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PEER REVIEWED

Insights into participation from an aging rural Canadian community

By Katherine Laycock, Wayne Caldwell, and Amanda Herbert

Abstract
Planners realize the importance 

of public participation, which we 

argue starts with an engaged 

community through connection and 

involvement. Research in Goderich, 

Ontario focused on perceptions of 

engagement strategies five years after 

a tornado strike through investigation 

revealing issues faced by many 

rural communities: aging, declining 

populations, and risks of disconnect 

or isolation. Findings expressed 

the cyclical relationship between 

community connection, community 

involvement, and satisfaction with 

involvement—all pivotal components 

to facilitate engaged communities and 

plans. We have two recommendations 

for planners to consider in their 

rural planning roles: encourage early 

engagement; consider alternative 

methods to incorporate diverse groups.

Sommaire
Les urbanistes reconnaissent 

l’importance de la participation 

citoyenne qui, selon nous, commence 

par une collectivité mobilisée par 

des réseaux de contacts et de 

collaboration. Une recherche menée 

à Goderich en Ontario a porté sur 

les perceptions des stratégies de 

mobilisation cinq ans après qu’une 

tornade ait frappé la région. On y a 

étudié divers facteurs aussi présents 

dans de nombreuses collectivités 

rurales dont le vieillissement, le déclin 

de la population, détachement et 

isolement. Les résultats ont révélé la 

relation cyclique entre les contacts 

communautaires, la participation 

aux activités de la collectivité et le 

degré de satisfaction qu’apporte 

cette participation. Ce sont là des 

éléments essentiels pour faciliter la 

mobilisation au sein des collectivités 

et l’élaboration de plans. Nous avons 

deux recommandations à l’intention 

des urbanistes qui souhaitent œuvrer 

en milieu rural, soit encourager la 

mobilisation précoce, puis envisager de 

solutions de rechange pour l’inclusion 

de groupes diversifiés.

Making a town  
a community:
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Introduction

Today, public participation is an accepted 

component of contemporary urban and rural 

planning; however, it frequently remains 

a concept that sounds great in theory but 

becomes complex and time consuming in 

practice (Brown & Chin, 2013; Burby, 2003; 

Forester, 2006; Hartman, 2012; Shipley &Utz, 

2012). This article discusses the particular 

needs of public engagement in rural Canada, 

drawing on findings from recent survey and 

interview research to show how planners 

can incorporate participation strategies that 

strengthen community connections.

once stricken community. Unexpectedly, 

although our research did not set out to 

focus on a particular age group, due to the 

demographic make-up of this community 

today, our results directly speak to an aging 

population. Engaging citizens can become 

more complicated in aging communities 

given issues with mobility, health, income, 

and, potentially, reduced connections to 

the community, all of which may hinder 

participation. This article begins with a short 

summary of the need for participation in 

planning before presenting our methods and 

a selection of key findings around connection, 

Participation and planning  

(A very brief history)

The planning profession originated as a way 

to improve health and urban2 living, yet the 

discussion of how to do that is still under 

constant contention. Original approaches 

were top-down and left leaving many, 

particularly those who have been historically 

marginalized and, often, most directly 

affected, without a voice in the process. 

This situation was particularly apparent in 

major slum demolitions and displacements 

in accordance with rational comprehensive 

planning. Over time, prevailing models 

gave way to more open, participatory, and 

interactive approaches, as planners attempted 

to identify and resolve systemic challenges 

around engaging the public and marginalized 

populations. Numerous issues have 

surfaced with respect to these challenges, 

particularly the time, costs, and complexities of 

incorporating public participation in planning 

responses (Brown & Chin, 2013; Burby, 2003; 

Forester,2006; Holden, 2012). 

Whether involving large- or small-scale 

projects, public participation issues linger 

when planners attempt to include individuals 

in plans but are not obliged to go beyond 

minimum consultation requirements. In 

some jurisdictions, such as Ontario (Shipley 

&Utz, 2012), this may amount to only one 

Figure 1 – Age Distribution of Survey Respondents

Note: This figure shows the age distribution of survey participants (n = 193) according to year of birth. The majority of respondents (n = 134) were 

50-years or older. Of the total number of survey participants (N = 194), one participant declined to answer.
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Making a town a community

It requires consideration of citizen  

connection and involvement to properly 

implement planning agendas with higher degrees  

of acceptance and benefit for the community.

Our case study explores the continuing role 

of community involvement and connection in 

Goderich, Ontario five years after the impact 

of an F31 tornado. Previous research has 

already addressed public engagement in 

the immediate aftermath of this exceptional, 

catastrophic event (Laycock et al., 2014). 

We wanted to see if and how time has 

affected perceptions of engagement for this 

involvement, and satisfaction from our 2016 

study. Our recommendations highlight how 

engagement in aging, rural communities 

should extend beyond traditional 

participatory planning methods. It requires 

consideration of citizen connection and 

involvement to properly implement planning 

agendas with higher degrees of acceptance 

and benefit for the community.
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public meeting. In addition, the process 

of evaluating public participation has 

come under great scrutiny over the years 

(Campbell & Marshall, 2002; Rowe &Frewer, 

2004), particularly whether evaluations 

should predominately focus on the process 

or outcomes of participation (Brown & Chin, 

2013; Hartmann, 2012;Rowe & Frewer, 

2000). There is another critical consideration 

to such dialogue – all of these investigations 

assume participation is desired by the public; 

but what of those who may have no desire 

to participate in planning processes (Shipley 

&Utz, 2012)? The case study presented here 

does not reflect that situation. Rather, it is a 

location where citizens actively participate.

Case study and methods

Goderich, a community of approximately 

7500 people, coined the ‘prettiest town 

in Canada,’ nestles beside Lake Huron in 

Southwestern Ontario. It is a tourist and 

retirement location for many. In 2011, an 

F3 tornado descended unexpectedly upon 

this community, taking one life and injuring 

40 individuals (Environment Canada, 2011). 

Numerous homes and businesses were 

destroyed or severely damaged and the 

downtown core, including the attractive 

town square park with its extensive tree 

canopy, was almost entirely devastated. 

The resulting $100 million CAD in damage 

required immediate response. The town 

quickly engaged The Planning Partnership 

in Toronto, to prepare plans to deal with the 

destruction – plans that focused, in a large 

part, on participatory processes.

In 2012, research conducted one year 

after the Goderich tornado examined 

capacity and vulnerability effects on 

community engagement after a disaster 

(Laycock et al., 2014). Initially, this small, 

rural community displayed a remarkable 

capacity for resilience and ability to 

transcend vulnerabilities during the 

restoration processes. However, one of 

the key findings of the 2012 study was that 

while the occurrence of a catastrophic event 

stimulated community engagement in the 

short term, participation was not sustainable 

over time (Laycock et al., 2014). 

Five years after the tornado, we returned 

to Goderich to study more long-term 

effects of a chance disaster on community 

engagement and connections. Our 2016 

study replicated the 2012 methodology, 

administering door-to-door surveys 

throughout the community and conducting 

survey respondents (n = 134) were 50 years 

or older (Figure 1); therefore, almost 70% of 

our findings are drawn from individuals from 

the upper spectrum of working Canadians 

and seniors (65+ years).

Analysis of the data revealed four 

important correlations related to 

connection and involvement rates. 

The first two deal with perceptions of 

connection to the community itself. Our 

sample suggests increased rates of 

involvement lead to increased feelings of 

community connection. Also, the longer 

individuals resided in Goderich, the more 

they expressed a community connection 

(Figure 2). From these relationships, 

we can assume longer residency in a 

community will produce stronger levels of 

connection, which can encourage greater 

Type of Correlation Variables Spearman 2-tailed Hypothesis Test Confidence Level 

A. Positive Perceptions of connection and 

rate of involvement

rho = 0.479 p <= 0.001

B. Positive Years in Goderich and 

perceptions of connection

rho = 0.188 p <= 0.009

C. Negative Age and satisfaction with 

involvement

rho = -0.248 p <= 0.001

D. Negative Age and hours of service rho = -0.24 p <= 0.05

Figure 2 – Cycle of Residency and Connection and Connection and Involvement

Note: The non-parametric Spearman correlation was used. A 2-tailed hypothesis test was conducted and significant correlation coefficients 

were accepted at the 0.01 level for a-b and at the 0.05 level for d. The Spearman parametric test was not used because variables were not 

normally distributed and were not presented in interval or ratio scales.

semi-structured interviews in the downtown 

square with a new random sample 

population. In total, 194 surveys were 

obtained and 10 semi-structured interviews 

completed3 in 2016. 

Key findings 

Goderich is an aging community, with a 

median age of 48.5 years, higher than the 

Canadian median age of 40.6 years(Statistics 

Canada, 2012a) and Ontario’s 39.8 years 

(Statistics Canada, 2012b). The majority of 

Increased individual connections, or  

sense of place, may be associated with 

levels of involvement in community activities, 

associations, and other forms of social capital.

rates of community involvement. These 

results correspond to place-making 

literature explaining how increased 

lengths of residency can intensify one’s 

sense of place or connection to a location 

(Silver & Grek-Martin, 2015). However, 

increased individual connections, or sense 

of place, may be associated with levels 

of involvement in community activities, 

associations, and other forms of social 

capital, as clearly demonstrated in the 

survey results we received. Therefore, 
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for this study group, not only did length 

of residency impact sense of place and 

connection, but the degree of community 

connection was also shown to impact 

levels of involvement. 

community engagement that expresses 

increased associations between education 

levels and employment and higher levels 

of community involvement by working 

individuals (Marzana et al., 2012).

residency, many might assume these findings 

would also extend to age. However, as 

revealed by our analysis, this is not always the 

case, particularly not during retirement years 

when many individuals may, by choice or 

necessity, change residency. Relocation could 

disrupt ties to a specific community especially 

when many of these connections are formed 

around familial obligations or employment  

(Li & Ferraro, 2006). This situation means new, 

older residents must often work even harder 

to become connected in a community, as aptly 

noted by one of the interviewees: “Well, I think 

because I came here as a newcomer to this 

town, and someone returning to this province 

from far away, it takes a long time. It takes 

some time to get to meet people. The older 

you are the longer it takes. You don’t have 

young children to pull you in, that’s for sure” 

(personal communication, S6, 2016). 

Recommendations

In light of these findings, our main 

recommendations, illustrated in Figure 3, 

are summarized below. 

Figure 3 – Planning to Facilitate Community Engagement 

Planning to

Facilitate

Community

Engagement

Regular public

information sessions

on development

projects

Stronger focus on

civic participation

through focus groups,

round tables, and

town hall meetings

Create unique forums

to encourage

community voice in

project development

and networks

Complement low-tech

methods with hightech

strategies

Accommodate diverse

community needs in

plans and planning

sessions
Provide ample

oppportunities to

involve different

community groups

including elderly,

youth, newcomers

Recruit community

individuals to invite

others to become

involved in planning

processes

Give citizens a

purpose to be

involved (it worked

during a disaster;  

it can work all  

the time!)

Making a town a community

Understanding the nature of  

an aging community upfront will  

assist planners to design alternative participation 

and engagement processes reflective of  

that community’s needs and circumstances. 

The remaining two correlations 

indicate a decline in satisfaction with 

involvement and hours committed to 

service organizations as age increases 

(Figure 2). This information corresponds 

with research on the complex trend of 

aging communities and resulting issues 

of mobility, health, and social obligation 

(Becchetti et al., 2012; Li & Ferraro, 2006). 

Our findings may also reflect literature on 

As some individuals age, they may struggle 

to be as involved as they would like to be, 

impeded by various factors, such as poorer 

health and reduced mobility. This can result 

in fewer overall participation hours and 

lead to dissatisfaction with one’s level of 

contribution4(Laycock et al., 2014; McLeman, 

2010). Evaluated against the definite 

associations we found between increased 

feelings of connection and increased 
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a. Plant seeds of involvement.

 Aging individuals frequently no longer have 

many of the lifecycle components, such as 

children and employment (Li & Ferraro, 

2006; Marzana et al., 2012), to tie them 

to a community. This challenges aging 

populations to work substantially harder 

to remain or become involved. Another 

dimension to this comes from literature 

on exclusion, which asserts the degree 

individuals will push to regain inclusion, 

after being excluded, is based on their 

feelings of self-power (Narayanan et al., 

2013). Consequently, individuals who view 

themselves as less powerful may be more 

reluctant to get involved or express their 

views, and less likely to strive for inclusion. 

This may be especially true in a tight-knit 

or smaller community where the elderly 

or newcomers may feel excluded, as we 

observed in our research. Nonetheless, 

based on our study results, we contend that 

planners who foster inclusivity from the 

start may restore or enhance connections 

leading to higher participation rates by all 

segments of the community. This, in turn, 

may lead to greater community feelings 

of satisfaction from being involved and a 

stronger sense of place connection. 

  Understanding the nature of an aging 

community upfront will assist planners 

to design alternative participation and 

engagement processes reflective of that 

community’s needs and circumstances. 

This is a critical consideration for 

retirement locations, where the ability 

to forge stronger connections that often 

comes from longer-term residency may 

not always occur. As we found in Goderich, 

some community members chose to 

relocate to this smaller, rural area 

specifically for their retirement years

  While a traditional planner’s role 

does not involve directly motivating 

involvement, the tools planners use to 

draw the community into plans can be 

easily adjusted to accommodate the 

needs of aging communities. Stronger 

focus on participation in focus groups, 

round tables and other forums, regular 

public information sessions, to name 

a few, can create a more comfortable 

environment that may entice greater 

involvement. Additionally, bringing plans 

to the community, by way of offering some 

of these sessions in facilities close to 

retirement complexes or in key settings, is 

another way to nurture participation. 

  Creating informal networking 

opportunities is another means of 

increasing community involvement and 

connections. This can be as simple as 

recruiting volunteers to function as social 

connectors who exchange ideas with 

community groups and individuals that 

may be less likely to become engaged 

or connect on their own. Of course, this 

strategy would be used with the upmost 

care to ensure involvement is not forced 

upon uninterested individuals or groups.

sense of connection to that community. 

Forming opportunities for engagement 

early on, prior to large planning projects 

for instance, could be very useful in the 

context of progressive planning to ensure a 

stronger feeling of inclusion (Kaza, 2006). 

b. Accommodate diverse needs.

 Even though the 2012 Goderich study 

found that disaster does not lead to 

sustained civic engagement (Laycock 

et al., 2014), our recommendations 

to accommodate the diverse needs of 

rural communities come from some 

window-of-opportunity initiatives the 

We see the planner’s role as a facilitator, 

engaging through creative advertising 

mechanisms that raise awareness and interest, 

and providing a suitable climate within which 

individuals will become more involved.

  By no means are we suggesting 

planners take up specific community 

service or campaigning. Rather, we 

see the planner’s role as a facilitator, 

engaging through creative advertising 

mechanisms that raise awareness and 

interest, and providing a suitable climate 

within which individuals will become more 

involved. Advertising planning events 

should extend beyond the more traditional 

locations to places frequented by the 

entire community: stores, hospitals, and 

service areas, and draw on mixed media 

strategies and platforms.

  The fundamental idea behind 

encouraging involvement is to bring the 

community to the plans, so to speak. 

This early introduction may produce 

stronger connections to the community 

by building upon feelings of social 

inclusion and ownership, which can 

enhance planning processes, from 

preparation to implementation (Burby, 

2003; Forester, 2006; Holder, 2012). 

Planners need to be aware of how 

planting seeds of engagement prior to 

action can assist participatory planning 

processes. According to our findings, a 

more involved community feels a higher 

community undertook post-disaster. 

It attempted to keep the entire town 

informed in the immediate aftermath of 

the tornado and throughout rebuilding 

processes through town hall meetings, 

social media updates, and restoration 

plans that ensured key neighbourhood 

characteristics vital to the community 

were not lost during the rebuilding 

process. To accommodate its aging 

population, the community also planned 

door-to-door check-ins immediately 

after the tornado. This simple act was 

mostly geared toward individuals whose 

health or reduced mobility prevented 

them from keeping up-to-date on the 

reconstruction processes or, later, from 

participating in more overt community 

responses. Incorporating additional 

forms of inclusion and concern has been 

noted in the literature as a useful method 

for increasing participation (Kaza, 2006). 

The town also provided key updates 

to individuals lacking social media 

devices or skills. Planners could take a 

lesson from such personal touches in 

relaying large- or small-scale plans to 

the community. High-tech methods to 

engage those connected to the online 
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world (Brabham, 2009; Kleinhans et al., 

2015) could complement low-tech town 

halls, forums, meetings, and school 

programs, all strategies Goderich 

successfully integrated post-disaster 

2011 but easily effective in daily planning 

as well. Additionally, today’s appreciation 

of inclusivity should extend to community 

members whose participation and 

perceptions of connection may be 

reduced because of any age, physical, 

or developmental challenges. Plans to 

accommodate diversity should naturally 

include the information sharing and 

planning processes themselves.

Conclusion 

For the rural community of Goderich, the 

disastrous event of 2011 is integral to its 

back-story; yet, it is not this event that 

defines the town. Like so many rural, 

Canadian communities, Goderich is aging. 

But unlike many of these communities, the 

town continues to display a propensity to 

endure. Its citizenry remains engaged and 

echoes sentiments of satisfaction with its 

efforts of involvement. As Becchetti et al. 

(2012) noted, growing a community’s level 

of satisfaction with involvement may lead to 

members remaining involved in community 

activities. Importantly also, the strength 

from these engaged networks can build 

community resilience when it is most needed 

– in times of extreme stresses, as was 

witnessed in Goderich in 2011. 

We often debate what the role of a planner 

is today. Our hope is that planners continue 

to make communities healthier, functional, 

and more enjoyable for their citizens. A 

major part of that is creating a strong 

sense of place for community members 

through opportunities for involvement and 

connection. This is particularly important 

in aging communities. As planners, we 

appreciate the importance of participation 

in planning processes. However, we hope 

planners will take away the importance of 

using alternative methods to encourage 

involvement and connection to the 

community, particularly in aging and rural 

communities. This is an integral role to 

augment the many hats they currently 

wear. Not only will this assist with potential 

plan implementation down the road, it 

will also produce stronger communities 

as societal stresses, like those connected 

with aging and rural populations, challenge 

communities everywhere.
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(Endnotes)
1  Although the Enhanced Fujita Scale with 

28 damage indicators carries a higher 

degree of reliability, for the purpose of 

this study we use the original Fujita Scale 

to remain consistent with both reports of 

the tornado in 2011 and the original study 

conducted in 2012. 
2 As a point of interest, in Canada many 

planning issues were initially rural and 

small town. In fact, the first planning text 

was Thomas Adams’ Rural Planning and 

Development (Caldwell, 2011). 
3 The surveys have a +- 7% sampling error 

and have similar distribution variances 

based on age, education, and length of 

residency in Goderich. 
4  It should be noted: the 2012 study found 

age did not impact the ability to join 

in relief efforts; in fact, 50% of elderly 

respondents participated in some way 

after the tornado strike (Laycock et al., 

2014). It could be surmised that the 

external factor of disaster prompted  

this response. 
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