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This toolkit offers actions and illustrations to promote sociability and social wellbeing in multi-family 
housing design. Actions are grounded in evidence from environmental psychology, sociology, urban 
studies and/or public health. 


How to use the toolkit:

Research has been distilled into ten high-level evidence-based principles. 

Each principle has a unique colour code, and is accompanied by:

•  Strategies card that translates evidence into broad areas of work. We suggest three 
kinds of strategies:
 design and spatial
 programming
 policy



•  Strategies to action diagram that illustrates a variety of actions that go with the 
strategies.

•  Action cards: There are two slides per action. The first slide shows a sketch, image or 
infographic with a proposed action. The second slide shows the rationale: a summary 
of research that supports the action. 
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Building sociability through 
multi-family housing 

Ten high-level principles 



DOING THINGS 
TOGETHER


Residents who have opportunities to do 

meaningful or enjoyable things together are 
more likely to develop a sense of trust and 

connection. 



From principle to strategies

Provide common spaces that foster healthy 
interactions among people of different ages and 
interests.


Include recreational and social opportunities that 
foster connections between people of different ages and 
from different backgrounds.





Create spaces and policies that enable people to keep 
and interact with pets.

Doing things together
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1. Doing Things Together
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Image: RNL Design Doing things together

From strategies to actions



We	need	a	card	here	with	list	of	ac1ons	and	corresponding	
Sq.,	circle	or	triangle	(otherwise,	pagina1on	will	not	work)	
1.  Design community gardens where all people can interact 

and work together.

2.  Create features and activities in shared corridors that offer 
opportunities for neighbours to engage in a casual way.

3.  Offer facilities and systems that enable shared dinners to 
bring residents together.

4.  Create a community-managed childcare program that 
gives families flexibility and fosters shared responsibilities.

5.  Create public or semi-public amenities that draw pet 
owners and other users together, such as an outdoor 
station to repair bikes at which you can also wash dogs.	
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ACTION: Provide common spaces

Design community gardens where all people 
can interact and work together.

1

         Image: Matt Gibbs



RATIONALE: Provide common spaces

l	

Strong social connections emerge when people work or play 
together on tasks or causes that feel bigger than themselves.
Cattell, V., Dines, N., Gesler, W., & Curtis, S. (2008). Mingling, observing, and lingering: Everyday public spaces and their implications 
for well-being and social relations. Health and Place, 14(3), 544–561. 

1



Image courtesy of Bing Thom Architects

ACTION: Provide common spaces 2
	
Create features and activities in shared corridors that offer 
opportunities for neighbours to engage in a casual way.



2RATIONALE: Provide common spaces
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l	

Strong social connections can emerge when people have 
opportunities for light, unscheduled interactions with a limited 
number of neighbours.
Cattell, V., Dines, N., Gesler, W., & Curtis, S. (2008). Mingling, observing, and lingering: Everyday public spaces and their implications 
for well-being and social relations. Health and Place, 14(3), 544–561. 



Image: Sandra Shanoada

Offer facilities and systems that enable shared 
dinners to bring residents together.

3
Offer facilities and systems that enable 
shared dinners to bring residents together.

ACTION: Social opportunities



RATIONALE: Social opportunities 

Eating alone is regularly associated with poor health 
and wellbeing. An inverse correlation was found 
between eating arrangement (number of companions 
in mealtime) and depressive symptoms.

A rich community life can be based on what might seem 
like insignificant meetings with neighbours. People need 
common spaces to connect and eventually create 
meaningful relationships. Providing a warm, welcoming 
environment where people cook and eat together can be 
one of the strongest measures for improving community 
health.

3

Kimura, Y., Wada, T., Fukutomi, E., Kasahara, Y., & Chen, W. (2012). Eating Alone Among Community-
Dwelling Japanese Elderly: Association with Depression and Food Diversity. The Journal of Nutrition, 
Health & Aging, 16(8), 728–731. 
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ACTION: Social opportunities
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l	
Create a community-managed childcare program that gives 
families flexibility and fosters shared responsibilities.



Cohousing communities with extensive 
common facilities and activities have been 
shown to foster supportive social ties. Lessons 
from cohousing can be used in other multi-
family settings.

When residents share resources or take responsibility for 
social coordination or site management, they develop 
meaningful relationships. Social and shared activities that 
facilitate this range from weekly dinners and gardening to 
doing laundry and childcare programs that lower cost per 
family.  

4

McCamant, K. & Durrett, Ch. (1994). Cohousing; A contemporary approach to housing ourselves. 
Berkeley: Ten Speed Press. 

RATIONALE: Social opportunities 



Offer facilities and systems that enable shared 
dinners to bring residents together.

5
Create public or semi-public amenities that draw pet 
owners and other users together, such as an outdoor 
station to repair bikes at which you can also wash dogs.


ACTION: Interact with pets

Image: Paty Rios



RATIONALE: Interact with pets

The interaction between humans and pets 
helps alleviate depression, stress, loneliness, 
grief and social isolation.

Just as pets are considered part of some people’s family, 
pet policy can function as social policy. Pet owners are 
more likely to develop social relationships with their 
neighbours and interact on a casual basis, which can lead 
to meaningful and trusting relationships with other pet 
owners as well as with neighbours and people living in the 
community. 

5

Jackson, V. (n.d.). Pets in the city. Retrieved November 23, 2016 from http://www.petsinthecity.net.au/
power-pets.  
Wood, L., Giles-Corti, B., & Bulsara, M. (2005). The pet connection: Pets as a conduit for social capital? 
Social Science and Medicine, 61(6), 1159–1173. 



EXPOSURE


People who live in spaces that give them a 
greater sense of control over their exposure to 
others are more likely to build positive social 

connections. 



From principle to strategies

Provide clearly delineated private, semi private 
and public spaces.



Ensure that multi-family housing unit design 
promotes feelings of privacy and helps to 
control perceptions of density. 




Exposure
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2. Exposure

From strategies to actions

1

2

Exposure
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1.  Design spaces to create a clear and gradual transition 
between private and public realms.

2.  In multi-story developments, favour 3-4 story buildings 
that offer a connection between dwellings and the street.

3.  In single family and townhouse settings, creating a 
setback of about 3.5 meters between the sidewalk to the 
household entrance will maximize social use of space.

4.  Create amenity spaces that are open to the community 
and others that are just for development residents.
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Image: Paty Rios

1
Design spaces to create a clear and gradual 
transition between private and public realms.

ACTION: Delineated spaces

Private Semi-private Semi-publicOverlook Public



RATIONALE: Delineated spaces

Residents report higher satisfaction when they have semi-
private spaces that overlook the street. This enables them to 
feel connected to public and street life while controlling their 
exposure to strangers.

A gradual but easy-to-distinguish transition between home and street 
edge helps distinguish private from public. This contributes to 
residents’ sense of personal territory, safety and satisfaction. Fences 
are useful for demarking space, but they should be low enough to 
allow people to easily see each other and connect verbally, if they 
wish. Building entrances with seating may also encourage social 
interaction.  

1

Coley, R. L., Kuo, F. E., & Sullivan, W. C. (1997). Where Does Community Grow?: The Social Context Created 
by Nature in Urban Public Housing. Environment and Behavior, 29(4), 468–494. 
Fennell, C. (2014). Experiments in Vulnerability: Sociability and Care in Chicago’s Redeveloping Public 
Housing. City and Society, 26(2), 262–284.
Plas, J. M., & Lewis, S. E. (1996). Environmental factors and sense of community in a planned town. American 
Journal of Community Psychology, 24(1), 109–143.



Image: Matt Gibbs

2
In multi-story developments, favour 3-4 story buildings that 
offer a connection between dwellings and the street.

ACTION: Delineated spaces



RATIONALE: Delineated spaces 2

l	

High-rises are associated with higher turnover rates, neglect 
of common spaces, low social trust and architectural design 
that supports anonymity. 

Kearns, A., Whitley, E., Mason, P., & Bond, L. (2012). “Living the High Life”? Residential, Social and Psychosocial Outcomes for 
High-Rise Occupants in a Deprived Context. Housing Studies, 27(1), 97–126.



Image: RNL Design

3
In single family and townhouse settings, creating a setback
of about 3.5 meters between the sidewalk to the household 
entrance will maximize social use of space.

ACTION: Control perception of density



RATIONALE: Control perception of density 3

Providing a distinct separation between private and public 
spaces can help residents to maintain their sense of control 
over a space. Ha
lin
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Image: RNL Design

4ACTION: Control perception of density

Create amenity spaces that are open to the community and 
others that are just for development residents.




RATIONALE: Control perception of density

A variety of outdoor common areas in housing 
developments with a range of uses encourage 
casual encounters. 

Spaces that are used exclusively by a development’s residents 
allow for a feeling of privacy and reduce feelings of being 
crowded. These spaces are semi-private and facilitate 
recreational use at the same time. Including semi-public 
spaces, like seating areas in common entrances to buildings 
and community gardens, can contribute to a sense of 
community at the neighborhood level. 

4

Churchman, A. (1999). Disentangling the Concept of Density. Journal Of Planning Literature, 13(4), 389–411. 
Coley, R. L., Kuo, F. E., & Sullivan, W. C. (1997). Where Does Community Grow?: The Social Context Created 
by Nature in Urban Public Housing. Environment and Behavior, 29(4), 468–494. 
Lund, H. (2002). Pedestrian Environments and Sense of Community. Journal of Planning Education and 
Research, 21(3), 301–312. 
Taket, A., Crisp, R. B., Nevill, A., Lamaro, G., Graham, M., & Barter-Godfrey, S. (Eds.). (2009). Theorising 
Social Exclusion. New York: Routledge. 




TENURE


The longer people can stay in their community, 
the greater the bonds of trust and local social 

connection. 



From principle to strategies

Tenure

Ensure that the design and mix of dwellings can meet 
residents’ current and anticipated needs over time.



Create spaces that enable programming for diverse age 
groups so tenants have the option to remain in the 
same building over the long term.



Provide legal frameworks that allow tenants to stay in 
their home for many years—i.e. provide security of 
tenure.
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3. Tenure

From strategies to actions

1
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TenureImage: RNL Design



1.  Include a diverse range of housing forms such as row houses, 
townhouses, stacked townhomes and apartments. 

2.  Ensure a mix of dwelling types offering a wide range of 
bedrooms in homes.

3.  Design housing with flexible spaces, such as dividable rooms, 
secondary suites and exterior additions.

4.  Co-locate daycare and seniors' centres to offer social 
opportunities and multi-generational support.

5.  Introduce new tenure arrangements, such as shared 
ownership with public support.

6.  Provide a mix of tenure options, from subsidized rental to full 
ownership, in new developments.	

1
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1ACTION: Current and anticipated needs

Include a diverse range of housing forms such as row 
houses, townhouses, stacked townhomes and apartments. 


Image: Sandra Shanoada



1

Different forms of housing ensure that 
places accommodate people with 

diverse backgrounds. This ensures 
neighbourhoods meet a range of 

needs and interests.
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RATIONALE: Current and anticipated needs

Williams, D. R., & Collins, C. (2001). Racial Residential 
Segregation: A Fundemental Cause of Racial Disparities in 

Health. Public Health Reports (Vol. 116). 



Offer facilities and systems that enable shared 
dinners to bring residents together.

2
Ensure a mix of dwelling types offering a wide 
range of bedrooms in homes.

Current and anticipated needsACTION: Current and anticipated needs

Image: Sandra Shanoada



RATIONALE: Current and anticipated needs 

People who live in one place for a long time tend 
to report greater satisfaction, sense of 
community and neighbourhood trust. 

A mix of housing types that offer features for a variety of 
households can attract and retain people who are moving in 
order to meet their changing household needs.

2

Helliwell, J. F., & Wang, S. (2010). Trust and Well-being (No. 15911). Cambridge, MA. 
Kim, J., & Kaplan, R. (2004). Physical and Psychological Factors in Sense of Community: New Urbanist 
Kentlands and Nearby Orchard Village. Environment & Behavior, 36(3), 313–340.
Kuo, F., Sullivan, W., Coley, R., & Brunson, L. (1998). Fertile ground for community: Inner-city 
neighborhood common spaces. American Journal of Community Psychology, 26(6), 823–851. 
Kwon, H. J., & Beamish, J. O. (2014). Segmentation analysis of US older adults living in multifamily 
housing: Reasons for moving. International Journal of Consumer Studies, 38(4), 427–434. 
Lund, H. (2002). Pedestrian Environments and Sense of Community. Journal of Planning Education and 
Research, 21(3), 301–312. 



Image: Sandra Shanoada

3
Design housing with flexible spaces, such as dividable 
rooms, secondary suites and exterior additions.

ACTION: Current and anticipated needs



RATIONALE: Current and anticipated needs

Government policies can either support or stymie residents’ 
efforts to expand or modify the composition of their home as 
their needs change.

3

Gang, J. (2015). Three Points of the Residential High-Rise: Designing for Social Connectivity. In CTBUH 2015 New York 
Conference (pp. 78–85). 



Image: Sandra Shanoada

4
Co-locate daycare and seniors' centres to offer social 
opportunities and multi-generational support.

ACTION: Diverse age groups



RATIONALE: Diverse age groups 4

l	

Places that facilitate the interaction of a wide variety of groups - 
people of different ages, ethnicities, income levels and household 
sizes - can build bridges of trust and mutual support between groups. 
Williams, D. R., & Collins, C. (2001). Racial Residential Segregation: A Fundemental Cause of Racial 
Disparities in Health. Public Health Reports (Vol. 116). 



Three models of shared ownership from City of Vancouver, “Affordable Home Ownership,” 2016.

Offer facilities and systems that enable shared 
dinners to bring residents together.

5
Introduce new tenure arrangements, such as 
shared ownership with public support.

ACTION: Legal frameworks



RATIONALE: Legal frameworks

Diversity promotes local vitality and economic 
health, while strengthening social capital.

New tenure arrangements such as co-ownership with 
government and mechanisms such as rent control or 
subsidies allow low-income families to live in healthy and 
thriving communities, while ensuring employee-employer 
proximity. These legal frameworks allow planners to create 
more inclusive and equitable communities, while reducing 
commute times and infrastructure burdens.

5

Talen, E. (2006). Design That Enables Diversity: The Complications of a Planning Ideal. Journal of 
Planning Literature, 20(3), 233–249. 
Williams, D. R., & Collins, C. (2001). Racial Residential Segregation: A Fundemental Cause of Racial 
Disparities in Health. Public Health Reports (Vol. 116).
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Provide a mix of tenure options, from subsidized rental to 
full ownership, in new developments.

ACTION: Legal frameworks



RATIONALE: Legal frameworks


People who are affected by affordability issues also report 
suffering from greater rates of loneliness. 

Housing affordability and insecurity are forcing people to live far 
from work, reducing social time and opportunities. Disadvantaged 
social groups – the elderly, disabled, immigrants, and people living 
on low incomes – are the most likely to live farther from work. But 
greater demand for multi-family housing provides an opportunity 
for governments to intervene, ensuring affordable options in 
apartments near employment.

British Columbia has the highest average housing price, 
estimated at $569,281 compared to other provinces and the 
national average ($456,722).  


6

Bernard, 2013; Quinn & Biggs, 2010; Reducing social isolation across the lifecourse, 2015, Social 
Isolation and the Value of Community Connection, n.d.; N. Valtorta & Hanratty, 2012



SOCIAL GROUP SIZE


Social group size has a direct influence on the 
quality and intensity of trusting relationships that 

people develop.



From principle to strategies

Social group size

Gather homes into clusters and sub-clusters 
that foster social relationships at various levels 
of intensity, from intimate to casual. 



Ensure residents experience regular, close 
contact with no more than several dozen 
people in semi-private spaces. 
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4. Social Group Size

From strategies to actions

1

2

Social group size

3

Image: RNL Design



1.  In standard multi-family buildings, aim for a maximum of 8 
households sharing a main entrance.

2.  In standard multi-family housing, create sub-clusters 
where no more than 12 households share a semi-private 
space.

3.  In cohousing developments, aim for clusters of 25-30 
households.

1
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3



Image: Sandra Shanoada

1
In standard multi-family buildings, aim for a maximum of 8 
households sharing a main entrance.

ACTION: Sub-clusters and clusters



RATIONALE: Sub-clusters and clusters 1

Image courtesy of Marianne Amodio Architecture Studio Inc. and Tomo Spaces Inc. 

Neighbours are most likely to interact and bond with one another 
when the number of people who use the same access, paths or 
staircases is limited.
Kuo, F., Sullivan, W., Coley, R., & Brunson, L. (1998). Fertile ground for community: Inner-city neighborhood 
common spaces. American Journal of Community Psychology, 26(6), 823–851 



Offer facilities and systems that enable shared 
dinners to bring residents together.

2

In standard multi-family housing, create sub-clusters where 
no more than 12 households share a semi-private space.

ACTION: Close contact

Image: Sandra Shanoada



RATIONALE: Close contact

The perception of crowding in multi-family housing can corrode 
interactions with neighbours and others in the community. 

Residents who live in apartments, townhouses and single-family 
homes report higher levels of satisfaction when they share private 
common space among 6 to 8 households. 

In most multi-family housing settings, residents report feeling less 
crowding and greater connection with neighbours when semi-private 
common spaces are shared by no more than 12 adults and their 
children. 


2

Coley, R. L., Kuo, F. E., & Sullivan, W. C. (1997). Where Does Community Grow?: The Social Context Created by Nature in Urban Public 
Housing. Environment and Behavior, 29(4), 468–494. 
Cooper Marcus, C., & Sarkissian, W. (1986). Housing As If People Mattered. University of California Press 
Kuo, F., Sullivan, W., Coley, R., & Brunson, L. (1998). Fertile ground for community: Inner-city neighborhood common spaces. American 
Journal of Community Psychology, 26(6), 823–851. 
Zhang, D. (2016). Courtyard Housing in North America: Chinese Design for Health and Happiness. URBAN DESIGN International, 1–17. 

It’s	possible	for	s@	to	share	private	common	spaces.	Ie.	a	shared	&	enclosed	backyard	



3ACTION: Sub-clusters and clusters

l	


In cohousing communities, aim for clusters of 
25-30 households.

Image: Happy City



RATIONALE: Sub-clusters and clusters

People have a limited capacity to remember faces and develop 
trust. This can heighten anxiety and cause people to retreat 
from social interaction. But residents of cohousing 
communities have expressed comfort with larger social groups 
sizes than residents of traditional multi-family developments. 

Dividing large residential developments into smaller clusters of 
households can reduce perceived density and feelings of 
crowdedness. But the ideal social group size is higher in housing 
models that include facilities and structures for sharing resources and 
time. In Danish cohousing projects, the threshold for a successful 
community is considered to be higher: around 50 adults.

3

Dunbar, R. Grooming, Gossip, and the Evolution of Language. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996.
Cooper Marcus, C., & Sarkissian, W. (1986). Housing As If People Mattered. University of California Press. 
Evans, G. (2003). The Built Environment and Mental Health. Journal of Urban Health: Bulletin of the New York Academy of Medicine, 80(4), 536–555. 
Villines, S. (2014). Community Size. Retrieved August 31, 2016, http://cohousing.org/node/2598  
McCamant, K. and Durrett, C. Cohousing: A Contemporary Approach to Housing Ourselves. Berkeley, CA: Ten Speed Press, 1994.




FEELING SAFE


People are more likely to build trusting and 
meaningful relationships in environments 

that feel safe.



From principle to strategies

Feeling safe

Design places that are accessible and feel secure.



Implement collective approaches that allow neighbours 
to protect and take care of the community together.



Design spaces and information systems that help 
people intuitively way-find and interact with their 
environment.
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5. Feeling of Safety

From strategies to actions

1
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3

5

4

Feeling safeImage: RNL Design



1.  Design courtyards so that neighbours can easily keep an 
eye on them from their homes.

2.  Avoid producing dark and/or leftover spaces.

3.  Offer balconies and porches to create a visual connection 
between residences and the street.

4.  Appoint a social concierge to organize common activities 
such as dog walking, daycare, gardening and workshops, 
which help build supportive networks. 

5.  Ensure that access pathways are clear, visible and 
intuitive to navigate.

1
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3

4

5



Image: Matt Gibbs

1
Design courtyards so that neighbours can easily keep an 
eye on them from their homes.

ACTION: Accessible



RATIONALE: Accessible 1

l	

People who feel safe in their communities are more likely to 
spend time outside their homes, interacting with others. 
Laurie, B., & Miller, E. (2012). Residential satisfaction in inner urban higher-density Brisbane, Australia: role of dwelling, 
neighbours and neighbourhood. Journal of Environmental Planning and Management, 55(3), 319–338. 

Image: Happy City



Image: RNL Design

2
Avoid producing dark and/or leftover spaces.

ACTION: Accessible

February 17th 2016

5. Feeling of Safety



RATIONALE: Accessible 2

Common areas that do not support a sense of ownership 
and responsibility among neighbours can lead to neglect, 
vandalism and illegal activities.  
	Cooper Marcus, C., & Sarkissian, W. (1986). Housing As If People Mattered. University of California Press.
Yancey, W. L. (1971). Architecture, Interaction, and Social Control: The Case of a Large-Scale Public Housing Project. Journal of 
Chemical Information and Modeling, 3(1), 3–21.

Image: Happy City



Offer facilities and systems that enable shared 
dinners to bring residents together.

3ACTION: Protect and take care

Offer balconies and porches to create a visual connection 
between residences and the street.

February 17th 2016

5a. Feeling of Safety 2

we suggest a blowup of the amenity space  / amenity garden

Image: RNL Design



RATIONALE: Protect and take care

When residents and business owners are able to 
observe what is happening on the street, their 
presence offers natural surveillance which boosts 
real and perceived safety.

When people feel safe, they are more likely to also report feeling a 
strong sense of community. People report feeling lower levels of 
safety in public spaces that don’t receive natural surveillance from 
neighbouring residences, businesses or people on foot.

3

Fennell, C. (2014). Experiments in Vulnerability: Sociability and Care in Chicago’s Redeveloping Public Housing. City and Society, 26(2), 
262–284.
Jacobs, J. (1961). The Death and Life of Great American Cities. New York: Random House
Hall, E. (1990). The hidden dimension. Michigan: Doubleday
Langdon, P. (1997). Can Design Make Community? The Responsive Community, 7(2), 25–37.
 



4

l	

Appoint a social concierge to organize common activities 
such as dog walking, daycare, gardening and workshops, 
which help build supportive networks.
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ACTION: Protect and take care



RATIONALE: Protect and take care
4	4

People’s sense of belonging is strengthened when 
they work, play or create together. 

People generally don’t set out to “build social capital.” Rather, 
they form and deepen relationships when they are involved in 
fun or meaningful activities together. These activities build 
feelings of mutual trust, which in turn boost people’s sense of 
safety as well as their ability to tackle collective challenges or 
solve conflicts. Thus, shared activities themselves become a 
tool for building safer neighbourhoods.

Sander, T. & Lowney, K. (2006). Social Capital∗ Building Toolkit Version 1.2, Harvard.
Misztal B. (2006) Trust in Modern Societies: The Search for the Bases of Social Order, Polity Press.
Gerben, H., & Frank, W. (2003). The renewal of what was tomorrow’s idealistic city. Amsterdam's Biljlmermeer high-rise.
Newman, O. (1976). Design guidelines for creating defensible space. 



5ACTION: Way-finding

Ensure that access pathways are clear, 
visible and intuitive to navigate.

Image courtesy of Marianne Amodio Architecture Studio Inc. and Tomo Spaces Inc. 



RATIONALE: Way-finding

Residents feel safer when they can navigate ‘easy to 
read’ and accessible spaces.

Multi-family housing with clear and direct emergency exits, well 
illuminated shared spaces, and common area windows with clear 
views to the street help residents feel safe and comfortable, which 
builds a positive sense of place.

Intuitive circulation routes and way-finding signage allow people from 
different age groups to feel safe. These feelings of safety promote 
independence, and increases the potential for positive casual 
encounters.
 

5

Gerben, H., & Frank, W. (2003). The renewal of what was tomorrow’s idealistic city. Amsterdam's Biljlmermeer high-rise.
Newman, O. (1976). Design guidelines for creating defensible space.
Quinn, N., & Biggs, H. (2010). Creating partnerships to improve community mental health and well-being in an area of high deprivation: 
lessons from a study with high- rise flat residents in east Glasgow. Journal of Public Mental Health, 9(4), 16–21. 



PARTICIPATION


Residents who are involved in project design 
and site management are more likely to

develop a sense of belonging and
contribute to their community.



From principle to strategies

Participation

Include adequate places for meetings, gatherings and 
co-creation.



Develop and implement meaningful public engagement 
activities during all design stages.



Ensure every resident has the opportunity to play an 
important role, and feels a stake in the ongoing 
preservation and maintenance of the area.
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6. Participation

From strategies to actions

1

2

3 4

ParticipationImage: RNL Design



2	&	3	sound	repe11ve	to	me…	do	they	
convey	significantly	different	ac1ons?	
1.  Include flexible shared private spaces that can be used for 

groups to meet, to work, play or to host guests.

2.  Identify and engage possible future residents to be part of 
the multifamily housing design process.

3.  Create a policy that brings together users, City 
representatives and developers to co-design semi-private 
shared spaces during the design and rezoning process. 

4.  All levels of government should promote, privilege and 
fast-track collective community models such as co-
housing. 

1

2

3

4



Offer facilities and systems that enable shared 
dinners to bring residents together.

1ACTION: Places to meet

Include flexible shared private spaces that can be used for 
groups to meet, to work, play or to host guests.

Image: RNL Design



RATIONALE: Places to meet

When people participate in the shaping of their 
environment, it fosters a sense of empowerment and 
connection to the community. 

Communities become more cohesive when residents are 
actively engaged in the design and management process. 
Studies have shown that providing opportunities and spaces 
for meetings and recreation strengthen residents’ sense of 
belonging and likelihood of participation.

 1

Hassen, N., & Kaufman, P. (2016). Examining the role of urban street design in enhancing community 
engagement: A literature review. Health & Place, 41, 119–132. 



2ACTION: Engaging activities

Sa
sa
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i

l	


Identify and engage possible future residents to be part of 
the multifamily housing design process.



RATIONALE: Engaging activities

Residents’ local knowledge improves future 
development and planning.

Research shows that when members of the public are given the 
opportunity to express their thoughts regarding a new development, it 
has a positive impact on the way they perceive and experience this 
new place.

Renewal projects are more likely to succeed when residents are offered 
the opportunity to make knowledge-based choices about the process. 
This helps preserve existing social networks and strengthen 
connections in the neighborhood.

 2

Bothwell, S. E., Gindroz, R., & Lang, R. E. (1998). Restoring community through traditional neighborhood 
design: A case study of Diggs town public housing. Housing Policy Debate, 9(1), 89–114. 
Stoney, C., & Elgersma, S. (2007). Neighbourhood Planning through Community Engagement: The 
Implications for Place Based Governance and Outcomes. Saskatoon.



Image: Sandra Shanoada

3
Create a policy that brings together users, City 
representatives and developers to co-design semi-private 
shared spaces during the design and rezoning process. 

ACTION: Help residents play a role



RATIONALE: Help residents play a role 3
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l	

When the public participates in planning processes, social 
relationships are strengthened, and trust grows among and 
between participants, governments and developers.
Abelson, J., & Gauvin, F.-P. (2006). Assessing the Impacts of Public Participation: Concepts, Evidence and Policy Implications. 
Canadian Policy Research Networks. 



4ACTION: Help residents play a role

l	


All levels of government should promote, privilege and fast-
track collective community models such as co-housing. 
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RATIONALE: Help residents play a role 4

The participatory development model, often used in cohousing, 
which draws future residents into a collaborative design and 
management process, has been found to boost group cohesion 
and sense of belonging.
Eliason, M. (2014a). Baugruppen: Instant Community (Just Add Water). 



WALKABILITY


Mixed-use neighbourhoods that encourage 
walking are most likely to be associated 

with positive social encounters and a 
strong sense of community. 



From principle to strategies

Walkability

Create accessible spaces and connections that 
promote walking, biking and casual social encounters. 



Build flexible vehicle parking infrastructure that 
accommodates various uses and alternate future 
demand.



Locate housing so that shops and services are within an 
easy walking distance on a safe, comfortable route. 
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7. Walkability

From strategies to actions

1

3
2

4

WalkabilityImage: RNL Design



1.  Arrange parking, residences and common space to 
maximize positive face-to-face encounters in pleasant 
areas of the development.

2.  Ensure that development edges have active facades and 
opportunity nodes that interest pedestrians on 
commercial corridors. 

3.  Include an everyday public destination on-site, such as a 
grocery store, coffee shop or community service.

4.  Enable missing middle (or medium-dense) housing types 
in all areas within a 5-minute walk of shops, services, 
green space and transit.

1

2

3

4



Offer facilities and systems that enable shared 
dinners to bring residents together.

1
Arrange parking, residences and common space to 
maximize positive face-to-face encounters in pleasant 
areas of the development.

ACTION: Connections
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RATIONALE: Connections 

The reliance on private vehicles limits opportunities for 
in-person interactions. People in car-dependent 
communities report feelings of isolation and 
disconnectedness. 

Policy requirements for large parking areas typically provide a 
minimum of two parking spots per unit, forcing costs onto 
residents. When these requirements can’t be reduced, 
parking design and policy strategies can be shifted in ways 
that help people connect with each other. Flexible 
parking requirements that include one parking space per unit, 
on-street parking, or no parking at all can contribute to more 
compact and livable developments.  
	

 1

Marsden, G. (2006). The evidence base for parking policies - a review. Transport Policy, 13(6), 447–457. 



2
Ensure that development edges have active facades 
and opportunity nodes that interest pedestrians on 
commercial corridors. 

ACTION: Connections

Image: Happy City



2RATIONALE: Connections
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Happy City’s public space experiments have found that people are 
both happier and kinder to strangers along street edges with an 
abundance of smaller shops and services.



3
Include an everyday public destination on-site, such as a 
grocery store, coffee shop or community service.

ACTION: Walking distance

February 17th 2016

7a. Walkability 

Image: RNL Design



3RATIONALE: Walking distance
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Providing access to shops within walking distance enables 
residents to save commuting time and use that time to 

connect with neighbours and the people they love.

Evidence Brief: Neighbourhood walkability and physical activity in urban areas. (2015).
Perrotta, K., Campbell, M., Chirrey, S., Frank, L., & Chapman, J. (2012). The Walkable City: Neighbourhood Design and 
Preferences, Travel Choices and Health. Toronto, Ontario. 



Offer facilities and systems that enable shared 
dinners to bring residents together.

4

Enable missing middle (or medium-dense) housing types 
in all areas within a 5-minute walk of shops, services, 
green space and transit.

5 minute 
walk

ACTION: Walking distance

Image: Paty Rios



RATIONALE: Waking distance

Medium to high population density and land use mix 
enable residents to reach services and transit on foot, 
which in turn can boost local social capital. 

Residents of dense, mixed-use neighbourhoods with plentiful public 
transport and highly accessible street networks are more likely to walk 
for part of their journeys. Walkable neighbourhoods with good 
pedestrian infrastructure and plentiful stores and restaurants tend to 
foster local social encounters. Such walkable places have been found 
to be more resilient in times of crisis because people are more likely to 
know one another.
 

 4

Cooper Marcus, C., & Sarkissian, W. (1986). Housing As If People Mattered. University of California Press.
Goodyear, S. (2013, January 3). Resilience Is About Relationships, Not Just Infrastructure. CityLab. 
Hassen, N., & Kaufman, P. (2016). Examining the role of urban street design in enhancing community 
engagement: A literature review. Health & Place, 41, 119–132. 
Jean, M. (2011, August 27). Neighbors Connecting in Disasters. The Baltimore Sun. 



NATURE


Access to nature is strongly linked to positive 
neighbourhood relationships and trust among 

community members.



From principle to strategies

Nature

Ensure that interior and exterior spaces offer residents 
the ability to experience nature with all their senses.



Create programs that empower community members to 
participate in the improvement and care of green 
spaces together.



Allow residents to experience nature at various scales 
from micro to macro. 
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8. Nature

From strategies to actions
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4
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Nature

3	

Image: RNL Design



1.  Locate windows where residents can see trees and 
abundant natural features.

2.  Include aromatic vegetation to distinguish various 
environments: For example, lavender boosts feelings of 
calm in relaxation spaces.

3.  Offer residents in apartments appropriate space as well 
as manuals for growing plants in their units and in semi-
private areas. 

4.  Ensure that people can see or touch nature in their homes 
and in all areas of the development.

5.  Favour biodiversity and endemic species in green space.

1
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5



1ACTION: Experience nature
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Locate windows where residents can see 
trees and abundant natural features.



1RATIONALE: Experience nature
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People are more satisfied and happy with their homes when 
they have views of trees from their windows, compared to 
having open space views.  
Holtan, M. T., Dieterlen, S. L., & Sullivan, W. C. (2015). Social life under cover: Tree canopy and social capital in Baltimore, 
Maryland. Environment and Behavior, 47(5), 502–525.
Kuo, F. E., & Sullivan, W. C. (2001). Environment and crime in the inner city: Does vegetation reduce crime? Environment and 
Behavior, 33(3), 343–367.



Image: Sandra Shanoada

2

Include aromatic vegetation to distinguish various 
environments: For example, lavender boosts feelings 
of calm in relaxation spaces.

ACTION: Experience nature



2RATIONALE: Experience nature

A wide variety of plants can improve air quality, promote 
feelings of relaxation and stimulate concentration in people. 
Ward Thompson, C., Aspinall, P., Roe, J., Robertson, L., Miller, D. (2016). Mitigating Stress and Supporting Health in Deprived Urban 
Communities: The Importance of Green Space and the Social Environment. International Journal of Environmental Research and 
Public Health. 13(4), 440. 
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3ACTION: Nature at various scales
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Offer residents in apartments appropriate space as well 
as manuals for growing plants in their units and in semi-
private areas. 



RATIONALE: Nature at various scales

Gardening boosts physical and mental wellbeing. Older 
adults enjoy the greatest benefit from getting involved 
in gardening. Programmed activities around gardens 
bring people from different ages together. 

Gardens are most effective when they are accessible to everyone 
regardless of age, ability or type of housing. They can be included in 
a variety of spaces within the development. Rooftop community 
gardens in high-rise buildings provide residents with opportunities 
for social encounters and help them build social networks. People 
with views of these gardens report greater productivity at work, and 
greater feelings of hope at day’s end. 

 3

Kuo, F., Sullivan, W., Coley, R., & Brunson, L. (1998). Fertile ground for community: Inner-city neighborhood common spaces. 
American Journal of Community Psychology, 26(6), 823–851. 
Larson, L., Jennings, V., & Cloutier, S. (2016, May). New Study Shows Urban Parks Build Healthy, Happy Cities. GALLUP. 
Westerhoff, L. (2015). From Vision to Reality in Vancouver’s Sustainable Urban Neighbourhood. 



Offer facilities and systems that enable shared 
dinners to bring residents together.

4ACTION: Nature at various scales

Ensure that people can see or touch nature in their 
homes and in all areas of the development.

Image: Matt Gibbs



4RATIONALE: Nature at various scales

When people enjoy direct contact with nature, they are more likely 
to appreciate their environment and engage in sustainable living. 
Kaplan, R. (1985). Nature at the Doorstep: Residential Satisfaction and the Nearby Environment. Journal of Architectural and Planning 
Research, 2(2), 115–127.
Kuo, F. E., & Sullivan, W. C. (2001). Environment and crime in the inner city: Does vegetation reduce crime? Environment and Behavior, 
33(3), 343–367.

Image: Happy City



5ACTION: Nature at various scales

l	


Favour biodiversity and endemic species in green space.

Image: Happy City



RATIONALE: Nature at various scales

Urban green space is one of the strongest correlates of 
health and happiness. People who live near public 
green spaces are more involved in social activities, know 
more of their neighbours and receive more visitors at home.

Green spaces that resemble wild, or naturalistic landscapes have 
the most positive impact on users. However, if a space is perceived 
by residents as unsafe or poorly maintained, it is not associated 
with enhanced social wellbeing. Providing pro-social natural spaces 
involves a fine balance of nurturing feelings of safety and providing 
contact with more complex natural ecosystems. 
	

 5

Kuo, F., Sullivan, W., Coley, R., & Brunson, L. (1998). Fertile ground for community: Inner-city neighborhood common 
spaces. American Journal of Community Psychology, 26(6), 823–851. 
Larson, L., Jennings, V., & Cloutier, S. (2016, May). New Study Shows Urban Parks Build Healthy, Happy Cities. GALLUP. 
Zupancic, et.al. (2015) The impact of green space on heat and air pollution in urban communities; a meta-narrative 
systematic review. Vancouver: David Suzuki Foundation



COMFORT
People are more likely to engage with 

others in environments that feel pleasant 
and comfortable.



From principle to strategies

Comfort

Maximize residents’ exposure to pleasant 
environmental conditions and minimize exposure to 
unpleasant and unpredictable sensations. 



Ensure that residents have physical and social tools to 
allow common spaces work for everyone.
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9. Comfort

From strategies to actions

2
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4 5

6

Comfort

1

Image: RNL Design



2	&	4	are	repe11ve	
1.  Maximize access to natural light in interior shared spaces.

2.  Offer local climate-appropriate shelter from weather in 
outdoor and recreational spaces.

3.  Ensure sound insulation between apartments to eliminate 
unwelcome noise.

4.  Design comfortable spaces where residents can enjoy sun 
and shade. 

5.  Ensure abundant, pleasant visual stimulation along 
building edges and pathways. Ban blank, boring spaces.

6.  Offer access to seating, drinking water and toilets in all 
outdoor spaces shared by more than 100 residents.

1

2

3

4

5

6



Image courtesy of Marianne Amodio Architecture Studio Inc. and Tomo Spaces Inc. 

1ACTION: Pleasant conditions

Maximize access to natural light in interior shared spaces.



RATIONALE: Pleasant conditions  1

Residents are more likely to be happy and engage with 
others when they live in comfortable environments. In recent 
studies people have stressed the importance of having 
enough natural light in their homes. 

People who experience too little daylight exposure tend to suffer 
more from sadness, fatigue and even clinical depression. Homes 
designed with main rooms that receive ‘good’ daylight, a family 
room that has at least 2 hours of sunlight per day, and windows 
that capture different light directions, increase residents’ satisfaction 
and decrease turnover rates. Residents must be able to control the 
amount of light and heat within each room. 

Evans,	G.	(2003).	The	Built	Environment	and	Mental	Health.	Journal	of	Urban	Health:	Bulle1n	of	the	New	York	Academy	of	
Medicine,	80(4),	536–555.	
Steemers,	K.	(2016,	July	23).	ARCHITECTURE	FOR	WELL-BEING	AND	HEALTH.	DAYLIGHT.	Retrieved	from	hep://thedaylightsite.com/
architecture-for-well-being-and-health/	



2ACTION: Pleasant conditions

Offer local climate-appropriate shelter from weather in 
outdoor and recreational spaces.

Image: Matt Gibbs



2RATIONALE: Pleasant conditions

Studies show that designs offering climate-appropriate shelter give 
residents more opportunities to enjoy exterior spaces, increasing 
their levels of satisfaction and decreasing turnover rates. 
Steemers, K. (2016, ,July 23). ARCHITECTURE FOR WELL-BEING AND HEALTH. DAYLIGHT. 
Retrieved from http://thedaylightsite.com/architecture-for-well-being-and-health/ 

WindSong Cohousing Community's atrium street



Offer facilities and systems that enable shared 
dinners to bring residents together.

3
Ensure sound insulation between apartments 
to eliminate unwelcome noise.

ACTION: Pleasant conditions

Image: RNL Design



RATIONALE: Pleasant conditions

Research in environmental psychology tells us that air 
pollution, noise and crowding can corrode mental health 
and social wellbeing.  

People need quiet and calm spaces at home in order to 
recharge, especially in dense urban settings. Materials, design 
strategies and location choice can all help sequester or reduce 
noise exposure. It has been shown that noise effects can also 
be ameliorated through the presence of natural elements such 
as trickling water.

 3

Bonnefoy,	X.	(2007).	Inadequate	housing	and	health:	an	overview.	Environment	and	Pollutan,	30(3/4),	
411–429.	
Clements-Croome,	D.	(2014).	Sustainable	Intelligent	Buildings	for	Beeer	Health,	Comfort	and	Well-Being.	
Steemers,	K.	(2016,	July	23).	ARCHITECTURE	FOR	WELL-BEING	AND	HEALTH.	DAYLIGHT.		



Offer facilities and systems that enable shared 
dinners to bring residents together.

4

Design comfortable spaces where residents can enjoy 
sun and shade. 

ACTION: Pleasant conditions

Image: RNL Design



People who don’t experience enough daylight tend to 
suffer more from sadness, fatigue and clinical depression.

4

Evans, G. (2003). The Built Environment and Mental Health. Journal of Urban Health: Bulletin of the New York Academy of 
Medicine, 80(4), 536–555.
Steemers, K. (2016, July 23). ARCHITECTURE FOR WELL-BEING AND HEALTH. DAYLIGHT. Retrieved from http://
thedaylightsite.com/architecture-for-well-being-and-health/ 

RATIONALE: Pleasant conditions



5
Ensure abundant, pleasant visual stimulation along building 
edges and pathways. Ban blank, boring spaces.

ACTION: Physical and social tools
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RATIONALE: Physical and social tools

Aesthetics matter - the character, design, and 
architectural quality of a neighbourhood all influence 
residents’ sense of community. 

Studies suggest that designers can use visual complexity to 
attract people and promote social interactions. By adding flora, 
and varying building height, colour, roof shape and size, 
designers can foster uniqueness and support people’s sense of 
belonging and attachment to place.

 5

Bothwell, S. E., Gindroz, R., & Lang, R. E. (1998). Restoring community through traditional neighborhood design: A case study of Diggs 
town public housing. Housing Policy Debate, 9(1), 89–114.
Churchman, A. (1999). Disentangling the Concept of Density. Journal Of Planning Literature, 13(4), 389–411. 
Cooper Marcus, C., & Sarkissian, W. (1986). Housing As If People Mattered. University of California Press.
Lund, H. (2002). Pedestrian Environments and Sense of Community. Journal of Planning Education and Research, 21(3), 301–312.
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Offer access to seating, drinking water and toilets in all 
outdoor spaces shared by more than 100 residents.

ACTION: Physical and social tools



Residents are more likely to linger and spend time with 
neighbours in shared spaces that feel comfortable. 

People are more likely to stay and enjoy a space when they feel 
comfortable and safe. This allows them to engage in casual 
conversations with others, which is the first step towards forming 
deeper relationships.

Accessible toilets and water fountains are essential whenever children 
are sharing a space. When these amenities are absent, parents are 
less likely to bring their children. Older adults appreciate having places 
to sit, both to meet with others and to observe the passing scene.  
 


 6

Cooper	Marcus,	C.	&	Barnes,	M.	(1999).	Healing	Gardens;	Therapeu1c	Benefits	and	Design	
Recommenda1ons.	John	Wiley	&	Sons,	Inc.		
Kellert,	S.	(2008).	Biophilic	Design:	The	Theory,	Science,	and	PracBce	of	Bringing	Buildings	to	Life.	John	
Wiley	&	Sons,	Inc.		
	

RATIONALE: Physical and social tools



CULTURE AND 
VALUES



People feel a stronger sense of belonging 
and attachment to places that reflect their 

culture, values and sense of self.




From principle to strategies

Culture and values

Use aesthetic interventions to differentiate housing units 
and to help create a unique visual identity for each.



Provide opportunities and spaces for creativity, 
cultural and community expression.



Ensure that places help people experience culture and 
history.
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10. Culture & Values

From strategies to actions

1

3

4

Culture and values

2

Image: RNL Design



1.  Vary building height, composition, balconies and façade 
materials to increase aesthetic complexity and the 
uniqueness of each unit.

2.  Designate exterior spaces or walls for residents to co-
create art installations. Community artists can help 
residents realize their vision.

3.  Allow residents to paint or customize their front doors.

4.  Invite future residents into the development design 
process.

1

3

4

2



1
Vary building height, composition, balconies and façade 
materials to increase aesthetic complexity and the 
uniqueness of each unit.

ACTION: Unique visual identity

Image: RNL Design



1RATIONALE: Unique visual identity

l	
Visual variety in façade design reduces perceived density and 
boosts residents’ sense of place.
Cooper Marcus, C., & Sarkissian, W. (1986). Housing As If People Mattered. University of California Press. 

Im
ag

e:
 H

ap
py

 C
ity





2ACTION: Spaces for creativity

l	

Designate exterior spaces or walls for residents to 
co-create art installations. Community artists can 
help residents realize their vision.



RATIONALE: Spaces for creativity

Self-expression holds an important place in defining a 
collective identity. People are more likely to communicate 
well and develop a sense of empathy towards one another 
when they share their ideas and co-create together.

People who are able to express themselves in their community are 
more likely to develop a sense of belonging. When residents are 
empowered to participate in the the design and then the care of 
their community, they rise to new challenges and responsibilities. 

The act of working together on a greater cause has been 
identified as a powerful generator of social trust and happiness.



 2

Bothwell, S. E., Gindroz, R., & Lang, R. E. (1998). Restoring community through traditional neighborhood design: A case study of 
Diggs town public housing. Housing Policy Debate, 9(1), 89–114. 
Montgomery, C. (2013). Happy City. Doubleday Canada.
McCamant, K. & Durrett, Ch. (1994). Cohousing; A contemporary approach to housing ourselves. Berkeley: Ten Speed Press. 






   Allow residents to paint or customize their front doors.



3ACTION: Spaces for creativity



RATIONALE: Spaces for creativity

Residents report greater satisfaction when 
they can personalize their spaces to reflect 
their own identities and tastes.

Multi-family housing typically offers dozens or hundreds 
of housing units that are identical or very similar in 
appearance. Giving residents a chance to differentiate 
their units can support social wellbeing by allowing self-
expression and individuation.

 3

Cooper Marcus, C., & Sarkissian, W. (1986). Housing As If People Mattered. University of California Press.




4ACTION: Experience culture

Invite future residents into the development 
design process.




RATIONALE: Experience culture

Reports from cohousing show that when residents 
share common values, they are more likely to 
develop a unique identity and feel a greater sense of 
belonging over time. 

When management and regulations are created based on these 
common values, people produce social opportunities that align 
and strengthen the community’s vision.

Outside the cohousing environment, collective values can be 
nurtured by providing a virtual or physical space for residents to 
share ideas, new projects and mutual support.

 4

McCamant, K. & Durrett, Ch. (1994). Cohousing; A contemporary approach to housing ourselves. Berkeley: 
Ten Speed Press. 
What is Cohousing? (n.d.). Retrieved August 31, 2016, from http://www.cohousing.org/what_is_cohousing




Are you a municipality, developer, designer or other 
stakeholder looking for innovative solutions to boost social 

wellbeing through multi-family housing? 


We can help you achieve your goals. 


Reach us at:
 info@thehappycity.com

thehappycity.com
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