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LIVING TOGETHER 
PROJECT DESCRIPTION
Living Together: Connecting housing, social health and resilience was a two-day 
hybrid symposium of engaging presentations and dialogues about tackling 
loneliness and social isolation in our homes and communities.

Held at the SFU Morris J. Wosk Centre for Dialogue and online between June 7 and 8, 2022, 
Living Together created space for a diverse gathering of housing professionals, municipal 
planners, public health professionals, architects, non-profits, funders, emergency management 
professionals, academics and students to learn from local and international experts and explore 
their roles in reshaping communities to support social connectedness and resilience.

Living Together was developed in partnership by Hey Neighbour Collective, 
Happy Cities, SFU Public Square, SFU Urban Studies.

We are grateful for the financial support from SFU’s Community Engagement Initiative 
and our sponsors at the Real Estate Foundation of British Columbia, BC Non-Profit 
Housing Association, LandlordBC, Vancouver Coastal Health, United Way British 
Columbia, Catherine Donnelly Foundation and the Vancity Community Foundation.
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Tuesday June 7
Tackling loneliness: Lessons from near and far

An interactive hybrid panel of Indigenous, local, 
national and international leaders on the role 
we all must play –– including policymakers and 
planners, developers and architects, nonprofits 
and businesses, researchers and activists –– to 
tackle loneliness and social isolation together.

Featuring 

•	 Sarah Silva, Chief Executive Officer,  
Hiy̓ám̓ ta Sḵwx̱wú7mesh Housing Society 

•	 Joan Ramon Riera Alemany (Councillor), 
City of Barcelona, Municipal Strategy 
Against Loneliness 2020-2030 

•	 Ashley Flanagan, Research Fellow, 
National Institute on Ageing 

•	 Michelle Hoar, Project Director,  
Hey Neighbour Collective (Moderator)

FLUID Sociability tool: Demonstration 
and panel discussion

A session led by Bruce Haden from Human Studio 
to demonstrate the FLUID Sociability tool, a public 
good agent-based online simulation tool that allows 
for quantitative sociability comparisons of different 
options while buildings are in the early design stages. 
A panel of stakeholders discussed the potential impact 
of FLUID for architects, developers and municipalities 
and its ability to provide quantitative and comparative 
data to support design for social connection.

Featuring 

•	 Bruce Haden, Co-Founder, Human Studio

•	 Madyson McKay, Project Manager, City of Calgary

•	 Sadhu Johnston, Former City Manager,  
City of Vancouver

•	 Iris Lok, Department of Psychology, 
University of British Columbia

•	 Lilian Chau, Chief Executive Officer, Entre Nous 
Femmes Housing Society (Moderator)

LIVING TOGETHER SESSIONS
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Towards Metro 2050: Equity report  
and mapping tools

A session to learn about Metro Vancouver’s social 
equity report, social equity maps and case studies 
on how spatial equity analysis can support planning 
decisions that foster equitable outcomes.

Featuring 

•	 Erin Rennie, Senior Regional Planner, Metro Vancouver 

•	 Laurie Bates-Fryme Senior Planner 
(Environment), Metro Vancouver

•	 Michelle Hoar, Research Fellow, Project Director, 
Hey Neighbour Collective (Moderator)

Wednesday June 8th
Resilient and socially connected housing: 
Learning from industry champions

A panel of industry champions who are working to 
design and develop more sustainable, affordable and 
socially connected housing. Each presenter shared a 
short presentation on innovative projects and policies 
that overcome systemic barriers to create spaces and 
programming that foster social connectedness.

Featuring 

•	 Michael Eliason, Founder, Larch Lab (Seattle)

•	 John Wall, Public Architecture, Vienna House Project

•	 Kent Patenaude, Development Manager, Lu’ma 
Development (West Vancouver) and Hugh 
Forster, Principal, Terra Special Projects 

•	 Houssam Elokda, Interim Managing 
Principal, Happy Cities (Moderator)

Guidelines and policies for social connection in 
multi-unit housing: A co-creative workshop

An in-person workshop led by Happy Cities that used 
design thinking to envision what design guidelines 
for social connectedness in multi-unit housing could 
look like and what accompanying policies are needed 
to implement and incentivize such guidelines.

Featuring 

•	 Michael Epp, Director of Planning, 
City of North Vancouver

•	 Madeleine Hebert, Housing Researcher and 
Intern Architect, Happy Cities (facilitator)

•	 Houssam Elokda, Interim Managing 
Principal, Happy Cities (facilitator) 
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KNOWLEDGE MOBILIZATION
Please see the SFU Public Square event webpage 
for more information about each session, speaker 
and presentation, including videos and slides.

Hey Neighbour Collective also published blog posts 
for day one and two of the symposium to collect the 
presentation videos and slides. They also developed 
a resource roundup from all partners including 
Happy Cities and Vancouver Coastal Health.

These resources were shared with all symposium 
attendees and with each partner’s audiences 
via enewsletters and social media to mobilize 
the knowledge shared at this symposium to 
encourage further collaboration and action.

In the months after the symposium, Hey Neighbour 
Collective and Happy Cities also published the 
following pieces related to the symposium:

•	 An interview with Ashley Flanagan and other 
colleagues from the National Institute on 
Ageing about the report they announced 
highlights of at the symposium: “Understanding 
Social Isolation and Loneliness Among Older 
Canadians and How to Address It.” 

•	 A post detailing key aspects of the City of 
Barcelona’s 10-year strategy against loneliness, 
including the video of city councillor Joan 
Riera speaking about it at the symposium. 

•	 A brief summarizing key reflections from the 
Wednesday June 8th workshop on mainstreaming 
sociable design. An overview of the brief’s content 
can be found here, and the full brief accessed here.
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ISSUES AND INTERESTS ADDRESSED

Well before COVID-19, loneliness and social isolation 
were on the rise locally and globally, deeply impacting 
personal and collective health and well-being. 
Chronic loneliness is documented to be as bad for 
your health as smoking 15 cigarettes a day.

Unlike the United States, which has declared a 
loneliness epidemic, or the UK and Japan, which 
have appointed Ministers of Loneliness, Canada has 
yet to meaningfully identify loneliness as a public 
health crisis, though trends here are similar.

Many socio-economic factors create higher vulnerability 
to loneliness and social isolation, including where and 
how we live. Some studies have shown that residents of 
multi-unit housing are less likely to know their neighbours 
or do small favours for them than residents of less 
dense housing types, and that they report higher levels 
of loneliness and lower levels of trust in neighbours.

In the Metro Vancouver region, most of our 
communities are growing up, making multi-unit 
housing the norm, particularly for low- and middle-
income residents. This should compel us to creatively 
interrogate how we design, redesign and program 
housing and surrounding neighbourhoods.

Having strong neighbourly social connections to 
lean on has profound positive impacts at any time, 
but particularly when facing chronic stressors and 
emergencies, as COVID and BC’s deadly heat dome and 
floods have illustrated all too clearly. Socially connected 
communities are more resilient and prepared.

While Canada does not have a unified or adequately funded 
strategy to help us tackle loneliness and social isolation, 
much is happening locally, across the country and around 
the world that we can learn from and scale up. The Living 
Together symposium was a meeting ground for people 
working on this issue across professions, perspectives 
and geographies to learn from each other and find ways 
to deepen their work and build a collective voice.
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•	 Connect individuals and organizations across 
professions, advocacy areas and  geographies to learn 
from each other and encourage collaboration to tackle 
social isolation and loneliness in our communities 

•	 Start mapping the relevant policy and practice 
interventions happening throughout British Columbia

•	 Build upon recommendations made in Hey 
Neighbour Collective’s Metro 2050 discussion 
paper, specifically engaging stakeholders in 
workshopping the development of sociable 
design guidelines for multi-unit housing

SYMPOSIUM  

OBJECTIVES
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KEY PEOPLE AND ORGANIZATIONS

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.

Key personnel

•	 Michelle Hoar, Project Director 

•	 Stacy Barter, Director of Learning & Evaluation

•	 Lainey Martin, Project Assistant

•	 Dr. Meg Holden, SFU Research Co-lead;  
Professor, SFU Urban Studies

•	 Dr. Atiya Mahmood, SFU Research Co-lead; 
Associate Professor, SFU Gerontology

•	 Dr. Meghan Winters, SFU Research Co-lead; 
Associate Professor, SFU Health Sciences

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 across the province.

Key personnel

•	 Madeleine Hebert, Intern Architect AIBC 

•	 Houssam Elokda, Policy planner 

Living Together was developed in partnership by Hey Neighbour Collective, 
Happy Cities, SFU Public Square, SFU Urban Studies.
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SFU Urban Studies

SFU Urban Studies is located in the heart of 
downtown Vancouver, and we use our neighbourhood, 
city and region as living laboratories.

Our interdisciplinary faculty includes geographers, 
public policy scholars, political scientists, historians, 
economists and anthropologists whose teaching and 
research interests lie both within and outside Metro 
Vancouver, and who straddle both theory and practice.

The students we attract have diverse academic 
and professional backgrounds, which makes 
for robust, dynamic classroom environments 
where we explore the many different ways to 
read, understand and analyze the city.

Key personnel

•	 Dr. Meg Holden, Professor, SFU Urban Studies 

SFU Public Square

SFU Public Square is situated at 312 Main, a centre 
for social and economic innovation in Vancouver’s 
Downtown Eastside. We work across all of SFU’s 
campuses, supporting faculty, students, staff, alumni 
and diverse communities to convene accessible, 
innovative and inclusive programming that brings 
people together to find ways to meaningfully 
contribute to the issues that affect our lives.

Every year, we collaboratively program dozens of 
workshops, debates, public conversations, discussion 
panels and other gatherings. These spaces encourage 
different perspectives and ways of knowing to 
collide and influence each other. The experience 
is transformative, inspiring deeper conversations, 
igniting networks, building capacity and catalyzing 
curiosity and concern into advocacy and action.

Key personnel

•	 Janet Webber, Executive Director

•	 Sakshi Taneja, Policy planner 

•	 Doug Hamilon-Evans, Communication Manager

•	 Mugasha Rutega, Events and 
Communications Assistant
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WHO ATTENDED LIVING TOGETHER?

Key organizations in attendance

Many municipalities in BC and Alberta: City of Burnaby, 
City of Coquitlam, City of Delta, City of Langley, City of 
Maple Ridge, City of New Westminster, City of North 
Vancouver, City of Port Coquitlam, City of Richmond, City 
of Surrey, City of Vancouver, City of White Rock, District of 
North Vancouver, District of West Vancouver, Fraser Valley 
Regional District, Metro Vancouver, Township of Langley, 
District of Sicamous, City of Kelowna, City of Victoria, 
Village of Cumberland, City of Calgary, City of St. Albert.

Academics from universities across the country: 
UBC, SFU, Queen’s, University of Alberta.

Housing and non-profit community organizations: 

Housing: BC Non-Profit Housing Association, Brightside 
Community Homes Foundation, Catalyst Community 
Developments Society, Co-operative Housing Federation of 
BC, Community Land Trust Vancouver, Canadian Mortgage 
and Housing Corporation, Kaslo Gardens Housing 
Cooperative, Kinbrace Community Society, LandlordBC, 
New Hope Community Services Society, Progressive 
Housing, S.U.C.C.E.S.S., Salsbury Community Society, 
Urban Development Institute Pacific Region, UNITI.

Community non-profits: Brands for Better Foundation, 
Building Resilient Neighbourhoods, Burnaby 
Neighbourhood House, Campaign to End Loneliness 
(UK), Canadian Urban Sustainability Practitioners, 
Collaborative Aging, Collingwood Neighbourhood 
House, Connective Learning Co., Develop Nova Scotia, 
Foundry Surrey, hACT, Jewish Seniors Alliance of Greater 
Vancouver, Kitsilano Neighbourhood House, Langley 
Senior Resources Society, Makemobile, North Park 
Neighbourhood Association, Renewable Cities, RePlan 
Committee of the False Creek South Neighborhood 
Association, Silver Harbour Seniors' Activity Centre, South 
Granville Seniors Centre, United Way British Columbia, 
UpSocial Canada, Whole Way House Society, YMCA.
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Symposium Attendees: 

Number of people registered: 287

Number of organizations represented: 153

Number of sectors represented: 8

Academic/Research, Architect, 
Consultant, Government (Local, Regional, 
Provincial, Crown Corporations and 
Public Health agencies), Housing sector, 
Non-Profit Community Organization, 
Philanthropy/Investment, Other

Regions represented: 11
British Columbia (Metro Vancouver, Interior, 
Vancouver Island largely), Alberta, Ontario, 
Quebec, USA, UK, Germany, Denmark, India.



EVENT EVALUATION AND COMMENTS

We had largely positive responses to the symposium, many shared with us on 
the day and not captured in post-event survey data. Participants appreciated 
gathering in person, and with professionals from sectors that they normally did 
not connect with in their work, but who had similar interests and concerns.

Survey data did capture that:

•	 82% were satisfied or very satisfied with the symposium

•	 79% left with a better understanding of ways to build neighbourly social 
connections and resilience in our homes and neighbourhoods

•	 62% made new connections with concerned professionals and advocates working to address 
loneliness and social isolation from across different sectors during this symposium

Great discourse around the work that's 
being done around the world on this topic, as 
well as different ways to integrate, and then 
description of localized examples and ways to 
work around the building code and others.

GREAT diversity of attendees from 
service providers to municipal 
bureaucrats - great discussions and 
opportunities for further connections

I like that we could pick and choose sessions. 
The price was very affordable. Access was 
easy online. Great resource sharing.
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Thanks very much! I feel that I was able to 
contribute by sharing the relevant needs and 
challenges working with seniors living in 
affordable housing. Hopefully this will help 
to engage BC Housing/operators/managers 
to humanize the services and to create a 
reasonable standard (maintenance, decoration, 
etc) and a livable and welcoming place for 
everyone. Creating more opportunities and 
enjoyable places for social connection.

The session on Wednesday morning 
was fantastic. I feel so hopeful and 
optimistic that there are groups thinking 
about housing in these ways. I'm also 
excited to dig into the equity maps and 
looking forward to the 2021 data
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OTHER IMPACTS FROM LIVING TOGETHER

Presenting at Barcelona International 
Loneliness Conference 

Following the symposium, the Barcelona city 
councillor who presented (Joan Riera) invited Hey 
Neighbour Collective project director Michelle 
Hoar to present at the Barcelona International 
Loneliness Conference where she was positioned 
as a global expert (see program listing here).

As part of the fully paid trip, Michelle met staff at the City 
of Barcelona, the French city of Nantes, the European 
Union and European Commission, Spanish Red Cross, the 
ex-Minister of Loneliness for the United Kingdom as well 
as elected officials, architects and Spanish researchers 
working on the City’s loneliness strategy. She also 
conducted a site visit to a cohousing community called  La 
Xarxaire with a resident and the City’s Housing Manager.

While there, Michelle was interviewed by a Spanish 
Catalan-language newspaper and the university press 
of the campus where the conference was held:

•	 Michelle Hoar: "Les superilles em 
semblen una idea brillant"

•	 VÍDEOREPORTATGE: La soledat no 
desitjada, responsabilitat de tothom” 

Research and relationship-building in the UK

Following the productive trip to Spain, Michelle 
Hoar met with organizations working on housing, 
well-being, social connectedness and ageing in 
place in Manchester and London, including:

•	 Greater Manchester Ageing Hub’s team working 
on their age-friendly homes strategy. 

•	 Clarion Housing Group, the UK’s largest non-market 
housing provider, housing over 350,000 people. This 
is a scale that is almost incomprehensible in Canada, 
where less than 5% of residents live in non-market 
housing. Learn more about some of their work here:

- �Equity by Design - Principles in Action (a video 
about their retrofitting and age-friendly strategies) 

- �Cultivating Neighbourhoods That Care: A 
Manifesto for Change (a major multi-year, 
multi-country initiative to work towards 
international standards for smart, multi-
generational neighbourhoods and homes.)

•	 Future Spaces Foundation (a think tank supported 
by international architecture firm Make Architects.) 
Their Kinship in the City campaign has many 
echoes to Hey Neighbour and Happy Cities’ work.

Simon Fraser University supported the UK leg 
of this knowledge exchange tour with funding 
and Michelle Hoar will be reporting on learnings 
to SFU faculty and students in 2023.
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Making 
connections 
Vancouver Coastal Health sponsored the 
symposium and a number of their environmental 
and population health staff attended both days.

It is imperative to raise awareness that chronic 
loneliness and social isolation is a public health crisis, 
so deepening our relationship with staff from VCH and 
integrating them into the conversation was a very positive 
outcome. Furthermore, people who work in health 
authorities and the housing industry are typically siloed 
from each other, so we were glad to see connections 
made between these two sectors at the symposium.

Six months after the symposium, VCH recommended 
a $30,000 general support grant to Hey Neighbour 
Collective for the continuation of their work in this space.

Reciprocal knowledge sharing with 
National Institute on Ageing (NIA)

Discussions with NIA in the months leading up to the 
symposium were centred on securing a speaker but 
expanded over subsequent months to include a number 
of knowledge sharing meetings, which will be ongoing 
as the two groups (NIA and Hey Neighbour Collective) 
have discovered significant common ground to explore.

In October 2022, NIA collaborated with the NORC 
Innovation Centre (University Health Network / Open Labs) 
to release a major report that referenced Hey Neighbour 
Collective and its partners as having helped inform it: 

•	 It’s Time to Unleash the Power of Naturally 
Occurring Retirement Communities (NORCs): 
Recommendations developed by the National 
Institute on Ageing and NORC Innovation 
Centre for policymakers across Canada.

Deepening relationships and identifying opportunities 
with Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporate (CMHC)

Representatives of CMHC attended the symposium 
and are in discussion with Hey Neighbour and Happy 
Cities about potential funding to continue the cross-
sectoral work established at Living Together.

Happy Cities connected with City of Vancouver staff at 
the symposium who had read their article series about 
co-housing and co-op housing, leading to a guided tour 
for other city planners of Little Mountain Cohousing. 

SFU Urban Studies and Hey Neighbor Collective 
connected with professionals and community members 
to get their input - through table conversations and 
an online survey shared with each participant - on 
their SSHRC-funded project Knowledge Synthesis 
for the Emerging Asocial Society: Social Quality 
of Life in High-Density Built Environments.

The symposium provided an opportunity to orient 
new international postdoctoral researcher, 
Mohammadjavad Nouri, to SFU Vancouver and 
community as he participated in the logistics 
management of the two-day event.
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Student engagement
Living Together served as an invitation to 
many SFU students in the social sciences who 
also work in social policy and planning and 
housing professions to connect after a long 
COVID absence of such public events at SFU.  

This kick-started a number of connections between 
graduate students and alumni, who work in 
the fields relevant to housing and social policy. 
These are crucial value-added components of 
graduate education at SFU that many students 
have missed during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Two new graduate students in SFU Urban Studies, 
Tory Lawson and Ann Ball, who work in local 
housing and planning professions approached Meg 
Holden at Living Together because the symposium 
stimulated their thinking and allowed them to 
solidify their thesis research questions.

In this way, the event also served as proof of the 
opportunities to connect graduate level research 
to policy practice in matters of community 
relevance at Simon Fraser University. 

Media engagement 
Through Living Together, reporters and editors at The Tyee 
became aware of the organizing partners and reached 
out to Meg Holden to provide evidence to balance and 
contextualize comments made during the Vancouver 
mayoral race that were misrepresentative about the 
social well-being consequences of high-density housing. 

•	 Are Highrises Really Bad for Your Health? 
We took a closer look at an intriguing claim 
from a Vancouver mayoral candidate.
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SUPPORTING MEDIA
See SFU Public Square’s Living Together 
event page for speaker bios, agendas, session 
descriptions, videos, slides and resource lists

See Hey Neighbour Collective’s Living 
Together section for all above-mentioned 
content: https://www.heyneighbourcollective.
ca/topic/living-together-symposium/ 
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Expense Amounts

Accessibility $1,708.80

Honoraria and Speaker thank yous $4,070.00

Marketing, communications and design $1,233.28

Room Rental $0.00

A/V $0.00

Photographer $1,950.00

Catering $8,387.71

Supplies/Print Materials $250.33

HNC: staff time pre and during event $12,500.00

HNC: HNC: travel, accommodation and 
fees for non-Vancouver facilitator $3,750.00

HNC: Symposium documentation 
and post-event stories $2,500.00

HNC: web developer time on post-event 
online documentation & social media $500.00

Happy Cities staff day two session management 
& documentation (start to finish) $15,750.00

SFU PS Staff Costs*Onsite $5,000.00

SFU PS Staff Costs - Pre-event $5,000.00

TOTAL $60,100.12
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