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Happy Cities 
Happy Cities is an interdisciplinary firm working at the 
intersection of urban design, policy, engagement and human 
well-being. We turn evidence into action for happier, healthier 
and more inclusive communities. Since 2016, we have been 
researching the keys to addressing the loneliness crisis in 
multi-unit buildings. We now know that planning and housing 
design decisions can make or break social connections, elevate 
or reduce health and happiness, foster inclusion, or deepen 
disconnection. In 2017, we published the Happy Homes toolkit, 
complete with design and programming actions to boost social 
connection in multi-unit buildings. Since then, we have been 
working with the Happy Homes framework to conduct research 
and consult with developers, designers, and builders across the 
province. 

Hey Neighbour Collective
Using a collective impact approach, Hey Neighbour Collective 
(HNC) brings together housing providers, non-profits, 
researchers, local and regional governments, housing 
associations and health authorities. Together with residents of 
multi-unit housing, our mission is to experiment with and learn 
about ways of alleviating loneliness and social isolation while 
building capacity for neighbourly support and mutual aid. 

https://happycities.com/
https://happycities.com/happy-homes-toolkit
https://www.heyneighbourcollective.ca/


The following document 
summarizes discussions during 
the Guidelines and policies for 
social connection in multi-unit 
housing co-creative workshop.

This workshop was part of the 
Living Together: Connecting 
Housing, Social Wellbeing, and 
Resilience symposium on June 7 
and 8, 2022. 

We hope to continue this 
dialogue in future Hey 
Neighbour Collective and Happy 
Cities events.
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Why does design for social 
connectedness matter?
For two decades, British Columbia has been 
facing two major crises that impact people’s 
wellbeing: housing affordability and loneliness. 
In order to mitigate these interconnected 
crises, we believe that innovative approaches to 
housing policy, partnerships, and design are 
required across the housing system. 

Multi-unit residential buildings help densify and 
increase housing supply in growing, 
land-constrained cities. If designed appropriately, 
multi-unit residences can also provide occupants 
the opportunity to lead more socially connected 
lives.

There are few opportunities within the housing 
sector to come together and discuss loneliness 
and social isolation in a holistic way. In 
September 2021, we held an online workshop 
titled Mainstreaming socially connected, 
affordable housing across British Columbia. On 
June 7-8, 2022, Hey Neighbour Collective, Happy 
Cities, SFU Urban Studies and SFU Public Square 
gathered participants in a two-day hybrid 
symposium.

The following document summarizes findings 
from the second day of the symposium, which 
culminated in a workshop focused on social 
connectedness and the built environment. 

 

Who participated?

Architects
Community organizers

Developers
Funders

Housing industry advocates
Housing providers

Planners
Policymakers

Property managers
Public health experts

Researchers
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https://www.heyneighbourcollective.ca/2021/10/mainstreaming-socially-connected-affordable-multi-unit-housing-across-british-columbia/
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What elements are important for social connectedness?
During the workshop, participants were asked to identify elements that are important for social 
connectedness in multi-unit housing. These include both visible and invisible elements that can be 
classified under the Happy Homes principles (refer to the Happy Homes wheel on the page below). 
These elements work together to form an optimal environment for social connectedness in multi-unit 
housing. 

Overall, workshop participants identified trust as a crucial component of fostering social 
connectedness in multi-unit buildings. Trust can be supported through accessible communication 
channels between residents, landlords, and property managers. In addition, equity and dignity were 
identified as priority principles to consider in multi-unit housing design. We heard that, in order to 
achieve equity and dignity in multi-unit housing, people need access to affordable, diverse housing 
choices that allow diverse residents to have an impact on the design and programming of their home. 
This means that housing choices need to account for a range of cultural needs and tenure options, 
and provide access to a wide range of shared amenity spaces that are consistently accessible. 

Workshop participants recognized that designing for social connectedness may be more challenging 
in certain building forms, such as high rises. Some research shows that residents of high-rise buildings 
can experience higher levels of social isolation, due to disconnection from the public realm, lack of 
opportunities to connect with neighbours, and perceptions of crowding. However, these challenges 
can be mitigated through intentional design and programming and need to be balanced with 
conversations around housing affordability and density. 
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Image credit: Bruce Damonte
Project: Edwina Benner Plaza, David Baker 
Architects

Doing things 
together

Co-creating art Cooking & eating with 
neighbors

Lending library 

Creating a community 
calendar of events

Sharing tools and 
appliances

Encouraging 
ownership of pets

Activating underused 
spaces

Exploring shared 
interests and hobbies

Encouraging shared 
laundry spaces

Co-locating amenity 
spaces

Playing music 
together

Image credit: Little Mountain Cohousing

Image credit: Nate Watters
Spin Laundry Lounge

Tenure Exploring alternative 
ownership models that 
provide greater 
affordability

Providing family 
friendly features in 
buildings and units

Creating units with 
flexibility, such as 
lock-off units

Image credit: Windsong cohousing

Identified elements for social connectedness
The following pages identify elements and images that were selected by workshop 
participants during the breakout activities. They represent important elements for social 
connectedness. 
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Social group size Creating clusters of 
smaller amenity 
spaces distributed 
throughout the 
building

Understanding the 
desired and ideal 
group size for different 
resident populations

Ensuring that you 
frequently bump into 
people you know and 
have something in 
common with

Exposure Recognizing varying 
needs for social 
connection (introverts 
vs. extroverts)

Allowing for wider 
hallways

Creating intentional 
transitions between 
public and private 
spaces

Providing sightlines 
between shared 
spaces

Considering 
placement of 
doorways and 
windows to encourage 
social connections, 
while maintaining 
privacy

Balancing the need for 
private and public 
spaces within the 
building

Creating a variety of 
both open and 
intimate spaces to 
spend time in 

Image credit: Mariko Reed
Project: Lakeside Senior Apartments

Identified elements for social connectedness

Image credit: Little Mountain Cohousing Image credit: Dero Bike Room Design Guide

Image credit: Leslie Shieh
Project: Vancouver Cohousing
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Feeling safe Providing inclusive 
wayfinding for people 
of all  ages and abilities 

Prioritizing 
pedestrian-oriented 
and car-free streets

Providing views 
between units and 
shared spaces for 
oversight

Creating bright, well-lit 
areas at the exterior 
and interior of the 
building

Creating areas where 
people can pause and 
linger near building 
entrances

Participation Providing 
opportunities to 
co-design common 
spaces

Providing 
opportunities to 
co-create artwork, 
such as murals

Creating 
accountability for the 
maintenance and 
creation of shared 
spaces

Creating social 
committees to 
manage ongoing 
programming

Identified elements for social connectedness

Image credit: Happy CitiesImage credit: Keith Estiler

Image credit: Frédéric Malphettes  Image credit: Happy Cities
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Walkability Creating a 15-minute 
neighborhood 

Fostering relationships 
with neighbours in 
surrounding buildings

Nature Including community 
gardens

Allowing for natural 
ventilation to interior 
spaces

Creating permeability 
between inside and 
outside spaces

Creating opportunities 
for both private and 
communal outdoor 
spaces

Including courtyards in 
more multi-unit 
building designs 

Identified elements for social connectedness

Image credit: Bruce Damonte
George Davis Senior Housing, David Baker Architects

Image credit: Clément Guillaume
Project: Logements à l'île, Armand Nouvet Architects 

Image credit: Happy Cities

Image credit: Bruce Damonte
Project: Bayview HIll Garden, David Baker Architects
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Comfort Creating inviting 
shared spaces that are 
always accessible

Providing natural and 
feature lighting

Providing opportunities 
for both messy and tidy 
shared spaces

Providing shade in 
outdoor areas 

Providing comfortable 
spaces to sit for people 
of all ages and abilities 

Increasing acoustic 
separation between 
units and shared 
spaces

Engaging different 
senses, such as people’s 
sense of smell 

Culture & values Providing spaces for 
personal reflection, 
prayer, or meditation

Providing spaces that 
replace amenities in 
single-family homes 
(such as a workshop)

Creating functional and 
multi-purpose spaces

Allowing people to 
customize their front 
doors, porches, and 
balconies

Creating a sense of 
ownership among 
residents to take care 
of shared spaces

Providing playful 
elements both indoors 
and outdoors

Using materials and 
colours to create an 
enhanced sense of 
meaning and 
welcoming 

Identified elements for social connectedness

Image credit: Little Mountain Cohousing
Project: Little Mountain Cohousing

Image credit: Bruce Damonte
Project: Station Center Family Housing, David 
Baker Architects

Image credit: Hey!Cheese
Project: Lego Play Pond, HAO Design

Image credit: Happy Cities
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Transition spaces

Transition spaces can allow residents to control 
their privacy while feeling connected to 
community. In addition, transition spaces can 
enhance experiences for pedestrians and 
cyclists travelling through the site.

Facades and entrances

Successful facades maximize opportunities for 
social encounters, enable the interior life of a 
building to connect with the public realm, and 
engage at the human scale. 

What spaces are important 
for social connectedness?
Beyond traditional amenity spaces, social 
connectedness requires careful consideration 
of all shared and private spaces. For instance, 
corridor width can make a big difference in 
allowing residents the space to comfortably 
pause for a conversation with neighbours. 

The relationship between these spaces is also 
important. For instance, co-locating amenity 
spaces provides greater activity and visibility, 
such as locating an interior amenity space with 
direct access to a courtyard. Concentrating 
amenity spaces within the same areas provides 
more opportunities for residents to bump into 
each other and interact. 

There are a multitude of design combinations for 
these different elements, and there is not one 
single design solution that guarantees social 
connectedness. 

During the workshop, participants identified 
different spaces that play a role in social 
connectedness. The following diagrams were 
created by Happy Cities to illustrate examples of 
spatial considerations for public, semi-public, 
semi-private and private spaces that exist in 
typical multi-unit housing. 

Balconies

Balconies allow people to access the outdoors 
and nature from within their home or from a 
common area. They are important for creating 
connections between residents and the public 
realm. 

Introduction Elements Spaces Challenges Roadmap Next steps



Rooftops and terraces
Rooftops and terraces can provide social 
opportunities for residents who live at higher 
levels in the building and don’t have a strong 
connection to courtyards or the public realm.

Social corridors
Social corridors are widened interior or exterior 
hallways that include permanent or flexible 
design elements that promote social 
interaction. 

Social clusters
Social clusters are small, open or semi-enclosed 
spaces that allow small groups of residents to 
gather. They can help reduce the perception of 
crowding and increase social interactions.  

Mobility clusters
Mobility clusters are areas originally designed for 
parking and cycling that are enhanced with 
design elements to foster social interaction.

Interior amenity spaces
Interior amenity spaces can reflect the interests 
of residents living in the building and provide 
key areas for social programming. 

Courtyards
Courtyards have the potential to become the 
heart of a building’s social life, welcoming 
residents of all ages, abilities, and interests.

Introduction Elements Spaces Challenges Roadmap Next steps



What challenges were 
identified? 
During the September 2021 workshop, 
participants identified one of the core housing 
challenges to developing sociable multi-unit 
housing as a lack of diverse and affordable 
housing that supports residents with the 
security of tenure needed to build social 
connectedness in a community over time, or 
which allows them the ability to move within 
their community of choice when housing 
needs change. 

The number of hurdles that stand in the way of 
developing ANY affordable housing—sociably 
designed or not—is a fundamental challenge 
underlying this whole conversation. 

A key secondary challenge for developers and 
architects is that, currently, there are different 
design guidelines and development processes 
in every municipality. Few municipalities offer 
clear policies or guidance on design elements 
that might foster social connectedness. 

Participants identified that complex and systemic 
challenges impact social connectedness in 
multi-unit housing. 

NIMBYism 
One key challenge that came up in pretty much 
every breakout group’s conversation related to 
the NIMBYism (“Not in my backyard”), stigma, 
and preconceived notions associated with 
certain types of housing, such as supportive or 
affordable housing. We heard from 
conversations that City councillors and 
municipalities may be afraid to challenge the 
status quo. Power dynamics and political 
considerations can fuel NIMBYism through voices 
that are strongly represented in the traditional 
public engagement process, especially for 
affordable or supportive housing projects. These 
traditional engagement processes often fail to 
consider equity and build trust within 
communities. 

Organizational capacity & 
power dynamics
Without guidance or networks to rely on, 
non-profit and for-profit rental housing 
operators can struggle to find the capacity to 
build social connectedness among residents. 

Compounding this challenge, power dynamics 
between landlords and tenants can 
sometimes impact on a tenant’s willingness to 
participate in social programming, and the 
landlord’s willingness to offer programming. 

Introduction Elements Spaces Challenges Roadmap Next steps



How can we encourage 
social connectedness in 
multi-unit housing? 
There are already numerous regulatory layers to 
navigate before a building gets built. To start 
with, there are zoning restrictions, which dictate 
form and density. Then, there are building codes, 
which regulate the more technical aspects of the 
design, such as elements that impact life safety. 

Affordable housing providers need to additionally 
consider funder guidelines from organizations 
such as BC Housing and CMHC. These existing 
complex criteria for development pose a barrier 
to non-traditional development entities, such as 
smaller nonprofits and faith groups. 

All of these policies are iterative, and are 
constantly updated, which means that they are 
not always written with clarity or precision. Some 
of these guidelines or requirements can even 
conflict with each other. 

Often, design elements that are aimed at 
enabling social connectedness can fall flat 
without the proper programming. Further, spaces 
that are “over-designed” can fail to create 
community because they do not foster meaning 
and belonging through a co-creative process with 
residents. Successful housing models, such as 
co-housing and co-op housing, foster social 
connection and resilience among residents not 
only through intentional design, but through the 
communal processes that residents follow to 
design and program those spaces collectively. 

The need for a national 
policy for social 
connectedness in multi-unit 
housing in Canada
Canada doesn’t have a national guiding 
document that discusses social connection, 
wellbeing, and equity in relation to housing. The 
national building code doesn’t include that type 
of information. 

Globally, several European countries, as well as 
some Australian and American cities, have 
architecture policies or aspirational documents 
that speak to social connectedness. These 
policies and documents are implemented with 
varying levels of success. 

Canada would benefit from a national 
document addressing design for social 
connectedness in multi-unit housing. This 
document could be co-created by 
municipalities, researchers, funders, planners, 
architects, and residents to pilot a process of 
collaborative and equitable policy making. 

Champions, such as forward-thinking 
developers and advocates for social 
connectedness in the built environment, could 
help connect these diverse stakeholders 
together. 

Introduction Elements Spaces Challenges Roadmap Next steps



Building a roadmap for 
social connectedness in 
multi-unit housing
Last year, Hey Neighbour Collective was able to 
provide input on the Metro 2050 strategy 
document (currently in final draft form.) The 
plan identifies a new goal (4.1) regarding social 
connectedness—to “Expand the supply and 
diversity of housing to meet a variety of needs,” 
and more specifically, 4.1.8vi, which requires 
municipalities to define how policies and 
actions will contribute to “increased social 
connectedness in multi-unit housing.”

We believe that in the next few years, many 
stakeholders will be looking for solutions to 
promote social connectedness in multi-unit 
buildings. This means that we have an 
opportunity to do things differently. 

How can we make sure that the solutions we 
come up with promote equity across 
jurisdictions and consider different 
perspectives? 

Participants identified elements for a 
“roadmap” to encourage social 
connectedness in multi-unit housing. We 
compiled the results into a preliminary roadmap 
that identifies six important elements (outlined 
on the next page). 

This roadmap will require diverse stakeholders 
for implementation. During the workshop, 
participants mentioned stakeholders including 
city departments (planners and engineers), 
politicians, architects, public health 
organizations, housing advocacy organizations, 
housing funders (such as BC Housing and 
CMHC), housing providers and operators, and 
residents as important to the success of the 
roadmap. 

Participant-produced roadmaps 
from the June 8 workshop.

Introduction Elements Spaces Challenges Roadmap Next steps

https://www.heyneighbourcollective.ca/2021/03/developing-truly-complete-communities-discussion-paper/
https://www.heyneighbourcollective.ca/2021/03/developing-truly-complete-communities-discussion-paper/
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A roadmap for social connectedness in 
multi-unit housing
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6 45
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How might this be achieved? 

❏ Sustain a Community of Practice 
regarding loneliness and social isolation, 
with permanent funding, that can be the 
centre for advocacy and data collection. 
This could build on an existing 
organization, such as the Hey Neighbor 
Collective.  

❏ Engage municipal, political and public 
health champions to advocate for the 
importance of design for social 
connectedness, and connect with 
practitioners working on innovative ideas. 

❏ Engage resident champions, either 
through volunteer or paid positions, to 
serve as resident ambassadors that 
represent the needs of diverse residents.

What challenges could this 
address?

Lack of centralized responsibility for 
addressing loneliness and social isolation: 
We heard from workshop participants that they 
perceive a lack of dialogue between health 
authorities and different levels of government 
when it comes to creating policy that addresses 
both housing and wellbeing.

MOBILIZE CHAMPIONS
Workshop participants identified the importance of social 
connectedness champions, such as residents, politicians, 
or groups like the Hey Neighbour Collective. These 
champions can amplify the voices of people with lived 
experience of loneliness and social isolation, and serve as a 
bridge between stakeholders that need to be included in 
the conversation. 

Mobilize social 
connectedness 

champions

Example: Hey Neighbour 
Collective (HNC)

HNC is growing a multi-stakeholder 
collective based in BC. They bring 
together housing providers, non-profits, 
researchers, local and regional 
governments, housing associations, and 
health authorities. They experiment with 
and learn about strategies for alleviating 
loneliness and social isolation, while 
building neighbourhood and resident 
capacity for support and mutual aid.

1
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How might this be achieved? 

❏ Collect evidence about the importance of 
social connectedness in housing and the 
built environment through diverse 
methods. 

❏ Conduct interviews with stakeholders 
from across the housing system who can 
provide crucial information on the 
importance of social connectedness, 
especially for more vulnerable residents. 

❏ Conduct post-occupancy studies with 
the help of institutions such as 
universities or research organizations to 
provide concrete evidence regarding the 
benefits of increasing social 
connectedness, and the risks for 
loneliness and social isolation. 

What challenges could this 
address?

Lack of evidence about the links between 
housing design and social connectedness: 
There are limited concrete metrics and 
evidence regarding what items are crucial for 
social connectedness and what impact the built 
environment really has on people’s health and 
wellbeing. 

Low prioritization of social sustainability: 
Although environmental sustainability is 
becoming a regular part of the building design 
process, conversations about co-benefits 
between social and environmental 
sustainability are less prevalent. 

COLLECT EVIDENCE
Workshop participants identified the need to collect 
evidence that supports the importance of social 
connectedness in a housing and neighbourhood design 
context. In particular, there is a lack of evidence on the 
impact of policy, design, and programming on people’s 
ability to build social connections, and the role those 
connections play in people's mental and physical health. 

Collect evidence 
about the 

importance of 
social 

connectedness

Example: Hey Neighbour 
Collective (HNC) resident 
surveys + evidence 
backgrounders

Since 2020, SFU and Happy Cities researchers 
have been supporting the efforts of practice 
partners (Catalyst, Brightside, and Concert) by 
conducting surveys to help them better 
assess and understand the “baseline” state of 
residents’ wellbeing, including dimensions 
such as sense of belonging, loneliness, 
neighbourliness, social participation, and 
safety. HNC has also recently the first of a 
series of  social connectedness 
backgrounders. 

2
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How might this be achieved? 

❏ Spotlight stories of intentional social 
connectedness design and programming 
— in diverse communities from 
cohousing to affordable rental to market 
condominiums—to shift mindsets about 
what living together means. 

❏ Outline the benefits to developers and 
housing operators if they invest in 
building trust and social connectedness 
with and among residents. 

❏ Develop an understanding of how to 
reach socially isolated people, who are 
often difficult to engage in programming. 
Leverage the expertise of community 
builders and people with lived experience 
of social isolation. 

❏ Leverage health authorities to build 
awareness in schools and inspire a 
societal shift, so that people understand 
the importance of the built environment 
and its impact on wellbeing from an early 
age. 

What challenges could this 
address?

Cultural norms around living together: Some 
people cite fear of negative social interactions as 
a barrier to connecting with neighbours, which 
can be grounded in stigma or bias. The design 
of many existing buildings make social 
connectedness the more complicated option, 
encouraging solitude and privacy  instead.

INCREASE AWARENESS
Workshop participants identified the importance of 
increasing awareness about the benefits of social 
connectedness in multi-unit housing. Broad engagement is 
needed in a cross-sectoral way—connecting 
decision-makers in the housing, planning, finance, and 
health sectors and highlighting successful examples of 
projects and policies. 

Increase 
awareness of 

the importance 
of social 

connectedness 

Example: Living Together 
Symposium

The Living Together symposium created a 
space for concerned professionals and 
advocates to exchange ideas about current 
efforts to tackle social isolation, and to 
develop a stronger collective voice. Over 
300 people attended both online and 
in-person events, reflecting the 
momentum and importance of the 
conversation around social connectedness 
and the built environment. 

3
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How might this be achieved? 

❏ Create a system that assigns a 
performance-based social 
connectedness score to buildings. 

❏ Partner with universities, research 
organizations, governments, and the 
private sector to develop easy-to-use 
checklists, design guidelines, tools, and 
metrics to measure a building’s social 
connectedness performance. 

❏ Account for a building’s access to 
affordable neighbourhood amenities 
(third spaces) in the overall assessment of 
social connectedness potential. For 
buildings that do not have access to such 
community amenities, understand how 
building amenities need to shift to make 
up for this gap. 
 

❏ Ensure that metrics for social 
connectedness consider core aspects, 
such as flexibility and noise and scent 
barriers between units and between 
units and common areas. 

❏ Understand the incentives and offsets 
that are needed to encourage developers 
to  implement social connectedness 
elements in the building.

What challenges could this 
address?

Funding parameters limit design: Funders 
often impose limitations on non-profit housing 
developments, which can restrict what they can 
actually build in terms of amenities, cultural 
spaces, units, etc. 

Design parameters for amenity spaces: 
Common spaces are often placed in leftover 
space—not a desirable location—leading them 
to be underutilized and disconnected. Often, 
amenity rooms can be used by bookings only. 

Inconsistent policies: Policies do not 
consistently support wellbeing and social 
connectedness. For example, many 
municipalities lack regulatory incentives for 
developers to include amenity spaces in their 
projects. 

DEVELOP METRICS
Assessing whether a building’s design encourages social 
connectedness is often based on a best guess, and can be 
difficult to quantify. By developing performance-based 
metrics or tools, regulators and funders can base 
decision-making on both subjective and objective data. 

Create 
performance- 

based metrics to 
measure social 
connectedness

Example: FLUID sociability 

The FLUID sociability tool was developed by 
Human Studio and Distnc and allows 
architects to compare designs at early stages in 
terms of how they support encounters (the 
physical opportunity for social interaction), 
greetings, and conversations among residents 
based on their spatial configuration. This tool is 
the first of its kind to provide quantitative data 
that supports the link between the design of 
the built environment and its social potential. 

4
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-

How might this be achieved? 

❏ Share case studies of existing innovative 
projects with clear impact and cost 
statements so that developers and 
municipalities can better understand 
whether they could build and implement 
a similar project. 

❏ Create fast-track development processes 
for developers who want to build 
affordable and sociable housing. 
Removing barriers saves time and money 
and can increase affordability.

❏ Quantify the cost implications of social 
design elements in different building 
configurations. 

❏ Document innovative programmatic uses 
of common amenity spaces in buildings 
that use sociable design principles. For 
example, participants discussed the 
potential co-benefits of using common 
spaces intended primarily for social 
purposes during emergencies, including 
extreme weather events of natural 
disasters.

❏ Create a social sustainability framework 
that explains the structural investments, 
policy, design parameters, and 
programming needed to create 
successful social communities within 
multi-unit housing at different scales. 

What challenges could this 
address?

Lack of guidelines and expectations: 
Municipalities lack clear bylaws and checklists of 
expectations around social connectedness and 
the built form. Currently, some bylaws 
contradict each other or prevent housing that 
supports social connectedness from actually 
being built.

Market favours low-risk building 
configurations: Developers and municipalities 
tend to favour low-risk building configurations, 
which are easier to coordinate and build due to 
familiarity and adherence to very specific 
technical criteria. 

PILOT & MEASURE
Piloting and testing more sociable designs—including 
post-occupancy studies that evaluate the impacts of such 
designs on resident wellbeing—can demonstrate how 
particular design features and amenities support 
community building. Sharing these stories and designs will 
normalize sociable design within the housing industry and 
support new standards and guidelines that encourage 
innovation.

Pilot social 
connectedness 

housing 
projects and 

measure their 
impact

Example: Tomo House social 
wellbeing post-occupancy study

Tomo House is a 12-unit “cohousing lite” 
project located on Vancouver’s Main 
Street, developed by Tomo Spaces and 
Our Urban Village Cohousing. Happy Cities 
is conducting a study to identify 
high-impact design actions that can be 
implemented to boost social wellbeing. By 
identifying the key design features and 
spaces that can promote social wellbeing 
and connectedness, Happy Cities will 
generate crucial evidence on the types of 
actions that should be implemented in 
similar future developments.
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How might this be achieved? 

❏ Provide a rapid development application 
processes and pre-approval for 
alternative building code solutions for 
projects that meet social sustainability 
criteria. 

❏ Simplify building codes so that they are 
easier to understand and more flexible. 
Understand the trade-offs between form 
and character requirements and social 
and environmental sustainability. 

❏ Leverage community amenity 
contributions (CACs) to encourage social 
programming, such as through a small 
grant program for tenant or landlord-led 
programming. 

❏ Provide financial incentives (such as 
bonus density or tax breaks) from 
different levels of government for 
developers and landlords who 
implement community building 
programs in their buildings

❏ Enable the development of intentional 
communities (like cohousing) where 
people with similar interests can connect 
with one another. 

❏ Remove barriers and restrictions to 
accessing amenity spaces, such as by 
offering a flexible and easy booking 
system and open hours when everyone 
can use the spaces. 

What challenges could this 
address?

Funding for programming and long-term 
maintenance: There is a continued lack of 
stable, long-term funding to maintain social 
spaces and programming. 

Urgent need for housing: Support for sociable 
design is not equal across municipalities. It is 
still seen as a secondary, nice-to-have feature in 
light of the urgent housing crisis. 

Stewardship of common spaces: There is often 
no structure for stewardship, maintenance, and 
use of common spaces in multi-unit buildings. 
This often causes property managers and 
landlords to pose restrictions on shared space 
use and customization.

INCENTIVIZE
Governments need to incentivize design, programming, 
and policy that encourage social connectedness in 
multi-unit housing, such as through the design of amenity 
and circulation spaces. To encourage building homes that 
support social connectedness, municipalities can reduce 
complex criteria for development, which pose a barrier to 
non-traditional development entities such as smaller 
nonprofits or faith groups. Municipalities can also consider 
alternative, simple solutions to enable better design 
standards. 

Incentivize 
programming, 

design, and 
policy for social 
connectedness 

Example: Active Design 
Guidelines, City of North 
Vancouver

The Active Design Guidelines were 
developed by the City of North Vancouver, 
inspired by examples from European Cities. 
They leveraged the power of zoning 
through simple guidelines to increase 
activity and social connection. Using 
incentives such as FSR exemptions and 
bonusing, there has been a strong uptake 
for the guidelines among developers.
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Additional resources
There are many additional resources 
available through the Hey Neighbour 
Collective and Happy Cities websites. 

We’ve highlighted some important 
resources below that can provide further 
information to complement this brief. 

From the symposium: 

Videos and slides from day 1

Videos and slides from day 2

From the September 2021 event: 

Mainstreaming socially connected housing 
event summary

From Hey Neighbour Collective:

Metro 2050 discussion paper (Developing 
Truly Complete Communities)

Evidence Backgrounder 

From Happy Cities: 

Learning from community housing 
movements: Six principles for building 
happier homes

Happy Homes Toolkit

Next steps
We are very grateful to everyone who 
participated or provided sponsorship for this 
important event! 

We know that this Symposium was the first of 
many conversations required to continue 
pushing the topic of social connectedness in 
multi-unit housing forward. 

Building affordable, inclusive, and diverse 
housing that supports social connectedness 
requires action from stakeholders across the 
housing system. 

If you are interested in joining us, we are looking 
for partners and sponsors for future events. Help 
us grow these conversations into action! 

We want to hear from you!

Madeleine Hebert | Happy Cities 
madeleine@happycities.com

Michelle Hoar | Hey Neighbour Collective 
mhoar@sfu.ca
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https://www.heyneighbourcollective.ca/2022/06/day-one-session-videos-from-the-living-together-symposium/
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https://www.heyneighbourcollective.ca/2021/10/mainstreaming-socially-connected-affordable-multi-unit-housing-across-british-columbia/
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https://www.heyneighbourcollective.ca/2021/03/developing-truly-complete-communities-discussion-paper/
https://www.heyneighbourcollective.ca/2022/06/how-social-connectedness-between-neighbours-supports-health-wellbeing/
https://happycities.com/blog/learning-from-community-housing-movements-six-principles-for-happy-homes
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