in 
terms of access to resources), fewer recreational facilities and fewer after-school 
programs, as well as higher unemployment, poverty and crime. Unsafe commu-
nity conditions can create stress or anxiety for parents and parental stress can 
have a negative impact on the well-being of the child,168 perpetuating the issue. 
Safer neighbourhoods have been correlated with fewer emotional and behavioural 
disorders among children. Within the inner-city context, contact with nature and 
green space may increase children’s self-discipline169 and may positively affect their 
performance at school. Municipal planners need to design communities equitably, 
ensuring that poor and/or culturally diverse neighbourhoods are treated equally 
with regards to municipal investment in public facilities, community centres, parks, 
play areas, public transportation, farmers’ markets, public art and public spaces – all 
features of vital communities. 

Turning to education, studies have illustrated that the income and socioeconomic 
status of our parents correlates with measures of child and, later, adult achieve-
ment.170 The relationship between family economic conditions and achievement is 
especially strong among children in low-income families. Furthermore, conditions 
in early childhood can prove key when it comes to children finishing their school-
ing. According to a study published in the American Sociological Review “early 
cognitive and physical development suggest that family income in the first five 
years of life is a powerful correlate of developmental outcomes in early and middle 
childhood”.171 Low family income and chronic poverty relates to children’s health, 
in particular intellectual functioning, academic achievement, social behaviour, and 
psychological well-being, as well as to adult educational and economic attainment 
down the road.172  

A family’s socioeconomic conditions can be quite significantly impacted by events 
such as divorce and unemployment.173 Unemployment in general increases stress, 
and this is especially the case for single mothers whose income often drops more 
than their partners’ following separation and divorce. Studies have demonstrated 
that low family income can create economic stress that leads to conflict between 
parents,174 and stress experienced by parents can impact the entire family, nega-
tively affecting the vitality of children. Government-funded after-school programs 
can be a way to reduce stress for low-income parents. Moreover, programs that 
provide cognitive stimulation and supportive interactions with adults can increase 
academic performance and result in lower levels of behavioural problems for  
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participating children.175 This is particularly relevant for children without adult 
supervision during out-of-school hours, especially if they live in low-income,  
unsafe neighbourhoods.176 Anti-poverty programs that provide support for com-
bining work and family responsibilities can greatly benefit the development of 
school-age children,177 and social policies that focus on the importance of increas-
ing the incomes of poor families can also enhance the abilities and achievements of 
children. “[M]ost important appears to be the elimination of deep and persistent 
poverty during a child’s early years”.178 

Vital communities are places where people feel safe. A community’s vi-
tality may well rest on how safe its most vulnerable inhabitants – the elderly and 
the young – feel. The young are especially vulnerable, as the following childhood 
sexual abuse statistics reveal:

•	 1 in 3 females and 1 in 6 males in Canada experience some form of sexual 	
	 abuse before the age of 18;

•	 80% of all child abusers are the father, foster father, stepfather or another 	
	 relative or close family friend;

•	 in a study of imprisoned rapists, 60–80% of offenders had been molested  
	 as children;

•	 in a study of prostitutes and juvenile delinquents, 80% reported being  
	 sexually abused as children179; 

•	 almost 40% of women assaulted by spouses said their children witnessed  
	 the 	violence against them (either directly or indirectly) and in many cases  
	 the 	violence was severe180; and

•	 children who are exposed to physical violence in their homes are more than 	
	 twice as likely to be physically aggressive as those who have not.181

What these statistics demonstrate, most broadly, is that violence is a widespread 
problem in our society and significant efforts are required in order to reduce it. 
With respect to children and youth, we need to build and support social policies, 
programs and after-school care programs that are committed to reducing vio-
lence and caring for those who are at risk or are experiencing violence directly.  
Educational practitioners need to be trained to deal with violence that occurs  
within the school system. Significant research and policy attention needs to be  
devoted to breaking the cycle illustrated in the above data.
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Let’s look now at violence of a different sort. Bullying is defined as involv-
ing “an imbalance of strength (either physical or psychological); a negative physi-
cal or verbal action; a deliberate intention to hurt another; and it is repeated over 
time”.182 There is a general consensus in the literature that children experience 
bullying and victimization frequently. 

Research on the subject has traditionally focused on overt aggression, however 
researchers are beginning to observe a socially oriented form of aggression and 
victimization.183 “In contrast to physical aggression, which harms others through 
physical damage or the threat of such damage”, examples of indirect aggression 
include aggression “against a peer by excluding her from one’s peer group” or 
“threatening to withdraw a friendship”.184 Sex differences are less pronounced in 
this more inclusive definition of aggression. We do know that girls are more likely 
to use indirect aggression than physical aggression, and in has been theorized that 
this might be due to the fact that indirect aggression damages goals that are of 
particular importance for girls.185 It is also typically more socially acceptable for 
boys to use physical aggression than girls.186  

Depression and anxiety directly connect to bullying and victimization, as do suicide 
rates. Anxiety results from repeated exposure to bullying and victimization that  
can lead to physical or psychological harm. Of particular note, indirect aggression, 
including personal harm or attack by others, has been found to be the most fre-
quent and intense worry of children in grades two through six.187 Other worries 
included rejection and exclusion from group activities, being ignored by peers, 
and betrayal. Efforts need to be made within the school system and after-school  
programs to encourage compassionate interactions among children and to address  
bullying and victimization in order to make the educational experience more  
fulfilling and nourishing.

An emerging concern is cyber bullying. In the past few years in Canada there 
have been a number of suicides of young people, ranging from the age of ten to  
seventeen, understood to be the result of online forms of bullying. This insidious 
and covert form of bullying has been difficult to address, and demands commu-
nity dialogue and political will. A community’s vitality is dependent upon open 
dialogue and political leaders who create the space for that dialogue to occur free 
from fear of political correctness. It takes a community to raise a child, and when 
there are norms and values about the meaning of the good society, the well-being 
of all individuals, and particularly children, is increased. 
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Parents living with precarious legal status in Canada (including im-
migrants and not-yet-citizen refugees) face specific challenges that in turn stand 
to affect the well-being of their children. These families often experience high lev-
els of stress as they navigate the uncertainties of status, rights and entitlements. 
“In some cases, even citizens may encounter difficulty in accessing and obtaining 
services and protections to which they are entitled by virtue of their citizenship. 
This latter situation is not uncommon, for example, among Canadian-born chil-
dren whose parents have uncertain legal status. Although recognized as citizens 
by birth, they may face barriers in accessing education and other entitlements”.188 

Incidents of depression, high rates of domestic violence among non-status women, 
lack of access to various services often due to extremely demanding job situations, 
unemployment, under-employment and discrimination are all common among 
non-status persons. Other main challenges to well-being include language barri-
ers and the fear of accessing services due to the need to stay below the radar of 
government authorities. Non-status families tend to have limited access to social 
capital, limiting their overall support network and access to the benefits of a wider 
community, while increasing their vulnerability. Moreover, “families with uncertain 
status who have children must make difficult choices with respect to livelihood in 
order to be able to care for their children”.189  

Unfortunately, there has not been much research on the well-being of families and 
children living without full legal status in Canada, mainly due to the challenges of 
working with “invisible people” – those who want to remain unknown to govern-
ment authorities. In Canada, there currently is no official statistic on this popula-
tion. However, Canada is a signatory to the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child and is therefore obliged to ensure the needs of children are being met and 
respected, regardless of their legal status. It is of critical importance that policies 
and social programs are implemented to meet the needs of families and children 
living without full legal status in Canada. Training programs and support needs to 
be provided to educators and service providers in order to ensure that they have 
the tools necessary to help and support non-status families and children, enabling 
them to gain greater autonomy and access to community services. Perhaps most 
importantly, policies must be put in place to address the under-employment of 
professionals who are admitted to this country but who, because of accreditation 
barriers, are not allowed to work in their professions.
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Vital communities are compassionate communities that value and 
protect their more vulnerable members and attempt to address inequities. Com-
munities need to ensure that investments and policy directions valuing younger 
people and their well-being are in place. Recognizing that the built environment 
and design of residential neighbourhoods has a different impact on lower and 
higher income families and that early education programs and family support pro-
grams need to redress differences in family income, education, and stability help 
ensure the long-term vitality of a community and the security of all its residents, 
from childhood on. Access and quality of social capital, as well as spaces that foster 
diverse interactions with others is another key feature of community vitality that 
extends to the well-being of children. Homophilic social capital networks,190 that 
is, networks that do not expose people to diverse expertise and experiences, keep 
people and children trapped in the vicious cycles we spoke of earlier. This tendency 
is particularly damaging as it limits the number of bridging ties that provide in-
dividual and group agency in our communities. Finally, communities need to be 
centres for dialogue if we are to actively address issues of abuse, violence, bullying 
and aggression towards the more vulnerable and less powerful. 
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The magic of the street is the mingling of the errand and  
the epiphany. 
– Rebecca Solnit, from Wanderlust: A History of Walking

7. 	Errands & Epiphanies: Community  
	 Vitality and the Built Environment
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Factoring into everything from sustainability to lifestyle choices and indi-
vidual health, the built environment is a significant player in a community’s vitality. 
It is:

The setting and backdrop by which we live our lives, and impacts on 
our senses, our emotions, participation in physical activity and commu-
nity life, our sense of community, and general well-being. Meanings are 
generated by buildings and spaces, which we ‘read’ as we pass through 
them. Places are created and shaped by those in control of resources 
and with certain interests, which affects our degree of access to, and 
the way we use, those spaces.191 

The built environment influences our day-to-day lifestyle choices, contributing or 
taking away from health, connectivity and culture. People are constantly modifying 
and reshaping places and places are constantly coping with change and influencing 
their inhabitants.192 Designing, re-designing, building and maintaining the built en-
vironment represents one of the most effective and economical means of address-
ing climate change, which in turn contributes to improving the health, prosperity 
and future options of all Canadians. With technologies available today, zero-net-
energy buildings193 and carbon restorative buildings (those that supply energy back 
to the grid),194 are both possible. However, for the most part these opportunities 
have yet to be realized by local communities.

In this chapter we’ll review some of the key measures of community vitality as it re-
lates to the built environment, including public space, irregularity, amount of dead 
space, land-use patterns and diversity.

We’ll begin with public space, the aspect of the built environment that 
often comes to mind first when people are asked to envision community. A defini-
tion of public space that resonates within the context of community vitality is as  
follows: “Public space is a publicly perceived, valued and controlled landscape”.195 
Public control enables a political role – a social space wherein private citizens gather 
as a public body with the rights of assembly, association, and expression in order to 
form public opinion.196 In order for democracy to function, by necessity it must in-
clude actual people, actual deliberations and an actual place. In order to be free of 
private influence, that place must be a public space, one open to all members of the 
community. Opportunity for dialogue is critical to community vitality, and democ-
racy itself is dependent upon deliberation.197 Think of the New England town hall 
meeting or the ancient Greek polis. Deliberation of this nature can be thought of in  
terms of “the ongoing civil project of building collective norms and values through 
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the broad exchange, articulation and dissemination of knowledge through active 
sources of dialogue, information and discussion on the behalf of citizens”.198

In addition to democracy, public spaces have other important functions. A report 
produced by the Government of the United Kingdom describes some of them:

To achieve urban integration means thinking of urban open space 
not as an isolated unit—be it a street, park or square—but as a vital 
part of urban landscape with its own specific set of functions. Public 
space should be conceived of as an outdoor room within a neighbour-
hood, somewhere to relax, and enjoy the urban experience, a venue 
for a range of different activities, from outdoor eating to street en-
tertainment; from sport and play areas to a venue for civic or political 
functions; and most importantly of all a place for walking or sitting-
out. Public spaces work best when they establish a direct relationship  
between the space and the people who live and work around it199 

Philosopher and sociologist Jürgen Habermas, who has written extensively about 
the public sphere, warns that the activity of the public sphere has been replaced 
with consumerism, that “the world fashioned by the mass media is a public sphere 
in appearance only”.200 It can be argued, too, that as a participant in consumer-
ism, the individual becomes a passive recipient of information as opposed to an 
active participant in a citizen democracy. Television is a comparable case of private 
interests prevailing over public ones. The failure of the medium’s communication 
potential to foster a healthy public dialogue and literacy is necessarily linked to the 
increasing commercial features of television broadcasting, the result of policy de-
velopments undertaken since its introduction, compared to the continued success 
of modern public radio as an interactive and engaging medium.201 

The privitization of the public sphere has many expressions, some of which are 
more subtly invasive. For example, various forms of surveillance may be designed to 
“inculcate ‘acceptable’ patterns of behaviour commensurate with the free flow of 
commerce”.202 On the whole, though, public spaces are increasingly being used as 
venues for the quite blatant advertising and selling of goods. Perhaps the ultimate 
example is Times Square in New York with its hundreds of giant screens flashing ad-
vertising for the latest products. In a presentation delivered in Berlin, Eleanor Saitta 
describes the process in which commercial interests can dominate public space: 

As the social center of a city, public spaces are desirable frontage for 
retailers, especially in areas frequented by the upper classes. This im-
mediately creates a second axis of distortion, where the mechanisms of 
social control act to preserve the economic function of high value space. 
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Unsurprisingly, this has led to the creation of areas taking the form of 
public space but not the function, and attempting to divorce the eco-
nomically useful congregation of people from the socially divisive and 
potentially economically harmful aspects of a true public space.203 

Theorists such as Darrel Crilley have called these spaces a “theatre in which a  
pacified public basks in the grandeur of a carefully orchestrated corporate spec-
tacle”.204 It was in this same vein that Robert Venturi described the main street of 
Las Vegas: 

The billboards which became the facades, the images of the “decorated 
shed”, and the movement through the Strip by private car changed the 
contemporary city forever. The speed of the automobile was how fast 
the city could and should be read, and the message of the buildings and 
of the city was “buy!”205  

In other cases, public space may be an illusion. The New York Times reported that 
Zuccotti Square, the park made famous by the recent Occupy movement, was in fact 
owned by a real estate investment company. The article reported that there are ap-
proximately five hundred privately owned “public” spaces in New York City,206 sug-
gesting a fairly advanced state of collapse between the public and private spheres.

Barcelona, famous for its vibrant pedestrian environment, has actively resisted this 
commercialization trend, focusing instead on the community. Oriol Bohigas, a key 
player in the rejuvenation, described the city as “a political phenomenon”, the 
“domain of the commonalty”.207 In Barcelona “these political and urban ideas are 
based on a radical statement: the city is the indispensable physical domain for the 
modern development of a coherent commonalty. It is not the place of the indi-
vidual, but the place of the individuals who together make up a community”.208  

Just as the spaces we create through the built environment affect our patterns 
of interaction (in particular, social capital formation and community vitality), so 
too do our patterns of transportation dramatically affect our connectivity to one 
another, to other species and to the non-built environment. The automobile is the 
most ubiquitous example of this impact, but planes and trains contribute as well. 
First, the automobile disconnects people from public space, positioning vehicle 
occupants in a space that is physically separated from the urban environment, a 
subtle process of atomization.209 This detachment is enhanced by speed, which lim-
its the individual’s perception of the environment to the momentary. Priorities for 
public space focus on servicing the automobile with parking and roads, and the 
public resources required to maintain road systems leave few resources for the cre-
ation of truly public spaces. Second, automobiles demand a certain socioeconomic  
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status, and some analysts argue its infrastructure maintenance diverts scarce  
resources from lower-income access to enhanced public transit.

Public space is critical to community vitality, simultaneously enabling and symbol-
izing  commitment to community, open dialogue and ultimately democracy. Public 
space is compromised by collapsing public and private sector interests, which has 
the potential to transform the engaged citizen into a receptive consumer. In order 
to contribute positively to community vitality, first public space must be public and, 
therefore, open to all, and second must enable free communication. 

Next let’s turn to the matter of irregularity and its importance to the built environ-
ment. Our thinking on cities has gradually evolved to an appreciation of them as 
complex, nonlinear systems. Multiple systems of interaction that are both ordered 
and chaotic generate random disturbances, creating novel patterns of change. But 
in spite of the unpredictability, coherent order reliably emerges out of the random-
ness.210 Or, in the words of Jane Jacobs: “if density and diversity give life, the life 
they breed is disorderly”.211  

Disorderly or not, the built environment is a vast library of stories that can both 
inspire and oppress. The history that can be discerned from the built environment 
in an old city by observing, for example, the different facades and materials, is rich 
with irregularity and unpredictability. This contrasts with a modern city of glass, 
cement and steel in which buildings are designed to last fifty years and are often 
replaced much sooner.212 And because modern and post-modern architecture em-
ploys ubiquitous materials, one modern city becomes nearly indistinguishable from 
the next, seriously undermining the ability of regions and cities to develop and 
manifest their own identities.213 A sense of place is also critical to an individual’s 
identity, drawing on the physical environment to symbolize or situate that iden-
tity. Place can ground individuals by countering the question of “Who am I?” with 
“Where am I?” or “Where do I belong?”214 These questions become more difficult 
to answer as places become more and more alike.

A city that evolves incrementally through chance variation allows people to ab-
sorb, participate and adapt to change as it happens, step by lived step, and places 
become saturated with personal, social and cultural meanings. This is evolutionary 
urban time, the time needed for an urban culture to take root, then to foster, then 
to absorb and change as layer upon layer of memories accumulate. Time and expe-
rience breed attachment to place,215 and similarly, attachment to place is connected 
to community vitality.216  

This combination of incremental development and materials of the place influence 
the vitality of the community. Returning to Saitta’s presentation: 
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Take, as an example, two open squares between buildings. They are 
each about 25m across and surrounded on all sides by three or four sto-
ry buildings. One of them is a perfect square, a flat expanse of asphalt 
with openings exactly at each corner. The other is irregular, the front 
of some buildings pushed in a bit and others stepped back. Its surface 
is cobbled, except for a band defining a path around the edge 2m back 
from the buildings and 3m wide. In the center, a small stone plinth 3m 
across is slightly raised. Neither square is otherwise distinguished and 
yet, if there are half a dozen tables with chairs and umbrellas sitting 
out in each square on a nice summer day, the second square will be 
much more populated. Some people may see the second square as more 
beautiful, but the difference is more subtle than that. The irregularity 
and the differentiation of the space directly makes it feel more alive, 
and this aliveness makes the space more habitable.217 

The observation then is that the more irregular the built environment and the 
more localized the regulatory regime, the more vibrant and vital the community is 
likely to be. There is, of course, a balancing act involved in ensuring that one per-
son’s freedom does not impinge on another’s, but places with space for facilitating 
creativity and innovation will, by and large, lead to increased vitality.218 

Dead space has emerged as an important concept relating to the built en-
vironment, understood to have an inverse relationship to community vitality. Dead 
space is defined as space with only one function, or as Kaarin Taipale writes, “space 
without any reading or memories, a place of total alienation.”219  

The single purpose of a highway, for example, is to facilitate the movement of 
vehicles at the exclusion of any other use – children playing, wildlife habitat or 
connectivity. Dead space favours one goal or aspect while suppressing all others. 
The highway is a physical example, but the use may also be economic or political. In 
each case, space is occupied in a manner that is exclusionary to certain members of 
the community. In some cases the exclusion may be subtle, in others, blatant. But in 
all cases, the expansion of dead space comes at the expense of community vitality. 

Multi-functionality, an integration of different functions within the same or over-
lapping land unit, at the same or overlapping time,220 is a key contributor to en-
hanced community vitality. The relationship between dead space and the absence 
of multi-functionality can be seen in the movement to the suburbs, which began 
with the expansion of the railways and dramatically expanded post World War Two. 
Suburbs themselves were at first a response by the middle and upper classes to ris-
ing crime rates, demoralization of the public school system, pollution and waste in 
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urban centres.221 With the increasing affordability of the car by the growing middle 
class, suburbs were democratized after World War Two and the resulting population 
drain in urban spaces meant that city centres were filled with people in the day and 
empty in the evening. The influx of vehicles coming and going increased the value 
of and demand for parking, which brings us to another example of dead space. 
Parking space is characterized by expanses of featureless pavement, lending itself 
to crime, which often occurs in desolate settings with no activity.222 Property own-
ers respond with increased surveillance such as closed-circuit televisions and secu-
rity guards,223 entrenching the uni-functionality of the space. Most of these spaces 
are also impermeable surfaces, further decreasing community vitality by impacting 
storm-water management infrastructure.

Similar to dead space is the urban void, common in post-industrial cities with  
deflating populations. In their thesis on urban voids, Minock and Russell describe 
the phenomenon this way:

Voids contrast with mass. They contrast with the idea of “good spaces” 
where people gather and enjoy one another. Urban voids differ from 
vacant land in that vacancy is merely a temporary state prior to new con-
struction or rehabilitation. Voids on the other hand are not for sale, lack 
any foreseeable future and remain undefined and possibly un-owned.224

Society’s experience with urban voids may be helpful in enlivening dead space. 
Urban voids are empty of structure but they may be full of life, as was the agora in 
Athens, with important space for assembly, food markets, festivals, religious cere-
monies and political affairs. The City of Philadelphia has endeavoured to transform 
its urban voids by incorporating multi-functionality. 

Between 1950 and 1990, the city lost over 400,000 residents, resulting in empty 
or near-empty neighbourhoods. In a major visioning session, the city asked par-
ticipants to share their guiding values and their desires for their neighbourhoods, 
and to imagine opportunities to reinvigorate the urban voids. The top four recom-
mendations were: neighbourhood parks (safe places for kids to play, with green-
ery where people can rest), trees (for beautification purposes), community gardens 
(small-scale, with possible meeting space for the community), and neighbourhood 
farm co-ops (since some parts of Philadelphia were still zoned for agriculture,  
vacant lots could be used to grow food).225  

It’s notable that the top four recommendations described different types of green 
spaces and public use, and that all four provide opportunities for enhanced con-
nectivity. These choices reflected the desire of residents for public green spaces  
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that would also encourage interaction and support vitality in the form of enhanced 
social capital. This brings us to our next point.

Perhaps the single most important contribution that the built 
environment can make to community vitality is to encourage and empower people 
to walk. The higher the percentage of people who walk, the more vital a com-
munity will be in terms of the capacity for its members to make new and differ-
ent connections and simply to engage with one another. As Kevin Leyden writes, 
“Spontaneous ‘bumping into’ neighbours, brief (seemingly trivial) conversations, 
or just waving hello can help to encourage a sense of trust and a sense of connec-
tion between people and the places they live. These casual contacts can occur at 
neighborhood corner shops, at local parks, or on the sidewalk. To many residents, 
such contacts breed a sense of familiarity and predictability that most people find 
comforting”.226 Further, walking has substantial health benefits (as discussed in 
chapter 3) and has been shown to decrease the sense of isolation often experienced 
by elderly members of the community (chapter 5).

Walking brings people in touch with their surrounding environment as they cross 
roads, listen to birds, or experience changes in weather firsthand. The design of 
the built environment can be enhanced to support this. Jody Naderi has written 
specifically about environmental design variables that contribute to the experience 
of walking for spiritual health. Her field studies resulted in the following guidelines 
that can be used for designers of walkable communities:

1.	 Align the path to receive benefit from sun, moon, stars and wind.  

2.	 Provide access to the sacred structures within the community open space. 

3.	 Incorporate places for pause and meditation adjacent to the path that  
	 are micro-climatically controlled through green plantings, water and lighting. 

4.	 Always incorporate a green buffer between travel-way of cars and  
	 pedestrian path. 

5.	 Make spaces along the path with well-defined edges and legible thresholds. 

6.	 Design for all senses.227 
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Let’s turn now to the question of spatial justice as it applies to the built 
environment and community vitality. Throughout modern history, polluting indus-
tries and toxic waste disposal sites have been located in areas where poorer people 
live.228 Environmental racism, though still a controversial term, gained a foothold in 
1987 in a study that highlighted the importance of race in predicting the location 
of hazardous waste facilities.229 Environmental racism includes acts of omission, 
such as failing to provide urban infrastructure, and acts of commission, such as the 
imposition of unwanted land uses. It is difficult to rectify the situation once major 
investments in infrastructure have been made, and that has resulted in prolonged 
discrimination.230 While environmental racism is traditionally associated with skin 
colour, the concept can also be broadened to include a class dimension: 

The poorest people in the UK tend to live in the least healthy environ-
ments, with the greatest likelihood of environmental hazards such as 
flooding and pollution... People living in disadvantaged areas are more 
likely to suffer the impacts from high traffic volume, with its associ-
ated noise, disturbance and poor air quality, and a greater likelihood of  
being killed or injured on the road.231 

In an article that focuses on cities in Southern California, Laura Pulido argues 
that the emphasis on intentionality and scale has contributed to conceptualizing  
racism and space as discrete objects, rather than social relations.232 What are the 
structures of society that result in the decision to locate the factory in the poor 
neighbourhood? How are those structures perpetuated? Environmental justice re-
fers to just outcomes, but Edward Soja’s concept of spatial justice broadens this to 
include just outcomes that are justly arrived at.233 Canadian author Mark Kingwell 
notes: “Modern distributive models of justice rightly place emphasis on the fate of 
the least well off: in a non-distributive idea of justice, we can update and expand 
this idea: a city [community], like a people, shall be judged by how it treats its most 
vulnerable members”.234 

The current emphasis on security in the modern city can be thought of as simply 
another manifestation of social relations in the built environment. “We do indeed 
live in ‘fortress cities’ brutally divided into ‘fortified cells’ of affluence and ‘places 
of terror’ where police battle the criminalized poor”.235 Like dead spaces and like 
waste disposal sites, gated communities are another manifestation of a loss of com-
munity vitality. If there are universal human rights that apply to all social contexts, 
Henri Lefebreve argues that there must be a right to the city, le droit à la ville,236 

and access to all it has to offer. Such a right underpins a vital community.
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This brings us back to the broader question of diversity, which 
influences a number of the other considerations we’ve discussed in this chapter.  
A straightforward example is contained in Josef Rafeq Jabareen’s description of the 
walkable city: 

In dense, diversified city areas, people still walk, an activity that is  
impractical in the suburbs and in most grey areas. The more intensely 
various and close-grained the diversity in an area, the more walking. 
Even people who come into a lively, diverse area from outside, whether 
by car or by public transportation, walk when they get there237  

Diversity is seen to be a key contributor to resilience. It can provide insight into 
future events and enable a community to identify and mitigate vulnerabilities, as it 
draws on a broader range of ideas and, by extension, possible courses of action.238  
Diversity is expressed not only through the built environment, but also in econom-
ics. As Jane Jacobs argued, heterogeneous economic activity stimulates ideas and 
fosters specialization in inputs and outputs, yielding higher returns, a theory that 
has been validated in comparisons of the economic performance of numerous  
cities.239  

What is the role of public space in our times? Is it primarily a market-
place and a zone for the logistics of travel or does it continue to be a necessary and 
sufficient base for civil society and democracy? In the context of community vitality, 
clearly the protection of public spaces by, for and of the public is critical. These are 
places for reflection, debate and dialogue, free from impositions and seductions 
of the market. Theorists of spatial justice support this analysis, albeit from a differ-
ent perspective. They propose that the built environment is a social construct and, 
therefore, subject to social forces. Forces that oppress or constrict will strangle the 
vitality of the community, but a built environment with diversity of all sorts – social, 
economic and physical – will be more resilient in the face of change and, therefore, 
more vital. 
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By “wilderness” I want to mean, not just a set of endangered 
spaces, but the capacity of all things to elude the mind’s  
appropriations.  
– Don McKay, from Vis à Vis: Field Notes on Poetry & Wilderness

8. 	Making Room for Unmeasureables: 	
	 Community Vitality and Green Space 
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Try and imagine a community without green spaces. The aesthetic im-
plications are perhaps the most obvious: imagine Vancouver without Stanley Park 
or New York without Central Park. But beyond aesthetics, there are many more 
benefits that access to green spaces provides: improved human health (physical 
and mental well-being), space for reflection, connection and social capital, in ad-
dition to ecological services and biodiversity conservation. Famous American park 
designer Frederick Law Olmsted described the value of parks through an economic 
lens: “When the principal outlay has been made, the result may, and under good 
management must, for many years afterwards, be increasing in value at a con-
stantly advancing rate of increase, and never cease to increase as long as the city 
endures”.240

Green spaces are not necessarily synonymous with parks. In some cases parks con-
tain little greenery but have instead been designed to encourage social gatherings, 
as is the case with plazas found in many cities and towns in Hispanic countries. For 
the purposes of this chapter, we’ll be considering green spaces as essentially all 
patches of green in an urbanized landscape. These can include everything from 
the best-known city parks, like the ones just mentioned, to niches or nooks with 
vegetation but without legal or cultural designation. Green spaces may also be as-
sociated with what we normally consider the built environment, as is the case with 
living walls and living roofs. The impact of these spaces on a community’s vitality, 
while clearly significant, has not always been clearly articulated. In the following 
paragraphs, we’ll explore some of the considerations specific to green space and 
its impact on community vitality, including individual well-being, the ambient envi-
ronment, and finally, questions of access. 

Green space is slowly being proven to have a major impact on health 
outcomes, but because of the complexity of factors involved, this relationship has 
been challenging to demonstrate. A literature review by OPENspace in the U.K. 
summarizes five key aspects to be considered: enhanced personal and social com-
munication skills; increased physical health; enhanced mental and spiritual health; 
enhanced spiritual, sensory and aesthetic awareness; and ability to assert personal 
control and increased sensitivity to one’s own well-being.241 

This restorative effect of nature was illustrated by a now-classic study conducted 
in 1984 in which post-surgical patients whose hospital windows overlooked trees, 
rather than a brick wall, were reported to recover more rapidly and require less 
pain relief.242 And if green space can heal, it would follow that access to green 
space can make people live longer.243 
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Green space is also associated with better attentional functioning for both chil-
dren and adults.244 James’ Theory of Attention245 proposes that humans have two 
types of attention: voluntary and involuntary. After prolonged and intense use, our  
capacity for voluntary attention becomes fatigued. Natural environments draw on 
involuntary attention, giving voluntary attention a chance to rest.246 A study from 
Sweden provides further evidence to support this theory. It found a statistically 
significant relationship between exposure to urban open green spaces and self-
reported experiences of stress – regardless of the informant’s age, sex and socio-
economic status. The results suggest that the more often a person visits urban open 
green spaces, the less often he or she will report stress-related illnesses.247 As the 
internet (and all the screen devices associated with it) becomes a more and more 
dominant part of our everyday lives, natural spaces as places of mental rest may 
become even more critical, particularly for children.248 And research has shown that 
children may in fact understand, on some level, the importance of green space to 
their development. A study published in Environment and Behaviour found that 
when urban children aged nine to twelve were asked to make a map or drawing of 
all their favourite places, 96% of the illustrations were of outdoor places.249  

One of the characteristics that determines the health benefits that a green space 
delivers is its degree of biodiversity. The psychological benefits gained by users of 
green space increase with levels of species richness.250 Most interestingly, visitors to 
urban green spaces can actually perceive certain levels of difference in the species 
richness. In particular, the degree of psychological benefit has been shown to be 
positively related to species richness of plants and, to a lesser extent, of birds.

More predictable characteristics of green spaces include size and function of the 
space, and particularly if it is of a sufficient size to support exercise. A group of 
studies reviewed in the American Journal of Preventive Medicine showed that the 
creation of spaces for physical activity produced an almost 50% increase in the fre-
quency of physical activity among community residents. The same studies showed 
that easy access to a place to exercise results in an increase in aerobic capacity, 
along with weight loss, a reduction in body fat, improvements in flexibility, and an 
increase in perceived energy level.251  

In addition to physical health benefits, green space may also inhibit antisocial  
behaviour leading to crime.252 However, there is some literature indicating that 
people associate vegetation and green spaces with crime even when the evidence is 
to the contrary. Indeed, green space helps to calm people, reduces aggression and 
acts as an attractor causing people to connect in different ways.253   
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Let’s look now at the role of green spaces in improving the ambient 
environment – just one of the ways in which they improve health outcomes. Trees 
clean the air and moderate the temperature and wind speed. For example, be-
neath individual and small groups of trees over grass, midday air temperatures at 
1.5 metres above the ground are approximately 1 degree Celsius cooler than in an 
open area,254  due both to shade and to evaporation of water released by vegeta-
tion. Wind speed can be lowered by 10–30 percent.255  

Further, trees remove pollution from the air. In 1994, trees in New York City re-
moved an estimated 1,821 metric tons of air pollution at an estimated value of  
$9.5 million in reduced health care costs. Estimates of the amount of air pollution 
that can be removed vary from 8–15% in areas with 100% tree cover256 to 85% in a 
park and 70% on a street lined with trees.257 

Vegetation can also be a buffer from the audible and visible noise of a surrounding 
community. Estimates of the amount of vegetation required to significantly reduce 
sound vary significantly and depend on local conditions, but one estimate says that 
5 metres of dense shrubbery can reduce noise levels by 2 decibels.258  

The idea of using traditional economic methods to value the services described 
above has begun to take hold and is studied under the umbrella of what are called 
“ecosystem services.”259 A major study by the David Suzuki Foundation evaluated 
some of the ecosystem services around Metro Vancouver and found that forests, 
wetlands, grasslands, shrub lands and agricultural soils provided climate regulation 
worth $1.7 billion per year. Water filtration by forests and wetlands was worth $1.6 
billion per year and flood protection by forests was worth $1.2 billion per year.260  
The concept of ecosystem services is premised on the idea that if we can value 
these services in economic terms, we will have a greater incentive to protect and 
restore green spaces. Others argue that ecosystem valuation dangerously simplifies 
the complex, values what is really invaluable and lays the foundation for turning 
common resources into private property.261 This is not a debate that will be easily 
resolved. Nevertheless, it is clear that green spaces contribute to individual and 
community vitality in diverse ways.

To return to the question of trees, an interesting experiment was conducted in the 
older inner core of Los Angeles.262 Two scenarios were created. The first involved 
improvements to public property by installing a full complement of trees on city 
streets. The second scenario involved adding trees to parking lots and other private 
property, using permeable surfaces for parking lots, adding boulevard medians, 
greening alley ways, and so on. A GIS model called CITYgreen was used to calcu-
late environmental benefits and the results were presented to local residents for  
consideration. The study reported that “focus group results indicated both a sort 
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of desperation for urban green space, and a pragmatic approach to create and 
maintain it”.263 

Living roofs are another way of adding green space to the urban environment. 
Cities like Toronto and Chicago have begun to develop regulation and subsidy pro-
grams to promote the installation of living roofs on new buildings. Many living 
roofs are exclusively the domain of nature with no access for humans. The Van-
couver Convention Centre roof provides five acres of green space that is available 
only to non-human species, the only such space in the city.264 Green roofs provide a 
range of additional benefits including increased retention of rainwater, increased 
roof durability, heating and cooling energy reductions, heat island reductions and 
aesthetic advantages,265 as well as space for growing food.

Urban green spaces are traditionally considered either remnant islands of ecosys-
tems or vegetated spaces designed by humans within an urban environment domi-
nated by roads and buildings. But it can also be argued that urban green spaces 
extend beyond the urban limits of cities since most of the ecosystem services such 
as water filtration and treatment, pollination and the nutrient flows required to 
support the urban space occur outside of urban areas. A study of the twenty-nine 
largest cities in the Baltic Sea region estimated that the ecosystem support area 
was 500–1,000 times larger than the physical area of the cities themselves.266 New 
York City is in the throes of its own debate on the merits of allowing natural gas 
exploration in a watershed that lies far from City Hall, but that provides the City’s 
drinking water.267  

The presence of green space and access to green space are different but 
overlapping aspects of this same feature of community vitality. Access to green 
space appears to be dependent upon the socioeconomic status of a neighbour-
hood. For example, the Trust for Public Land has identified a notable lack of parks 
in poor communities, as well as a correlation between the lack of parks and factors 
that discourage exercise such as poverty, minority status, obesity and ill health.268 
This constitutes a powerful argument for Soja’s concept of spatial justice (which we 
talked about in chapter 7), that is, the need for a more spatial approach to our basic 
ideas of democracy and human rights.

A GIS analysis of the City of Milwaukee considered the distribution of the city’s 
urban forest against variables such as ethnicity and income, and concluded that 
“the contemporary distribution of urban canopy cover within Milwaukee should  
be viewed as a form of injustice requiring amelioration”.269 Just under 5% of urban 
forest in Milwaukee is considered public (mainly street edges) and the remaining 
95% is on private property and, therefore, not accessible to the public.  
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Another study by the Trust for Public Land considered access to green spaces from 
the perspective of children in New York City. New York City has approximately half 
the number of total park-acres of Los Angeles, but because the parks are distrib-
uted more equitably approximately 90% of children live within walking distance of 
a park, compared to just one-third of all children in Los Angeles.270 The Trust’s find-
ing is notable because it connects the inequitable access to green spaces and parks 
to an inequitable system that generated that result.271 This is the kind of thinking 
necessary to bring about deeper change.

Distribution of parks or green spaces varies from city to city but so does the overall 
extent of these spaces. Although we were not able to find a study that measured 
total green space in Canadian cities, a study in Europe found a range of, for exam-
ple, 11% in Birmingham to 45% in Sheffield. In 2001, researchers Fuller and Gaston 
analyzed 386 European cities with a total population of 170.6 million people in 
2001.272 Their findings illustrate that green space increased with the latitude of the 
city and on a per capita basis there was astonishing variance, from 3–4 m2 of green 
space per person to 300 m2! Generally, cities that were geographically large had 
greater areas of green space. The first key conclusion of the study was that as cities 
grow, interactions between people and nature depend increasingly on landscape 
quality outside of formal green space networks (i.e. parks). The second was that 
there is significant opportunity for increasing green space by restoring brownfield 
sites. Between 1988 and 1993, over 19% of brownfield sites in Britain were con-
verted into green spaces.273  

Social ties are what turn a collection of unrelated neighbours into a 
neighbourhood – a source of social support and sense of community, and a unit 
more capable of forming local organizations, defending against crime and mobiliz-
ing for political purposes.274 Green space is one means of increasing informal con-
tact in a community, whether it is people walking their dogs, taking their children 
out to play, sitting on a bench or working in a community garden. Green space 
doesn’t need to take the form of a park; it may just be an area of trees and grass 
between houses. 

As we talked about in chapter 4, the more diverse places people have to come  
together in diverse ways, the stronger the social capital of a community, contributing 
directly to its vitality. Community vitality is interdependent upon place and space,  
and green space provides more amenities than are appreciated by traditional eco-
nomic valuation, including mental, spiritual and aesthetic.
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Nothing is more helpless than a city street alone, when its 
problems exceed its powers. 
– Jane Jacobs, from The Death and Life of Great American Cities

9. 	Beyond Silos and Stovepipes:  
	 Community Vitality and Governance 
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In this, our final chapter, we’ll be exploring the connection between 
governance and community vitality. Critical thinkers have, as of lately, begun to 
acknowledge the need for new relationships between citizens and governments.275 

Diana Mitlin defines governance as “the institutions and processes, both formal 
and informal, which provide for the interaction of the state with a range of other 
agents or stakeholders affected by the activities of government”.276 This broadens 
the concept of government to include a larger set of institutions and organizations 
that influence the processes of government, as well as what are known as institu-
tional intermediaries.277  

Participatory governance emphasizes the need for the inclusion of diverse groups 
of people to participate in decision-making, especially marginalized groups and 
ethnic minorities, and “emphasizes the need to introduce mechanisms to encour-
age the involvement of those who do not find it easy to participate in state struc-
tures and processes because they are generally far removed from their own cultures 
and practices.”278 Voting turnout for municipal elections in Canada has generally 
shown to be less than 50%,279 a trend that reveals that an election victory does 
not necessarily represent the greater vision or decision of the population. New 
relationships between citizens and government need to be explored, along with 
new models for engaging experts, organizations and citizens in policy-making and 
expanded decision-making processes.280  

Let’s begin with the question of public engagement. Increasingly, global 
dialogue is identifying the need for new approaches that encourage and support 
two-way interactions between decision-makers and the broader public, in order 
to shape healthier and stronger policies and to close the “implementation gap.”281  
Implementation gaps occur because modern-day issues tend to extend beyond any 
one level of government, any one sector or discipline, and thus demand unprec-
edented levels of co-operation and collaboration.

“[C]omplex decision making processes require a more informed citizenry that has 
weighed the evidence on the issue, discussed and debated potential decision op-
tions and arrived at a mutually agreed upon decision or at least one by which all 
parties can abide”.282 Involving citizens in deliberation and dialogue is fundamental 
to implementing policies that meet the needs of diverse communities.283  And effec-
tive public participation can not only transform and improve governance models 
but also strengthen existing social capital.284 One key challenge is to ensure that a 
diverse representation of citizens are informed and involved so that a wide range 
of perspectives are on the table. This not only helps to bridge ‘silos’ and ‘stovepipes’ 
but also introduces options that might not have been considered previously. In his 
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paper Place-based Public Policy, Neil Bradford quotes one Canadian citizen living in 
poverty in urban Canada who was asked to participate in a public policy dialogue: 
“we, the people in poverty, have a role to play, as we are the experts of being 
there, what is keeping us there and how to keep our children and their children 
out of there”.285  

The urban landscape is currently facing major sustainability and public policy issues 
including growing income inequality, climate change and environmental degra-
dation, ageing infrastructure, insufficient affordable housing, and traffic conges-
tion to name but a few. Many of today’s current policies reveal what planners 
call “wicked problems,” problems that “cross departmental boundaries and resist 
the solutions that are readily available through the action of one agency”.286 Such 
problems “represent large coordination failures in terms of channeling the appro-
priate resources to the right target. They cannot be solved through off the shelf 
solutions”.287 Special arrangements are necessary to ensure the following: that all 
key actors sit around the same table to articulate a clear vision for their community, 
that outcomes-based strategies and plans are set forth to implement the vision, 
that a clear delineation of the roles and responsibilities of each actor have been 
laid out, that a robust accountability and reporting arrangement is put in place to 
monitor progress, and that citizens are kept engaged throughout.288  

The theme running through all of this is collaboration. The business-as-
usual practice of governments working within departmental silos and rigid hierar-
chies isn’t sufficient to solve wicked problems and it doesn’t particularly support 
community vitality.289 We have reached a critical time, when “many of society’s 
greatest challenges – from achieving ecological balance to creating meaningful 
employment for all citizens – equally demand new thinking, organizational cre-
ativity, and institutional adaptation.”290 Different forms of knowledge are needed, 
including tacit knowledge, and specifically local knowledge. Local knowledge in-
volves on-the-ground knowledge of communities, statistical data tracking trends 
in a community (health and poverty concentrations, for example), and tapping 
into this is essential for implementing social change in a meaningful way. Govern-
ments need to excel in gathering all of these (the lived experience, the technical  
mapping and action-based research) if they hope to embark on truly informed 
policy-making.291 

David Wolfe suggests that effective policy development not only requires collabo-
ration and coordination, but also needs to involve more decentralized, open and 
consultative forms of governing. “This emphasis on the role of governance, as  
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opposed to government, stems from the recognition that policy outcomes depend 
on the interaction among a wide range of social and economic actors, including 
provincial or state and local governments, the private sector, voluntary, business 
and not-for-profit organizations”.292 Local initiatives across the globe are begin-
ning to integrate collaborative strategies to nurture a dialogue between govern-
ment and citizens. 

The City of Vancouver’s Think City project is one example. A non-profit, non- 
partisan organization created in 2002, Think City involves citizens in an ongoing 
dialogue on the challenges Vancouver is currently facing and provides a platform  
to discuss practical solutions through forums, conferences, deliberative surveys 
and online discussions.293 Another approach, Talk Vancouver is a website, also cre-
ated by the city, to encourage citizens to discuss key municipal issues including 
the municipal budget, the capital plan, transportation and housing.294 And finally, 
Vancouver’s Open Data, Open Standards and Open Source is a website that provides 
citizens information in an accessible, free and downloadable format. The site also 
has developed a feedback mechanism for citizens to request the data they would 
like to be able to access, helping to ensure overall transparency and dialogue.295 

Other cities are following suit. In 2005, the City of Edmonton created an office 
of public involvement to build internal capacity to conduct on-going public in-
volvement.296 And Quebec City has created neighbourhood councils in response to 
development projects that were seen as corrupt. There are twelve councils, each 
covering a geographical area of between 9,000 and 15,000 residents. Each council 
receives a small amount of funding ($2,000–5,000) from the city, and is legally obli-
gated to deliver annual financial reports. Their primary purpose is to provide input 
and opinion on City Hall proposals and to organize community projects.297

Part of the transition to new forms of governance is expanding the 
base of decision-makers to allow for ongoing discussion – essentially expanding 
what we define as government and governance. This requires a move from tra-
ditional consultation to dialogues, where governments are mandated to educate 
people as well as solicit feedback on existing and new government policies and 
programs. Fundamental to expanded decision-making contexts are principles of 
openness, transparency, inclusivity and a commitment to diverse forums for public 
participation, both face-to-face and virtual. This doesn’t just happen because we 
want it to. It requires active planning and strategic identification of the stakehold-
ers needed, both to diffuse knowledge and to provide leadership for the imple-
mentation process. 
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How do we get to a place of coherent policy when overlapping mandates, 
duplication and competing jurisdictions further exacerbate gridlock and implemen-
tation gaps? In British Columbia, for example, the Fraser River is “protected” by no 
less than sixty-two different government agencies.298 As well, policies, codes, and 
standards vary enormously across and between governments, and often are simply 
inconsistent,299 meaning that initiatives at the community level are stymied by a 
lack of policy alignment between regional, provincial, or even national levels. All 
too often planning is disconnected from actual implementation and is undertak-
en without regard for wider consequences and impacts. Cross-cutting issues such  
as sustainable development require policy integration, along with more amicable 
relationships between government and non-government institutions, and the cre-
ation of longer-term planning horizons.300 

None of this will happen without innovation, specifically social innovation, 
to address today’s challenges and support community vitality. Social innovation, 
which is inherently collaborative, depends on engaging a diversity of people with 
a wide range of expertise and experiences. Social learning is an integral compo-
nent of community vitality, and cities can be rich hubs of social innovation due to 
their density, diversity, potential for social interactions and institutional capacity.301  
Social networks and human interactions make for social learning and stimulate  
innovation, and social capital is what spreads new innovations and allows them to 
find traction in a community. 

Artistic practice in particular can inspire dialogue and can help shape or reinvent a 
city’s sense of place.302 In The Creative City, Charles Landry discusses the concept of 
culture and how it can be used to explore the social, economic and environmental 
aspects of urban regeneration.303 Each city is unique and cultivates its own creative 
and cultural language that gives it its heritage and identity that should be used as 
a foundation to rethinking the future of that city.304 

Although they are undoubtedly critical hubs, cities tend to contain polarized and 
segregated islands305 within them, and not all residents have equal access to the 
same resources for innovation. We must explore new ways of fostering social capi-
tal in less connected, more vulnerable neighbourhoods. Limited and/or homophilic 
social capital306 alongside inadequate service provision increases the stress and con-
straints on individuals living in difficult circumstances.307 Furthermore, children who 
grow up in such neighbourhoods are at risk of continuing to live in poverty as 
adults.308  
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Urban problems, especially those related to climate change and sustainability,  
require particular attention. Returning to Bradford’s paper, “knowledge-based in-
novation is the critical ingredient for prosperity and well-being in the 21st century, 
and it seems to thrive in local places that value diversity, encourage the flow of 
new ideas, and include all residents in the economic, social, and political life of the 
community”.309 Across Canada and the world, we are seeing creative hubs being 
developed, such as the Centre for Social Innovation in Toronto, that bring together 
unusual mixes of people in one space to try to achieve large-scale transformations.  

Participatory governance is an excellent model on which to build community vital-
ity, as it places a particular emphasis on the inclusion of people. A strategic way to 
create more democratic cities that truly involving citizens and support community-
building is through participatory budgeting. First tested in 1989 in Porto Alegre, 
Brazil, this strategy has emerged as a successful way to involve city residents in 
deciding how to allocate a portion of the public budget at the municipal level of 
government.310 Over the past two decades since, hundreds of cities in Europe, Asia, 
Africa and Latin America have been exploring this model. In 1999 Guelph, Ontario, 
launched one of the first participatory budget processes in North America.311 The 
process begins with community residents identifying local needs and generating 
ideas to address these. Delegates are then elected to represent each neighbour-
hood and to discuss local priorities and develop projects. Residents then vote or 
negotiate which projects to allocate resources to in order to finalize the budget. 
Once the projects are implemented, residents monitor them. The entire process is 
rooted in democracy, equity, access, community participation, fairness, education 
and transparency – tenets shared with other participatory processes. 

Community land trusts (CLTs), insofar as they engage people in creating their own 
sense of belonging and place, represent another transformative governance model 
relevant to our discussion of community vitality. There are many different types of 
community land trusts, each with different legal models, but their common pur-
pose is to provide affordable housing and access to land controlled by the commu-
nity.312 They complement mainstream affordable housing through the creation of 
housing associations and can secure vital assets including local shops, community 
halls and open spaces. There is a need right now for agencies at the local level to 
transform urban management and offer practical solutions for affordable housing 
and sustainable communities, and “CLTs have the potential to play a major role in 
managing urban change and connecting the process of physical change with the 
achievement of wellbeing outcomes in particular places, through the engagement 
of communities in the process, in individual and collective behavior change, and 
retailing the intrinsic value of their assets for reinvestment in that place”.313 
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New models of governance are essential in order to address today’s fun-
damental social, economic and environmental problems. Over the last fifteen years, 
a prominent shift has been taking place among Western democracies towards 
more horizontal forms of governance. Citizens want a better understanding of and 
control over decisions that affect them, their families and the overall well-being 
and vitality of their communities. In the face of problems like poverty and climate 
change, governments need to reinvent decision-making processes. ‘Wicked prob-
lems’ require a spectrum of ideas and thoughtful collaboration. As Gabriel Sékaly, 
CEO of the Institute of Public Administration of Canada, states “what is required 
is a new and open ethos that combines public input and expertise”.314 In order to 
achieve the level of public engagement and social innovation that coincide with 
truly vital communities we need more collaborative governance models that make 
room for dialogue, expand to include a greater diversity of stakeholders and work 
to achieve policy alignment. Silos and stovepipes will not get us there. 
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Coda 
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Vitality is life, or rather it is the ability to live. As individuals and 
communities, we can make choices that help us thrive and be vital, as opposed 
to withering or, at best, merely surviving. Of course, given the option, we would 
all choose to thrive, but we don’t all have access to the same resources necessary 
to make these vital choices. A vast constellation of interconnected economic and 
social factors affect one’s well-being and depending on where we find ourselves 
in this constellation, we can experience a dramatically different suite of advan-
tages and disadvantages. Health is a particularly notable example of this. Wide 
health disparities exist between the rich and the poor, and this is the case even 
where universal health coverage programs exist.315 At first glance, the effects may 
seem obvious: we know that poor health can affect one’s capacity to act, operate 
and live; however, the picture becomes more complicated and nuanced with the 
more recent discovery that self-reported status is highly correlated with biological 
and psychological health, as well as income and education.316 What we are seeing, 
then, is that access to health relates to self-esteem, which in turn can affect human 
agency and the ability to make the vital choices that lead to thriving lifestyles. 

In our research on community-level efforts that have encouraged sustainable de-
velopment in spheres such as transportation, energy and infrastructure, we en-
countered many examples that demonstrate that innovation, both technological 
and social, occurs most directly at the community scale. When aggregated, these 
community-led efforts stand to make the greatest impact at increasing sustain-
ability at a global scale. In addition, we have found that the communities that are 
cognizant of the larger scale – the national and global contexts – are better able 
to confront or embrace external challenges on their own terms. A vital community 
is one that understands that the world is dynamic and can thrive in the face of 
change. Vital communities stand as places that can retain their core functioning 
without losing ecological, social and economic capital in the long run, in spite of 
turbulent and ever-changing global trends. These are places where human systems 
work with, rather than against, natural systems and processes,317 and evolve and 
adapt to the changing world. 

But what exactly makes a community vital? In the preceding chapters, we have 
touched upon many of the elements we believe are important to a community’s 
vitality, but there is no single formula for achieving vitality and vitality is not a pan-
acea. Communities are place-sensitive entities that have specific identities, social 
structures, and relationships with their surroundings. What this means, of course, 
is that every community will have a different set of needs, a different path.318 One 
cannot impose a set of vitality rules or even guidelines on a community and expect 
these to work in every social network and landscape, and this approach, in itself, 
would fatally disregard the uniqueness and diversity of both humans and the plac-
es they inhabit. Every community has to determine for itself the trajectory that will 
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enable it to thrive in a process of self-actualization and self-determination. This is a 
dynamic and ongoing process, and because humans are still exploring what it truly 
means to be sustainable in the long run, there is no community in Canada that at 
present we can definitively say is a sustainable community, to be used to model and 
better understand sustainability. 

Our research has shown that there are many initiatives and champions working 
hard to manifest sustainability. However, considering in particular our last chapter 
on governance, it is apparent that a major transformation is required in how we 
do business, how we make decisions, how we build our communities and how we 
govern ourselves. To do this, we need to both ask and address the tough questions. 
Which industries are destroying our health and ecosystems? What are the models 
of business and governance that perpetuate cycles of inequity and injustice? Which 
products do we need to transform or eliminate completely? How do we move from 
the old “hewers of wood and drawers of water” exploitation to a model of sus-
tainable development that not only halts but also undoes centuries of ecological 
degradation? 

The concept of vitality is useful for addressing these tough questions, reaching to 
the heart of the needs and aspirations of individuals and communities. Our explo-
ration of and suggestions for making vital choices accordingly are aligned with this 
idea of community and individual needs. And although there is no one-size-fits-all 
formula, as you’ll recall from chapter 1, we found Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 
to be a good place to start thinking about vitality. Below we’ve sketched out a 
starting framework for generating ideas on how a community can elect pathways 
towards sustainable community development.
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Sustainable Community Development 
Kindness and compassion

Connection
Sharing of knowledge and experience 

Love
Reconciliation of the built and non-built environment

Reconciliation of form and function
Peace 

Aesthetic Needs  
Beauty 

Public art and music 
Access to nature 

Design grounded in culture and place

Self-actualization 
Agency

Self-esteem 
Access to life-long learning

Openness to change
Access to diverse networks 

Relocalization

Connectivity 
Social capital
Public spaces 

Access to community services
Access to mobility

Walkability

Basic Needs 
Biodiversity

Access to green space
Access to local food

Access to health care
Guaranteed annual income

Freedom from violence
Access to housing

Clean air, water and land
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Does community vitality and widespread implementation of sustainability seem 
like an improbable dream? In 1995, we wrote that we had enough information, 
enough science and enough knowledge to implement sustainable development. 
In 2014, we have even more knowledge and significantly more wisdom – wisdom 
being the management system of knowledge. The form and texture of the sustain-
ability dream is solidifying, but as of yet it remains a dream. Below are elements 
of an action agenda to guide us from the current development path to this new 
future. In it, we’ve focused on government and institutional changes that will ac-
celerate the take-up of local innovations.

•	 deliberatively re-design spaces to encourage convening and interaction 		
	 among people

•	 increase walkable access (from residential locations) to local food markets 	
	 and other amenities

•	 support features and initiatives that foster beauty and aesthetics, including 	
	 music and arts festivals, art in the park, celebrate local ecological features, 	
	 urban design innovations, community gardens, public events, “picture your 	
	 community,” annual bio blitzes

•	 integrate arts, sports, music and nature into school programming and  
	 after-school community events

•	 redesign multi-functionality into buildings wherever possible, for example 	
	 combining library services with a primary school, a coffee shop and food  
	 nutrition classes open to the entire community

•	 implement a policy of zero tolerance for abuse against women, children  
	 and animals (this includes ethical treatment of animals raised to be eaten)

•	 implement energy efficiency into all public sector buildings and track 
	 cost savings

•	 energy cost savings to be put into an energy reserve fund to implement 
	 deeper energy efficiency and sustainability changes to mitigate GHG  
	 emissions

•	 map critical ecological and cultural features within a community and ensure 	
	 these values are sustained in planning initiatives; this includes dead spaces 	
	 that were once of ecological or cultural value (i.e. a wildlife corridor or  
	 historical site) but require regeneration

•	 implement a climate change adaptation and mitigation strategy 
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•	 integrate your community’s climate change strategy and OCP with  
	 your community’s ICSP

•	 implement and integrate a waste, water and green infrastructure strategy  
	 in your community

•	 implement an ambitious, yet achievable municipal sustainability target that 	
	 moves toward zero waste and 80% reduction in GHG emissions by 2050

•	 align local government policies within departments, ensuring coordinative 	
	 action

Our work has shown us that community vitality is highly dependent upon leader-
ship by elected officials, on the rest of us pushing them to lead and on the creation 
of new models of governance. These models need to be inclusive in order to en-
hance local innovation and facilitate strategic partnerships and alliances between 
diverse community members and business. It is through these governance models 
that we will reach that highest level of the hierarchy – transcendence – and achieve 
compassionate, peaceful and vital communities. For in the words of Martin Luther 
King Jr., “power without love is reckless and abusive, and love without power is 
sentimental and anemic. Power at its best is love implementing the demands of 
justice, and justice at its best is power correcting everything that stands against 
love”.319
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