
HOUSING THAT CONNECTS US



I am privileged as a settler to live, raise a family 

and work within the unceded, stolen territories of 

the xʷməθkʷəy̓əm (Musqueam), 

Sḵwx̱wú7mesh (Squamish), and 

səlilwətaɬ (Tsleil-Waututh) Nations.



z

Q: Who’s in the room?

Q: What brought you here? 



Collective impact is a network of community members, organizations, and 
institutions who advance equity by learning together, aligning, and 
integrating their actions to achieve population and systems level change.



VISION
A future where more of Canadaʼs 

multi-unit housing communities are 
socially connected, age-friendly, neighbourly, 

health-promoting and resilient.  

PRINCIPLES



“Being socially connected in meaningful ways 
is actually key to human health and survival.”

Dr. Julianne Holt-Lunstad

Chronic loneliness and social isolation can be as 
damaging to health as smoking 15 cigarettes a day and 
increases risk of premature death by as much as 50%.

Strong social connections and supports are protective 
for physical and mental health and against cognitive 
decline.

https://www.julianneholtlunstad.com/15-cigarettes

https://www.julianneholtlunstad.com/15-cigarettes


Why are social connections with your 
neighbours important?

• Higher levels of happiness, well-being and life satisfaction

• More likely to give and accept help in a crisis 

• Deeper localized sense of belonging

• More likely to volunteer, vote and otherwise engage in 
strengthening civil society

• CHILDREN: twice as likely to engage in daily outdoor play

• YOUTH: better mental and physical health, enhanced 
feelings of safety and self-esteem, and less risky and 
violent behaviour

• OLDER ADULTS: decreased loneliness, increased 
self-reported health, lower risk of mortality

https://www.heyneighbourcollective.ca/2022/06/how-social-connectedness-between-neighbours-supports-health-wellbeing/ 

https://www.heyneighbourcollective.ca/2022/06/how-social-connectedness-between-neighbours-supports-health-wellbeing/


POLYCRISIS: 
A time of great disagreement, confusion, or 
suffering that is caused by many different 
problems happening at the same time so that 
they together have a very big effect (Cambridge 
dictionary)

MULTISOLVING: 
When people work together across sectors to 
address multiple problems with one policy or 
investment (Multisolving Institute)
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Q: Are loneliness and social 
isolation issues your 

organization is addressing?

Q: If so, how?



If we took seriously the idea that 
housing is essential infrastructure 
(health, economic, safety, social), 
how might it shift our 
policy making and resource flows?



4.1.8: Member jurisdictions will adopt 
regional context statements that…

c) Identify policies and actions that 
contribute to the following outcomes:

vi) Increased social connectedness in 
multi-unit housing

February 2023

“The desire for socially connected, cohesive communities is included in all the broad 
community plans. 

But that vision gets filtered out as you build something because itʼs not mandated in 
actual development processes.”

— Workshop participant (architect) 

September 
2021



Cities of Burnaby, 
New 
Westminster, 
North Vancouver, 
Surrey, 
Vancouver & 
Tsawwassen First 
Nation

Building Social Connections (July 2023 – Aug 2024)

• Phase 1: Measuring the impact of the City of North 
Vancouverʼs Active Design Guidelines

• Phase 2: Co-creating housing design policies to 
support wellbeing in multi-unit housing
 

• Phase 3: Developing the Building Social 
Connections policy and design toolkit

Housing That Connects Us (July 2024 - June 2026)

• National toolkit dissemination 
• Online trainings
• Cross-sectoral gatherings
• Building tours
• Case studies & more



New Buildings

Existing Buildings

Market

Non-Market

Full retrofits

Supporting 
programming and 

partnership innovations

How might policy & practice ʻIncrease social connectedness in multi-unit housingʼ?

Retaining affordability /
 acquisitions

Building improvements



Happy  Cities 
Madeleine Hebert, 
Senior Housing Specialist



The built environment significantly impacts 
our wellbeing and social connections. 

Our homes, buildings, and neighbourhoods 
are a social ecosystem. 



Without affordable housing 
choices that provide secure 
tenure, all of these other 
wellbeing goals cannot be 
achieved!
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Image: Happy Cities

Spectrum of neighbourly interactions

Spontaneous 
encounters

Repeated 
encounters

Doing things 
together

Forming 
friendships

Mutual 
support

Building design
Buildings can be designed to 
encourage residents to bump 
into each other and linger in 
common spaces

Building design & programming
Social programming can help residents 
make the jump from acquaintances to 
meaningful relationships. The design of 
physical spaces facilitates successful 
programming. 



Frequent connections with neighbours

1 in 4
Lobbies, corridors, 

near elevators

1 in 5
Outside the 

building

1 in 10
Common outdoor 

spaces

1 in 10
Parkade

*Results from North Vancouver survey conducted by HNC, Happy Cities, and SFU
Images (right to left): Lakeside Seniors Housing & Mason West, David Baker Architects; Capitol Hill Cohousing, Grace Kim; Little Mountain 
Cohousing



Access to amenity spaces is 
associated with…

*Results based on results from My Home, My Neighbourhood 2023 survey conducted by Happy Cities

Higher 
likeliness of 

knowing
neighbours Better overall 

social 
connections 

Greater 
willingness to 

ask neighbours 
for help

Feeling less 
lonely



Building the case for 
wellbeing-focused design



Introducing the Building Social 
Connections Toolbox! 
This toolkit is for anyone interested in 
or working in housing, community 
planning, and development, including: 

● Planners and planning consultants
● Architects and designers
● Market and non-market housing 

developers and operators
● All levels of government involved in 

housing
● Individual residents and 

community advocates



Design toolboxes

Social building edges

● Transition zones
● Building 

entrances
● Publicly 

accessible spaces

Social amenities

● Indoor amenities
● Outdoor 

amenities
● Bicycle spaces

Social circulation

● Lobbies
● Corridors
● Nooks
● Stairs

Social homes

● Entryways
● Private homes 
● Balconies



Design 
principles

Location Invitation

Activatio
n Inclusion

Transitio n Evolution



Image: Mary Anne’s Place, Placemaker CommunitiesImage: Vindmollebakken Housing - Helen & Hard

Courtyard 
buildings

Integrated 
public spaces

Mixed-use 
communities

Thoughtful 
placement of 

amenities

Locatio
n



Image: Mason on Mariposa, David Baker Architects

Distinctive, 
covered, 
visible 

entrance

Co-location 
of amenity 

spaces 
near 

entries
Lighting and 
placemaking 

features

Places to 
pause & 
interact

Invitatio
n



Image: Station Center Family Housing, David Baker Architects

Indoor-outdoor 
connection to 
courtyard

Community 
gardens

Informal play 
area with public 
art

Visual 
connections to 
the courtyard

Direct access to 
the laundry room

Activatio
n



Image: Lakeside Senior Apartment, David Baker Architects

Resident 
created 
artwork

Natural 
light in 

corridors

Enhanced 
accessibility 

features & wide 
corridors

Community 
notice 
board

Social nook 
near 

elevator

Inclusio
n



Image: Lakeside Seniors Apartment, David Baker Architects Image: Our Urban Village Cohousing

Active 
edges with 

stoops

Landscaping & 
architectural 
elements for 

transition

Natural light, 
acoustics

Flexible, 
accessible, and 

functional 
layouts

Transitio
n



Image: Driftwood Village Cohousing, North VancouverImage: Driftwood Village Cohousing, North Vancouver

Workshop with 
shared tools

Kids activity 
room

Evolutio
n



Implementation 



● You must have xx square feet/ metres of amenity 
space

● Additional guidelines that aren’t mandatory 
(Sometimes with unclear or outdated wording 

● Variable design outcomes (good and bad) 

Current regulation for amenity space…



Local precedent policies
City of North Vancouver Active 

Design Guidelines (2015)
City of Port Moody Social Wellbeing 

Design Guidelines (2024)



1 | Site layout & 
use

2 | Prominent 
entrances and 
active transitions

3 | Purposeful 
parking

4 | Social 
circulation

5 | Shared 
amenity spaces

6 | Best practices 
in programming 
and policy

Port Moody Guidelines



1.1 Low-rise 
courtyards
Incentive: Developers 
who comply with the 
criteria in 1.1 can receive 

an FAR 
subtraction from 
the overall 
project floor 
area equal to 1.0 
times the 
courtyard area. 
City staff may also 
consider setback 
reductions or an 
additional storey on a 
case-by-case basis.



FSR exclusion FSR subtraction Parking 
reductions

Included in 
Sustainability 
Report card

4.3 Social nooks 1.1 Low-rise courtyard
1.2 Mid-rise and podium 
courtyards
4.1 Lobbies for lingering
4.2 Active stairways within a 
lobby area 
5.1 Diverse amenity spaces 
5.2 Shared storage areas
5.3 Universal washrooms

3.1 Diverse bicycle storage 
3.3 Designated bicycle 
circulation

1.3 Privately owned publicly 
accessible spaces
1.4 Locating family-friendly 
units
2.1 Distinctive entrances
2.2 Sheltered entrances
2.3 Accessible entrances
2.4 Transition from public to 
private
2.5 Animating transition 
spaces
3.2 Parkade visuals
4.4 Entryway transitions
4.5 Exposure at unit 
entrances

Port Moody - Incentives



North Vancouver Active Design 
Guidelines
● Encourage physical activity 

and social interaction 
through design

● Adopted by CNV in 2015
● Incentive-based guidelines 



North Van post-occupancy studies

The Victoria The Bowline Origin by Anthem

Driftwood Village 
Cohousing

Quayside Village 
Cohousing



Advocacy & 
education
Highlighting positive 
examples. Engaging across 
the housing industry and 
across silos. 

Building the 
business case
Developing metrics and 
collecting evidence to support 
solutions for new and existing 
communities.

Removing 
barriers
Updating and aligning local 
policy and funding criteria. 
Providing incentives for 
innovators and adopters.

Making sociable design the standard 
Integrate sociable and inclusive design concepts into 

pre-approved designs and local, regional, provincial and national 
guidelines and policies. 

Taking action



z

Q: Think about a time when the 
design of the built environment 

served as an invitation to 
connect. What were the qualities 

of the space?



Q: In your experience, how 
widespread is the appetite for 

inclusive, sociable design in the 
development and planner 

sectors, or from 
funders/financers?



Q: As we work through 
implementation with 

jurisdictions, what should we 
bring back to conversations? 



Questions?
madeleine@happycities.com

mhoar@sfu.ca

mailto:madeleine@happycities.com



