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Abstract
Many cities in the U.S. are facing a challenge of addressing growing portfolios of vacant
lots with limited resources. Increasingly, cities are recognizing that the issue is not going away
on its own and interventions to date have not resulted in sustained improvements. Vacant land is
a complex issue and is both a cause and symptom of many negative conditions on the ground.
But vacant land can also be an opportunity to have positive outcomes; it simply depends on how
it is viewed. Currently, the topic of vacant land and lots is an objective one, an understanding
simply of the current state and what led us there, rather than the potential that comes with it.
Reconceptualizing vacant land as a system may help communities recognize critical intervention
points. This research is an inclusive exploration of a contextual understanding of vacant land in
real-time. Individual interviews provided data for the development of an initial systems model
and collective focus groups further refined that model using a systems mapping technique, the
results incorporated into a final system model. The process and its results were evaluated by
participants which included who would benefit from using this information to help refine
interventions. This research seeks to answer a series of questions about the contextual
understanding of vacant land in a specific place at a specific time, ultimately resulting in a
collectively creating defining system as well as highlighting the differences in those perspectives
as compared to backgrounds and social position of participants. It also pilots a methodology in
which cities can re-examine the issue in their own specific political, financial, and capacityrelated context as a foundation to future planning. The findings in Buffalo demonstrate the
highly personal nature of vacant land and those who are affected by it.
Keywords: vacant land, community development, systems thinking, systems theory,
wicked problems, systems mapping, resident inclusion
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Approximately 15%, or more than 9 million acres, of U.S. cities consist of vacant land
(Bowman & Pagano, 2004). In this work, a vacant lot is a parcel of land in an urban context that
likely had a previous use but now sits empty and unutilized; it is often poorly maintained and in a
state of blight (O’Keefe et al., 2020). Because vacant land contributes to urban blight, the
sociological process where a previously functioning city falls into disrepair and decay (Wong,
2017), vacant land is often considered as a negative - a barrier to investment, a reminder of better
days, an eyesore that interrupts the fabric of a community (Mallach, 2018a). These lands often
have complicated legal and financial statuses, compounded by the fact that these properties have
often been abandoned by their legal owner (Buffone et al., 2009), which can prevent investments
and action that could reclaim the land for contributive purposes (Goldstein et al., 2001), resulting
in a cycle of disinvestment and lack of regular maintenance. This means that not only is the land
not useful or functional but that it also actively detracts from a community, creating a burden as a
result of its negative physical condition, also known as blight (Berkman, 1956; de Leon &
Schilling, 2017).
Vacant land is especially prevalent in shrinking cities, cities with an industrial past and
now declining populations with limited tax bases (Lee et al., 2018), such as the Rust Belt cities
of the Midwest. With property inventories shifting to higher ratios of vacant lots over structures,
cities are having to address vacant land more directly despite lacking the resources and capacity
to meet this need (O’Keefe et al., 2020). Even after years of interventions, these cities are still
facing the growing challenge, leading many to seek new programs and policies to do so. The lack
of sustainable, long-term investment and limited progress suggests that perhaps we are missing
something that would encourage a deeper commitment and higher prioritization of the issue. By
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engaging a systems-based, integrative approach, we will be able to gain a deeper and more
nuanced understanding of vacant land and identify areas for intervention that may have been
overlooked in previously narrow approaches. Additionally, a systems perspective will help to
note connections between seemingly unconnected outcomes and help bring awareness to the
potential of unintended consequences.
While vacant land has been studied as an objective and often transactional phenomenon
and its relation and impact to various social, economic, and environmental concerns, it is not
presented as an integrated framework. The components and connections have been identified and
for the most part broadly accepted, despite not being universally standard, but how these show
up in a city is specific and contextual. What is missing is a method for identifying the unique
relationship of these components and to prioritize them based on a diverse stakeholder
exploration. By assisting cities in determining their unique system makeup, there may be a
renewed opportunity to build broader support for the work and to identify areas that may be the
catalyst for change.
This study reexamines the understanding of the real effect vacant land has on people to
reconceptualize vacant land as an integrated system and identify the components that may
become effective trigger points. Through the inclusion of multiple stakeholder perspectives on
the topic of vacant land, a more robust picture can be formed. Varied life experiences and current
roles mean that individuals perceive and experience and acknowledge vacant land in different
ways, providing a deeper context of the issue at large. Collecting, organizing and sharing these
diverse responses and finding relationships between them will bring new voices into the
conversation and help inform new interventions.
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Background of the Study
The literature on vacant land generally falls into one of three categories. The first
includes studies that explore the causes and challenges of vacant land. The second area of
research explores correlation between the existence of (but also the reclamation of) vacant land
and a specific issue, examining this through a disciplinary lens. In this body of literature, vacant
land is examined as a multi-disciplinary topic (i.e., different studies focusing on particular
disciplines) rather than in an integrated manner. In general, the documentation presents as
individual slices of the overall conversation rather than a comprehensive look at the implications
and potential for advancement in a transdisciplinary way. The remaining category includes
studies that examine specific strategies; these are often evaluative efforts gauging the success or
consequence of specific programs and policies.
In many cities, especially those in the Rust Belt region, increases in the number of
abandoned vacant lots have been linked to population loss (Rieniets, 2009), deindustrialization
(Németh & Langhorst, 2014b), local economic crises (Johnson et al., 2014; Ryan, 2012a), and
suburbanization (Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2012). Population changes also have a large impact
on economic activity and are subsequently connected to housing stock and market conditions
(Johnson et al., 2014), which have all, in turn, been linked to increases in vacant structures
(Heckert & Mennis, 2012). As the number of vacant structures increases, it become more likely
that those properties will not receive necessary maintenance and may eventually get demolished,
resulting in more vacant lots. At the same time, community wealth and land values can drop
(Németh & Langhorst, 2014b), making it more likely that those parcels will remain vacant.
Vacant land has direct implications for a variety of community challenges; it also has
indirect effects on many community issues (de Leon & Schilling, 2017). Vacant land (and
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structures) not only drain value and reduce revenue; they also require government action, and
thereby increase the cost, to address them (Berkman, 1956). Urban vacant land is often tax
delinquent and unmaintained; this level of abandonment imposes a significant burden on local
economies and fiscal health. They increase the need for fire safety and police services, code
enforcement, property maintenance, and demolition while detracting from the quality of life and
the value of surrounding properties (Branas et al., 2018; de Leon & Schilling, 2017). Literature
also highlights direct correlations of the presence of blighted vacant land to ecological issues
(Kondo et al., 2016; Kondo et al., 2018), health and well-being (de Leon & Schilling, 2017;
Garvin et al., 2013), equity (Buffone et al., 2009; de Leon & Schilling, 2017); economics
(Goldstein et al., 2001), and crime (Branas et al., 2018).
While examining vacant land within multiple disciplines has yielded insight for
communities and practitioners related to the potential impact of specific interventions on a
particular aspect of community, these efforts have not yet resulted in comprehensive solutions at
scale across an entire city, as evident from its persistence in urban U.S. communities (Bowman
& Pagano, 2004). One concern with such a narrow focus is that interventions to improve vacant
land, and subsequently quality of life, may lead to gentrification and the unintended
displacement of residents (Branas et al., 2011). For example, if a municipality increases taxes to
recoup years of lost revenue, they may inadvertently price out current residents causing more to
leave and resulting in more vacancy (Branas et al., 2018).
There are many documented strategies for reclaiming and reducing vacant land, however,
many of these interventions are implemented with an intent to achieve a parallel outcome and
uses vacant land as a mechanism to do so. In this way, the approach many take toward
addressing vacant land is to identify another outcome in which vacant land may contribute rather
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than addressing the reasons vacant land emerged in the first place. For example, increasing the
number of community gardens in places where healthy food access is limited, building new
homes on vacant land to address affordable housing shortages, or making investments in green
infrastructure on vacant land in areas prone to flooding are all ways in which vacant land can
help address other community issues (G. Kim et al., 2018; Pothukuchi, 2018). Many of these
interventions are designed to make use of existing vacant land to mitigate the many negative
impacts of unmanaged vacant land but are not necessarily addressing root causes. The attempt to
reduce the number of vacant lots by focusing on repurposing them ignores the fact that more
vacant lots can still be created. Ultimately, this means solutions are being developed for moving
targets, or the individual lots that are being repurposed, which is not efficient nor ultimately
effective in ‘solving’ the vacant land challenge. Additionally, much of the work that examines
the outcomes of policies that are intended to decrease the number of vacant parcels exists in the
field of practice as local, professionally crafted reports by individual organizations rather than
through academic or peer-reviewed research.
Due to its connection to many critical development and ecological issues, vacant land has
the potential to be a catalyst for many broader community development and regeneration efforts
(G. Kim, 2016a). Therefore, vacant land can be viewed as a potential asset and opportunity in
addition to being an impediment to growth and stability (Brodsky, 2016). As a result, there is no
single path toward improvement across the various disciplines, but rather a need for
interdisciplinary understanding and collaboration. A stronger understanding of vacant land as a
system within the community development practice may help achieve scale and replication that
has been lacking to date. The goal is ultimately to make the case for vacant land to be more
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widely recognized, and therefore invested in, as an integral component of sustainable community
development.
Problem Statement
In a 2019 national survey of community organizations that actively work to reclaim
vacant property across the U.S., nearly two thirds reported the number of vacant lots in their
community is growing (O’Keefe et al., 2020), while simultaneously acknowledging that budgets
for vacant land work has not increased at the same pace. In short, cities are losing resources but
gaining problems. Despite years of (limited) investment, creative problem-solving, and
community effort, cities still struggle to ‘solve’ the vacant land problem in communities (G. Kim
et al., 2020). This study aims to explicitly describe the interconnected issue areas that are
implicitly understood by practitioners. Not only naming but prioritizing and understanding the
relationships in a way that assembles the identified components into a logical system of
importance helps to inform future actions. To accomplish this, the inclusion of community
voices previously missing from the conversation are sought out and help shape the contextual
understanding of the effect of vacant land and how it can be recognized as a system of
interconnected components. This combination of experience and expertise can result in a more
locally applicable understanding of vacant land and lead to community solutions.
This combined approach to input and engagement has already been acknowledged as the
societal demand for increased stakeholder inclusion in the policy processes has arisen (Block,
2009; Dooris & Heritage, 2013; Florin & Wandersman, 1990; Heartfield, 2006; Kretzmann &
McKnight, 1993; Lowe & Thaden, 2016; Rupp et al., 2020). These include increased societal
demand for the transparency and inclusivity of stakeholders in decision-making processes
regarding policy development. The consideration that a broader range of expertise in assessing
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different policy options may lead to better outcome (Fischer et al., 2014). The term stakeholders
may include individuals with expertise and/or lived experience in a particular policy domain,
representatives of societal groups with an interest in an area affected by policy development, or
the general public. The term stakeholder involvement thus includes individuals or organizations
who perceive that they have a stake in the policy issue under consideration, and who may be
impacted by a specific policy (Alexander & Lewis, 2014; Rowe & Frewer, 2000). Thomas and
Buckmaster (2013) further acknowledges this combination through their defined terms ‘technical
expertise’ and ‘social expertise.’
Shrinking Cities in the Rust Belt
Although urban shrinkage is not a new phenomenon (Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2012;
Ryan, 2012b; Safransky, 2017; Weaver, 2017), some cities are unable to curtail the decline in
populations and subsequently struggle to effectively address the increasing quantity of vacant
and abandoned properties. Shrinking cities are often noted as having significant and sustained
population loss, often 25% or greater over the past 40 years, which is directly correlated with an
increased number of vacant and abandoned residential, commercial, and industrial properties
(Schilling & Logan, 2008).
Rust Belt is the term for the Midwest and Great Lakes regions of the U.S. that
experienced industrial decline around 1980 as shown in Figure 1. It roughly covers Michigan,
Wisconsin, Indiana, Illinois, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and New York, as well as states in New
England (Mahaney, 2020; Ryan, 2012b). The ‘rust’ in Rust Belt refers to the economic decline,
urban decay, and population loss of a region or city due to their shrinking of its once-powerful
industrial sector (Rust Belt Cities 2022, 2022) . The deindustrialization of this region, and around
the United States, can be traced back to the advancements in automation, the transfer of many
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manufacturing jobs and processes overseas, and the decline of the U.S. coal and steel industries
especially in this area. New England in particular was significantly affected during this period;
despite once being known as the industrial heartland of America. Some cities managed to adapt
their industries to the change by shifting their focus to high-tech industries; however, those who
have not continue to face an overall decline in industry, population loss from out-migration, and
unemployment (Schilling & Logan, 2008).

Figure 1 Map of Rust Belt Region and Lower 48 States. Data sourced from Statistics Canada, OCHA, and
U.S. Census

The relationship between population loss and vacant property increases is reciprocal, and
thus, it is logical that the Rust Belt is filled with shrinking cities. These cities, while differing in
their unique journeys from boom to bust and back to a stable economy, they share similar
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characteristics in context. It is for this reason that Buffalo provides an excellent case to study as
the findings will have some sense of familiarity with other like cities (Goldman, 2007).
Located on the eastern edges of Lake Erie, the City of Buffalo experienced significant
growth during the 1800s. When the Erie Canal was constructed, it facilitated travel from the east
westward and this influx of heavy traffic generated the development of the Buffalo Harbor on
Lake Erie. Trade and transportation through Lake Erie and Lake Ontario ensured Buffalo’s
position as the “Gateway to the West” (Mule, n.d.). Wheat and grain produced in the Midwest
traveled to Buffalo and were processed at what became the largest grain port in the world for a
time. Thousands in the Buffalo area were employed by the grain industries as well as the steel
industries. Established as a significant port for trade, Buffalo also became one of the country’s
largest railroad centers. Today, Buffalo is considered one of the few former Rust Belt cities that
has diversified its industry over time to help improve its economic outlook, such as transitioning
to service and information economies. By shifting to innovation-based economies, former Rush
Belt cities have the possibility of not only boosting their economies but also seeing their first
increase in population in years (Goldman, 2007).
Purpose of the Study
This study is being undertaken with the intention of bringing attention to the topic of
vacant land in community development conversations where it is currently examined through a
narrow disciplinary lens, which lessens its importance. Perhaps a refreshed look that brings new
perspective will shape a more robust understanding of the problem which may in turn lead the
sector to more uniquely applicable and effective solutions. Looking at the components in a
comprehensive manner can encourage decision makers to broaden their approach, bring in
additional capacity with whom to collaborate from areas not previously included. Dissecting an
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issue into individual components has resulted in new knowledge but how those components
function with and because of each other is critical to seeing a bigger picture. This study yields
data from individuals that would not generally be included in long-term policy decision-making
processes and allows for responses based on lived experience to have as much weight as those
based on professional expertise.
Research Question(s) and Hypotheses
This research explores the question: “How can cities re-conceptualize vacant land as a
transdisciplinary system to better inform the community planning and development practice as
theorized from the experience of varied and diverse stakeholders?”
The main objectives of the research are:
1. To understand the meaning and importance of vacant land through the lens of various
stakeholder groups affected by the issue.
2. To identify a process that will assist cities in uniformly assessing their collective
understanding of the problem.
3. To capture a comprehensive understanding of vacant land in the context of place at a
specific time.
I have chosen a case study approach; the research process is conducted in real time (i.e.,
while the case study community is grappling with the issue) in a specific geographic context.
Additional sub questions will yield answers that may inform current and future policy and
program interventions within the case city. Questions that will be answered through this process
specifically are:
-

What are the critical components within a vacant land system as explored in
Buffalo, NY?
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-

What is the hierarchy and relationship of acknowledged components?

-

How is an individual’s understanding of vacant land shaped by their background
and experience in a community?

Theoretical Framework
Wicked problem was a term introduced in 1973 by design theorists, Horst Rittel and
Melvin Webber. They sought to draw attention to the complexities and challenges of addressing
planning and social policy problems (Rittel & Webber, 1973). Wicked problems in a planning
context lack clarity in both their goals and solutions, complicated by the fact they are subject to
real-world constraints that prevent repeated, risk-free attempts at testing solutions.
Vacant land can be considered a wicked problem given its ability to meet the
characteristics as described by Rittel and Webber as noted below. Firstly, vacant land, like all
wicked problems, cannot be described with a common formula; within a municipal or zoning
context, vacant land may simply refer to land without a structure, which may ignore productive
or even active uses of the land such as community gardening, parklets and rain gardens. This also
implies there is no universal solution to the challenges that arise from vacant land because of the
complexity caused by the high number of unknown variables and relationships between them.
The behavior of these problems is unpredictable as is the impact they have on current society.
Similarly, vacant land has fuzzy boundaries that connect to other problems (Flemm, 2020). There
is no way we can determine a clearly defined single root cause for these problems; it is instead
the unique combinations of components that arise from the context of time, place, and
participation. For this reason, it is logical to say there is not one but many root causes.
The concept of wicked problems can be defined through several characteristics. Every
wicked problem is essentially unique and may instead be a symptom of another problem or have
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multiple explanations for its cause (Head & Alford, 2015; Kreuter et al., 2004; Peters, 2017). Not
only are they difficult to define, but there is also actually no definite formulation and they have
no stopping rule. Potential solutions for wicked problems cannot be true or false, though they can
be assessed as being ‘good’ or ‘bad’ as determined by the effects of the intervention. In addition
to there not being an immediate or final test for perfect solutions, attempts at new solutions and
interventions may have irreversible effects (Peters, 2017). There is also a consistent
acknowledgement in the literature that wicked problems involve multiple actors and are socially
and politically complex. As a result, wicked problems evoke the idea that time is running out,
while there is no central authority responsible for finding solutions (Peters, 2017).
Often, applied solutions lead to other problems otherwise known as unintended
consequences (Abercrombie et al., 2015). The aspect of having a delayed effect contributes to a
problem being considered wicked. Humans are not very good at understanding behavior when
there are long delays between an event and a response (Reynolds & Holwell, 2010b). For
example, in the case of vacant property, state and municipal governments may implement laws
and subsequent programs that allow avenues to access vacant property in order to reduce its
inventory and encourage private development, but over time it becomes evident that the program
was mainly taken advantage of by poorly vetted purchasers who are actually speculating on the
land with no immediate intention to improve conditions (Kapustik, 2021). Additionally, the
memory of initial intention and actions may be lost with changes in administration, population
demographics, and new programs or investments on tangential issues. Governments prioritize
policies and investments they believe can be accomplished within their term and as a result may
focus on short term strategies resulting in shorter term relationships between cause and effect as
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they know their time in a position of power may be limited, subsequently limiting their options
for action in the long-term (Cerna, 2013).
One of the most relevant characteristics of wicked problems that relate to vacant land is
the involvement of multiple perspectives (Abercrombie et al., 2015; Australian Public Service
Commission, 2018). Wicked problems have many layers, providing researchers with multiple
approaches to consider when studying them. In this study, that means speaking with a variety of
individuals who interact with vacant land as professionals tasked with working on it, government
officials who have the power to legislate and allocate funding, and residents and volunteers in a
neighborhood with high rates of vacancy – each provides a unique perspective that is necessary
to paint the full picture of impact and implications.
Finally, if we want to address wicked problems, or at least improve the situation, a
behavior change is required. We need to understand the behaviors that contribute to a problem to
help us find an intervention that will influence the system to behave differently than it did before.
We need to acknowledge we are not working to solve the problem but to make intervening
decisions that can improve the conditions created while limiting any possible negative
consequences of the intervention. Solving wicked problems is often not possible, but
understanding them is not only possible but beneficial and a necessary first step toward action
(Flemm, 2020).
Working with a wicked problem means intervening in a complex system (Australian
Public Service Commission, 2018). Problems with such far-reaching consequences are often
influenced by several factors and include many intersecting problems with many root causes to
consider. To help understand wicked problems, systems thinking encourages the identification of
as many of these associated problems as possible and then group them. Clustering or bundling
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problem groups and then assigning a label to the groups will reveal primary and secondary
effects in the system behavior (Stroh, 2015). Interventions on primary components are more
likely to permanently change the behavior of a system and may help prevent time and resources
being dedicated to less critical areas (Armson, 2011; Hutchins, 1996).
A key aspect of systems thinking is it makes us aware of how our thinking works
(Flemm, 2020). Mental models are a core building block in our thinking, even though they are
imperfect as our understanding of reality is skewed by biases (Conklin, 2001; Flemm, 2020;
Foster-Fishman et al., 2007; B. G. Norton, 2012). This awareness is valuable as it reduces the
impact of our assumptions in trying to understand wicked problems such as vacant land.
Conceptual Framework
There are several additional concepts that have shaped this research and the choices in
how it would be studied. The variety of these concepts suggests the complexity of the vacant
land system as many connections can be made to individual components found in the existing
field of study of the issue. Fields of community and economic development, urban planning,
environmental psychology, and sustainable development all hold unique insights into the
connections between vacant land and society.
Community Development
Community development is a type of social planning that aims to improve the social and
economic welfare of people while preserving natural resources for future generations. It has roots
in social work, ecology, economics, urban planning, and international aid programs (Moore,
2002). A community system can be viewed as open and unpredictable. Language, memory, and
feedback loops enable the people of a community to learn from their own and others’ experience
and to develop new behaviors (Spruill et al., 2001).
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Vacant land is a distinctive land use consideration in the community and economic
development field of practice and therefore subject to many of the considerations of the field,
including the transdisciplinary nature of possible study and solutions. There are very real
implications for planned development, community investments and the residents and businesses
in communities with high levels of vacancy. Additionally, the sector is marked by the
empowerment of those communities and individuals to make decisions and generate their own
solutions to economic and social problems that affect their own quality of life (Chavis &
Wandersman, 2002; Roseland, 2000).
Many communities develop vacant lot toolkits with a goal of encouraging residents and
community stakeholders to take action on vacant land for the betterment of the community.
These guides often have four primary components, that is, they (1) provide an overview and
history of vacant land, (2) help breakdown the bureaucratic processes for gaining access, (3)
offer ideas for greening and reuse, and (4) identify available resources and possible local
partners. These guides are increasingly popular and demonstrate the need to help share the
responsibility for addressing vacancy conditions in their communities while encouraging local
efforts (596 Acres, 2016; Albany Vacant Lot Toolkit, 2023; Asakura Robinson & Brean
Associates, 2015; Detroit Future City, 2015; Kent State University’s Cleveland Urban Design
Collaborative, 2009; U.S. Forest Service, 2015).
Urban Design & Planning
Urban design is a blended discipline that draws its validating theories from diverse
academic roots that include sociology, anthropology, psychology, political science, economics,
ecological, physical and health sciences, urban geography, and the arts; as well as from the
‘professional’ theories and practices of architecture, landscape, planning, law, property,
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engineering, and management (Rowley, 1994). It pulls from relevant fields to help achieve
integrated outcomes by intentionally bridging and connecting previously silo-based disciplines
(Carmona, 2014).
Urban design aims to address wicked urban problems (Rittel & Webber, 1973) such as
spatial planning for future generations, street planning, and overhauling zoning codes developed
for a different era (Hartmann, 2012; Plowden, 2015; Taylor, 2016). Urban design can be viewed
as an integrated place-shaping continuum through time incorporating two contextual factors: (1)
the history and traditions of place, and (2) the contemporary political economy under which new
policy may take shape, including the power dynamics among stakeholders which requires
coordination to focus the decisions and maximize outcomes (Carmona, 2014).
The connection between vacant land and urban design and planning efforts manifests in
adopted land use plans. Land use planning efforts in cities with high levels of vacant land, often
specifically call attention to vacant land and its potential. Where land is limited, vacant land
presents opportunities for development, greening, and infrastructure investments. The focus
tends to be on future uses and the potential partnerships that align with larger urban design goals
(Cleveland City Planning Commission, 2010; Detroit Future City, 2017; MIG, Inc., 2012;
Minneapolis 2040: Land Use & Built Form, 2019; Office of Strategic Planning, 2016).
Environmental Psychology
Environmental psychology is an interdisciplinary field that focuses on the transactions
between individuals and their surroundings (Gärling, 2014). It examines the way in which
environments shape us as individuals. The field defines the term environment broadly,
encompassing natural environments, social settings, built environments, learning environments,
and informational environments (Sörqvist, 2016). It covers all aspects of human behavior and
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mental life including, but not limited to, perception and cognition, emotion, stress, decision
making, and social interactions (Kyle et al., 2004). In short, environmental psychology is
concerned with the facts of bi-directional influence in people-environment interactions; it
considers how the sociophysical environment influences people’s experiences and behaviors and
how people influence the environment (Gärling, 2014).
The relationship between blight and vacancy conditions in communities and the
psychological conditions of residents can be found in recent social research (Grubbström, 2011;
Knez et al., 2018; Teixeira & Sing, 2016). In 2004, several research psychiatrists examined the
ways social and environmental factors affect the mental health of communities as a result of the
traumatic stress response to losing a home. Root Shock (Fullilove et al., 2016) reveals the
disturbing effects on communities of color from decades of insensitive urban renewal projects,
which have left behind vast numbers of vacant properties. The urban modernization projects that
swept America starting in 1949 were devastating for the residents left behind, with their homes
and neighborhoods razed to the ground. The work concluded that the urban renewal movement
didn't just disrupt communities; it ruined their economic health and social cohesion, depriving
displaced residents of their sense of place as well. It also left gaps in city centers that are only
now slowly being recognized and repaired through new investment, policy and planning efforts
(Fullilove et al., 2016). The impact is considerable. The experience of losing a place, not just a
home, can evoke anxiety, depression, and anger, which all diminish trust in the local community
as it continues to become fragmented (Szewczyk, 2017).
Sustainable Development
Sustainability is a complex phenomenon that has only recently had an emphasis on
making decisions that better incorporate the social, economic and environmental aspects of the
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concept (Davidson & Venning, 2011). Views on sustainability have evolved over the past few
decades and there is now a recognition that current environmental problems are serious and farreaching; they are not merely technical challenges to overcome but may require significant social
and economic change to do so (Roseland, 2000). Sustainable development is the process of
“planned change” that acknowledges relationships among people and between people and their
environment to ensure its viability for future generations (Allen, 2015). From a sustainable
development perspective, there is a need to reinterpret our classical understanding of wealth and
capital in terms of satisfying fundamental human and ecological needs thereby focusing in on the
integration of natural, social, and organizational capacity in working toward sustainable solutions
(Roseland, 2000).
Cities across the globe are recognizing the role that vacant land can play in supporting
sustainability efforts. Whether it is through the provision of food through urban gardens, habitat
restoration and biodiversity, or water management through stormwater and flood mitigation
efforts, vacant land provides opportunities to meet sustainable development goals (G. Kim,
2016b; G. Kim et al., 2016; Koroso et al., 2020; Musakwa & Niekerk, 2013; Oda et al., 2018) In
the U.S., vacant land is seen as an occasion to highlight the potential in the current state of urban
nature in densely populated cities. Vacant lots can serve the public good through interim or longterm beneficial uses such as community gardens, wildlife gardens, public plantings and
recreational areas so as to avoid the common blighting influence on the surrounding community
(Herrmann et al., 2016). Community gardens, open spaces and other urban greening sites provide
important cultural value in addition to ecological amenities such as food, air quality
improvement and stormwater mitigation and habitat for biodiversity. As communities transform
low quality landscapes into community gardens or other sites of community engagement, more
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resilient communities may emerge; communities that are better equipped to deal with future
urban stresses (McPhearson, 2012).
Definitions
abandoned – real property that has been left by an owner who, by intentional action or
chronic inaction (such as not paying taxes or keeping up to local maintenance standards),
opening it up to the potential of adverse possession (Cornell Law School, n.d.)
blight – is a legal term for land that is in a dilapidated, unsafe, and unsightly condition;
has often been abandoned for a specified time (LaMance, 2006)
community development – process by which the active participation between individuals
and governmental authorities work to improve the economic, social and cultural conditions of
communities (Roberts, 2019)
community engagement – the process of working collaboratively with and through
groups of people affiliated with a geography or special interest (McCloskey et al., 2011)
land bank – quasi-governmental entity or nonprofit corporation focused on the
conversion of vacant, abandoned, and tax delinquent properties into productive use; they are
granted special powers through state-enabled legislation to take actions more effectively and
efficiently than other entities (Center for Community Progress, 2018)
Rust Belt - colloquial term used to describe the geographic region stretching from New
York through the Midwest that was once dominated by the coal industry, steel production, and
manufacturing (What You Need to Know About the Rust Belt, n.d.)
shrinking city – subset of older industrial cities with significant and sustained population
loss and increased number of vacant and abandoned properties (Schilling & Logan, 2008, p. 452)
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sustainability – meeting current needs without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs; four types include human, social, economic, and
environmental (The Four Pillars of Sustainability, n.d.)
urban – geographic delineation as identified by population density and characterized by
dense and mixed development types, infrastructure that supports the built environment (Bureau,
n.d.)
vacant lot –a parcel of land in an urban context that likely had a previous use but now sits
empty and unutilized; often poorly maintained and in a state of blight (O’Keefe et al., 2020)
Limitations
An important limitation for this research was the awareness of my own bias (Baxter &
Jack, 2008; Marrelli, 2007; Yin, 2018), given my professional background and years of practical
experience in this field of study. To minimize bias as much as possible, questions were pre-tested
prior to officially beginning the interview process through mock interviews with peer
practitioners who would not be a part of the final study at both a local government and national
consulting level. Certainly, my background had the potential to impact the interpretation of the
qualitative data and may affect replication by another researcher in another case city. This was
minimized in the selection of a case city I was not intimately familiar with and by relying on the
direct responses in the interview rather than over-interpreting and applying my own
understanding to the responses. In some instances where I felt an answer may have been
incomplete, I would provide additional space for ongoing dialogue, but did not press for a
specific answer even if the one I was anticipating did not naturally arise.
While the research would not be difficult to replicate, this qualitative case study may be
considered time-consuming and therefore too expensive to do so in a consistent way (Hodkinson
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& Hodkinson, 2001). Also, due to the stated importance of context of time and place, or rather
the political, social, and environmental context, the findings cannot be considered as the final
and permanent answer to the question of vacant land. In addition, the volume of data makes for
lengthy and complex analysis (Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2001). All case study researchers are
conscious of being overwhelmed by in data. For example, this study generated 32 recorded
interviews, ranging between 20-75 minutes, and covering much beyond the scope of this study
due to the nature of the open-ended questions. There is a noticeable distinction between those
respondents with subject matter expertise who tend to give more details and those simply living
with experience who often gave short but direct and immediate responses without necessarily
embellishing without being prompted. Only a small number of quotes were drawn from the
responses, and they were taken out of the context of the stories of which the data was part. Much
of what was found in that has been set aside for future studies. It is quite possible, indeed likely,
that a revisiting of the data would reveal other issues and aspects of vacant land in Buffalo that
are at least as interesting and important as those I chose to analyze and write about.
Summary
The presence of vacant land in Buffalo, NY is a complex social system. It is difficult to
understand this phenomenon through the theoretical lenses provided by traditional social science
research methods and theoretical constructs. Systems theory can help to describe this system of
vacant land in a robust and comprehensive way. Most vacant land research is reductionist in
nature; systems research in this field is lacking. While reductionist studies are very important,
they are only one way of examining the phenomenon. A description and analysis from a systemic
perspective will help to identify variables and influences that may not be seen or considered
when examining specific issues in isolation. The application of systems theory to wicked
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problems such as sustainability in urban planning provides an important starting point for this
branch of vacant land theory (Orr, 2014), and the current study is a contribution to the
conversation.
Case study methodology helps researchers to understand systems by providing a tool for
developing a rich, thick description of the system and the context in which it exists. It is
impossible to derive a deep understanding and meaning of a system outside of its context. It is
also important to recognize that this case study is a snapshot in time, and systems are constantly
changing and evolving due to unpredictable internal and external influences.
Chapter 2: Building on a Foundation of Literature
Academic literature on vacant land has been narrow in focus, either looking at the
influences that result in vacancy, exploring and evaluating specific interventions, or making a
disciplinary connection to one or another field of study. Its focus in research is limited and the
topic is not broadly studied with rigor. As a result, a thorough literature review required the use
of proxy search criteria to stand as a substitute to pure vacant land content, such as including
‘urban greening’ or ‘urban blight’ to supplement the results since the former often take place on
vacant land and vacant land contributes to the latter. Also, ‘vacant property’ is a broader concept
that includes both structures and land. ‘Community development’ was also searched, with a
recognition that vacant land issues fall within that field. Additionally, some practice-based
literature was used as well; this included project reports from case study cities, blogs and nonpeer reviewed journals in the fields of landscape architecture and planning, urban design, policy
and practice, natural sciences and community development. Bringing these various sources
together and reviewing each of them in depth, despite the often narrow approaches to the topic at
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hand, helps to begin shaping the system components that are present in every city working to
address high rates of vacant, abandoned, and blighted lands.
Defining Urban Vacant Land
Establishing a framework for vacant land policy first requires a clear definition of vacant
land. Despite this, no formal or standardized definition of vacant land exists. The U.S. Bureau of
the Census does not collect data on the use of land nor does it measure abandonment, meaning it
is equally difficult to predict future threats of vacant land (Pagano & Bowman, 2000).
Meanwhile, local governing land use classifications are limited and vary by municipality.
The legal, insurance, and real estate industries in the United States have developed their
own definitions of vacant land. A definition garnered from a review of 20 legal documents is
“land where no immovable improvements have been erected” (Vacant Land Definition, n.d.).
The Insurance Services Office defines vacant land as “any land on which there exists no manmade structures.” (ISO, 2018). Real estate agency, Century 21 defines vacant land as “usually
raw land with no structure or improvements thereon” (Thompson, 2022) while the U.S. Green
Building Council defined vacant or abandoned land as “land not being used at the present time
but that may have utilities and infrastructure in place” (USGBC, 2013). These definitions are
limited in their coverage and occasionally contradictory in their interpretation.
Vacant land is often categorized broadly and includes many different types of un- or
under-utilized parcels such as agricultural or uncultivated land, recently razed land, long-term
derelict land, land still with abandoned buildings and structures, brownfields, and even pristine
greenfields (Bowman & Pagano, 2004; Mallach, 2018a). These definitions often makes it
difficult for researchers or government officials to measure the amount of vacant land accurately
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(Newman et al., 2016). Land in temporary use (e.g., storage, pasture) is also often considered
(Bowman & Pagano, 2004).
For the purposes of this
study, vacant urban land includes
those parcels that currently have no
structure or designated use but did
at some point in the past, as seen in
Figure 2. Vacant land is not
necessarily damaged land. It can be
small or irregularly shaped parcels
left over from earlier development.

Figure 2 Large vacant lot, Buffalo NY

It can also include parcels with physical limitations, virtually unbuildable due to steep slope or is
a flood hazard.
This would include a parcel between two
houses that used to contain a house before it was
demolished as depicted in Figure 3. Likewise, it
may be a lot that had previously been used for
parking prior to an adjacent business closure.
However, it would not include parks and
playgrounds where the current use is clearly
defined and still active. Parcels that serve as
easements or exist on inaccessible hillsides or

Figure 3 Vacant lot in residential
neighborhood, Buffalo NY
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valleys would also not be considered in this context, nor would large commercial or industrial
tracts.
Theoretical Foundation
There are several seemingly intractable or wicked problems facing society such as
climate change, poverty, gender inequality, hunger and more. Though vacant land has a smaller
potential to affect society at large, as its implications are heavily related to the context in which it
exists, it can also be considered a wicked problem and as such is systemic in nature.
Traditionally the response to these types of problems has been to identify ‘what works,’ leading
us to think that we can create ever more elaborate and evidence-based interventions to address an
issue or support people to lead socially and economically functional lives (Abercrombie et al.,
2015). However, there are no ‘solutions’ to wicked problems in the sense of universally applying
definitive and objective answers (Rittel & Webber, 1973). Instead, understanding, and
subsequent action must be undertaken in a manner that acknowledges local context. By
interviewing local stakeholders who are affected by the issue because of where they live or
because of the work they do, we can begin to get a broader perspectives of how vacant land
impacts daily life as a Buffalo resident and what the thoughts are toward its impact on Buffalo as
a city at this time. By compiling the responses and naming the relationships between the
components of a multi-faceted system, we can give the system shape.
For that reason, the theoretical framework for this study is systems theory. Systems
theory arose out of engineering and cybernetics to understand ‘the big picture’ of systemic
problems (Abang & Abbas, 2015; Acaroglu, 2019; Orr, 2014). The field of systems theory is one
of the most helpful advances in understanding the complex world of social problems as it studies
systems from the perspective of the whole system (Müller, 1976). This includes various
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embedded systems and the patterns in the relationships between the subsystems. The application
of this theory is called systems analysis and one of the major tools of systems analysis is systems
thinking (Checkland, 1981; Stroh, 2015). Fundamentally, systems thinking is a way of helping
individuals to view phenomena from a broad perspective rather than focusing only on specific
moments within a system. This includes investigating overall structures, relationships, pattern,
and cycles.
Wicked Problems
The term wicked problem was first introduced in a 1967 seminar at the University of
California Architecture Department in Berkeley. In that seminar, design professor Horst Rittel
suggested that the term refers to a class of social system problems that are poorly described,
where the information provided is confusing, where there are many stakeholders and decision
makers that may have conflicting values, and where the implications of the whole system are
difficult to grasp (Lönngren & van Poeck, 2021). The adjective ‘wicked’ is supposed to describe
the mischievous and even evil quality of these problems, where proposed ‘solutions’ often turn
out to be worse than the symptoms (Churchman, 1967). Several years later, Horst Rittel and
Melvin Webber (1973) published an influential paper on wicked problems. In that article, the
authors observed that there was a whole range of social and organizational planning problems
that could not be successfully resolved with traditional linear, analytical approaches. They called
these wicked problems.
“The search for scientific bases for confronting problems of social policy is bound to

fail, because of the nature of these problems. They are “wicked” problems,
whereas science has developed to deal with “tame” problems. Policy problems
cannot be definitively described. Moreover, in a pluralistic society there is
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nothing like the undisputable public good; there is no objective definition of
equity; policies that respond to social problems cannot be meaningfully
correct or false; and it makes no sense to talk about “optimal” solutions to
social problems unless severe qualifications are imposed first. Even worse, there
are no “solutions” in the sense of definitive and objective answers.” (Rittel &
Webber, 1973, p. 155)
To understand this term, it is critical to first qualify both the words “wicked” and
“problem”. Problems are considered “wicked” because they are complex, tricky, and can have
(often negative) unintended consequences for the those who try to address them, not because
they are considered inherently evil. Furthermore, whatever decision is made will likely result in
displeasing a number of the stakeholders involved (Ritchey, 2013). Also, wicked problems are
not actually “problems” in the sense of having well defined and stable problem statements;
instead, they are too messy for this, which is why they have also been called social messes and
unstructured reality (Ackoff, 1974; Horn, 2001).
Rittel’s pragmatism is evident when we acknowledge his solution for wicked problems
being issue-based information systems, a structure for reasonable dialogue among a set of
diverse stakeholders. This is a perspective that puts human relationships and social interactions at
the center (Rittel & Webber, 1973). As Rittel defined them, wicked problems are distinguished
by several characteristics outlined in the following:
There is no universal understanding of a wicked problem. There is no absolute
statement of ‘the problem’ as it is poorly structured and includes an evolving set of
interconnected issues and constraints. Rittel said, “One cannot understand the problem without
knowing about its context; one cannot meaningfully search for information without the
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orientation of a solution concept; one cannot first understand, then solve.” (Rittel & Webber,
1973, p. 162). Moreover, what the problem is depends on who you ask – different stakeholders
have different views about what the problem is and what constitutes an acceptable solution
(Conklin, 2001; Coyne, 2005; Rittel & Webber, 1973).
Wicked problems have no stopping rule. Every solution that is developed tends to
reveal other, previously unidentified, aspects of the problem, which requires adjustments to the
proposed solutions. Since there is no distinct ‘problem’, there is also no conclusive ‘solution.’
The problem-solving process doesn’t necessarily end when some optimal or ‘final and correct’
solution emerges, but rather it ends when you run out of resources, such as time, money, or
energy (Conklin, 2001; Coyne, 2005; Rittel & Webber, 1973).
Solutions to wicked problems are not right or wrong. They are simply better, worse,
good enough, or not good enough. With wicked problems, establishing solution quality is not
objective and cannot be determined by following a formula. Solutions are assessed in a social
context in which “many parties are equally equipped, interested, and/or entitled to judge [them],”
(Rittel & Webber, 1973, p. 163) and these judgements are likely to vary widely and depend on
the stakeholder’s independent values and goals (Conklin, 2001; Coyne, 2005; Rittel & Webber,
1973).
There is no immediate or ultimate test of a solution to a wicked problem. There are
too many factors and conditions, all embedded in a dynamic social context that ensures no two
wicked problems are alike, and the solutions proposed for them will always need to be custom
designed and tested. There may never be a single test to confirm an ultimate solution (Conklin,
2001; Coyne, 2005; Rittel & Webber, 1973).
Every solution to a wicked problem is an independent test; it is not possible to learn
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by trial and error. Unfortunately, this is one of the major drawbacks of wicked problems: you
can’t learn about the problem without trying solutions, but solutions are often expensive and may
lead to unintended consequences that have the potential to create new wicked problems (Conklin,
2001; Coyne, 2005; Rittel & Webber, 1973).
Wicked problems have no confirmed alternative solutions, nor will they result in a
formula for future problems. In other words, there may be no solutions, or there may be a
variety of potential solutions that are developed, and myriad others that are never even
considered. Thus, it is a matter of creativity to devise potential solutions, and a matter of
judgement to determine which are valid, which should be pursued and implemented (Batie,
2008; Blumer, 1954; Conklin, 2001; Rittel & Webber, 1973).
Every wicked problem is essentially unique. Even if solutions are devised and applied,
it does not hold that these solutions will be applicable to all instances of the same wicked
problem. Context matters and the direct transfer of ideas and interventions can have negative
consequences if applied without a reassessment of the contextual parameters (Coyne, 2005;
Rittel & Webber, 1973).
Every wicked problem can be considered a symptom of another problem. The level
at which a problem is examined and addressed cannot be decided on logical grounds; rather it is
determined at the discretion of the analyst. There is no baseline of a wicked problem. The higher
the level of determination, the more generic it becomes, making it difficult to address. In
contrast, being too narrow means we may only address symptoms. It is a challenge to find the
right balance for approaching solutions (Alford & Head, 2017; Batie, 2008; Crowley & Head,
2017; Rittel & Webber, 1973).
The causes of wicked problems can be explained in numerous ways. The choice of
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explanation determines the nature of the problem’s resolution, but that choice is arbitrary, and
people will likely choose those explanations that are most plausible to them. The analyst’s world
view is the strongest determining factor in explaining a discrepancy and in the solutions
presented (Alford & Head, 2017; Australian Public Service Commission, 2018; Rittel & Webber,
1973).
The planner has no right to be wrong. Planners are liable for the consequences of the
actions they trigger and effects may have significant impact on others. No immunity is granted as
the goal is not simply to determine ‘the truth,’ but rather to improve the characteristics of the
world in which people live (Australian Public Service Commission, 2018; Blumer, 1954;
Camillus, 2008; Rittel & Webber, 1973).
Vacant land can be considered a wicked problem, given the characteristics outlined
above. Firstly, it cannot be described with a common formula; in fact, definitions are generally
locally determined and dependent on the surrounding geographic, political, and environmental
context in which it is found. It can be considered anything without a built structure or can be
defined by its lack of use, for example. Additionally, the relevance of vacant land may vary due
to the stakeholder perspective. Residents may view vacant land as a personal or emotional issue,
while governing agencies treat it as objective and transactional; these differences will greatly
influence possible devised solutions.
Given the growing number of vacant lots found in cities across the world, the implication
is that there is no universal solution to this problem. The complexity caused by the large number
of undetermined variables and relationships between them makes this a wicked problem. The
behavior of these problems is unpredictable as is the impact they have on current society.
Similarly, vacant land has fuzzy boundaries and are highly connected to other problems (Flemm,
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2020). There is no way we can discover a clear single root cause for these problems; it is instead
the unique combinations of components that arise from the context of time, place, and
participation (Alford & Head, 2017). For this reason, it is logical to say there is not one but many
root causes.
Systems Thinking
Traditional Western science seeks to break problems into their smallest components,
analyze them, and solve the problem by optimizing the components (Banathy, 1996a). For
example, politicians might argue for enacting tougher laws or increasing police presence to
reduce crime rather than attempting to understand the social dynamics that may be the
underlying cause of crime. As it relates to vacant land, this might include setting severe fines for
dumping on a vacant lot, but not working to address the reasons for the problem in a way that
would discourage dumping in the first place. Much of science has become so specialized in a
way that has led to very detailed and discoveries (Armson, 2011), but subsequently fails to
recognize or include systemic influences on problems. In the history of scientific inquiry, a key
lesson is that results are never absolute and may be replaced in time by better models with more
reliable descriptive and predictive powers (Checkland, 1981). Systems thinking offers
researchers a means to understand the phenomena in a fundamentally different way. It
encourages us to think more broadly, encouraging flexibility and anticipating changes over time.
To use an analogy, if scientific inquiry examines phenomena under a microscope, systems theory
uses a wide lens.
Systems thinking relies on philosophical assumptions that are quite different than those
that underpin conventional disciplinary science. Because systems ideas provide a way to think
about any kind of problem, systems thinking is not a discipline in and of itself, but rather a
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consensus for useful concepts to understand today’s world (Checkland, 1981). Systems thinking
works because it increases awareness of how those working to solve problems may actually be
contributing to them instead (Meadows, 2008). It can empower practitioners to begin where they
have the greatest chance to affect others positively, by encouraging a shift in their own
intentions, perspectives, and actions. Most critical to the outcomes of this study, systems
thinking can help mobilize diverse stakeholders to take actions to improve the whole system and
not just immediate self-interests in isolation (Stroh, 2015). To understand systems theory, it is
important to understand its philosophical foundations through the abstract concepts of ontology
and epistemology.
One of the important philosophical foundations is ontology. Ontology attempts to
describe the nature of reality (Meier, 2012). In other words, it helps to answer the question ‘what
is real’? According to Banathy (1996b), there have historically been two schools of thought. The
first viewpoint assumes that reality consists of things, and the second is that the world consists of
processes. Systems theory is grounded in the ontological assumption that the processes are real,
and things are simply snippets of a bigger picture (Banathy, 1988). This study will similarly take
a snapshot of a vacant land system in Buffalo, NY. Since systems are constantly in flux, the
temporal limitations of data collection will only allow the research to capture how the system is
functioning in a particular place and time, in this case, under current political and capacity
restrictions in a city.
Underlying systems theory is a social constructivist epistemology, which maintains that
knowledge is not ‘out there to be discovered’ but is constructed socially by human beings
(Amineh & Asl, 2015). Likewise, constructivism is the epistemological underpinning of this
study, as we recognize that how people interpret an issue is directly related to their own personal
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knowledge and experience with the issue. Furthermore, when attempting to understand complex
social systems, “problems are embedded in uncertainty and require subjective interpretation”
(Banathy & Jenlink, 2003, p. 45).
One important point to understand about systems theory is that cause and effect are not
viewed linearly and that the results of input to the system are not immediate (Meadows, 2008). A
helpful way to visualize this is to imagine a line of falling dominos. When observing this, an
observer can see exactly what caused the first domino to fall as well as each successive domino
in the line. Systems thinking is not like that. One may not see the result of the input to the
systems for some time. According to Stroh (2015), this causes counterintuitive results, or
unintended consequences of policy and investment decisions. This is especially evident when
dealing with complex social systems. For instance, a well-intentioned legislature may create a
program that encourages the sale of vacant land at a much-reduced rate in order to attract
development and investment in high-poverty areas. But this may unintentionally change the
market and increase the chances that existing residents will become priced-out and lead to
additional property abandonment while altering the local community culture.
Systems thinking provides a tested framework and approaches that have the potential to
explain what is happening in communities relevant to vacant land, as much of our understanding
of systems is growing from practical applications in agriculture and building design (Orr, 2014).
With systems thinking, we can work toward a process for understanding the big picture by
mapping out and quantifying relationships in a particular place (Chase et al., 2010), which is
currently explained by vague notions of ‘common sense’ by practitioners who, like myself, have
seen and experienced many of the phenomena that are generally overlooked in the documented
literature. Building upon our understanding of the individual components within that system and
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within a defined context may provide new and powerful insights about how we can address
vacant land within the community development sector. New insights have been inaccessible due
to the concentration of components individually and systems thinking provides frameworks for
reflecting on boundary judgments (Lane, 2018) to expand the understanding of the issue and
development of potential solutions.
In 1996, Hutchins explained systems thinking by organizing into several basic themes,
built on the foundation that systems problems are everywhere while acknowledging that complex
problems are systemic and systemic problems are messy (Hutchins, 1996). Those concepts are
outlined and summarized below.
Each system must be considered as a whole, not in parts. As noted earlier, Western
scientific thought has been largely positioned in the concept of reductionism, or breaking
problems into their smallest parts. Reductionist thinking postulates that fixing and optimizing
each part will fix or optimize the system at large. This may make sense in a machine where each
part serves only one function, however, to think systemically, an observer must consider the
entirety of the system and consider the presence of every component through each interaction. In
complex social systems, each part may have its own purpose, behaviors, and requirements.
(Amineh & Asl, 2015; Hutchins, 1996).
There is interconnectedness among all systems within a system. This concept
emphasizes that a system can only be understood through the connections between the
components and how they work together and respond to each other. This principle focuses on the
interaction between components (Allen, 2020; Hutchins, 1996; Reynolds & Holwell, 2010a;
Stroh, 2015).
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A system is more than the sum of its parts. A system’s meaning or identity is anchored
to the context in which it is operating, and its function emerges from this contextual application.
In addition, the components may all exist in different hierarchies and their functions may vary
due to its position within the system (Acaroglu, 2019; Armson, 2011; Checkland, 1981; Kim,
1999), meaning you may get more than what was expected.
It isn’t possible to assign a single purpose to complex social systems, only a primary
one. A system’s function is only understood as an interpretation by the people within the system
and those interpretations can vary widely because of one’s lived experience and preconceptions
of society (Banathy, 1996b; Checkland, 1981; Hutchins, 1996).
A system cannot be understood until we understand the unique and multiple
functions of the system. Every system includes several functional subsystems that, at minimum,
include information, translation of meaning, and the response to that information. This cycle
affects the people within the system and may inform decision makers how, when, or even
whether to respond to the information, possibly causing a change that affects the system. This
may or may not result in unintended consequences as noted above (Hutchins, 1996; Lane, 2018;
Reynolds & Holwell, 2010a; Stroh, 2015).
A system’s structure determines how it functions. There is a relationship between the
parts of a system and how it functions; if parts are rearranged, the function can shift.
Alternatively, some components may be able to be shifted or even removed without altering the
overall effect of the system. The function, or purpose, is critical in defining the system (Armson,
2011; Hutchins, 1996).
The boundaries of any system of interest must first be defined before it can be
addressed. Systems can be open or closed, which dictates whether external forces will influence
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the system. Social systems are generally open and change as new information from external
sources is added. Defining these boundaries can be complex and they may be dynamic,
ultimately it is a choice made (Acaroglu, 2019; Hutchins, 1996).
Understanding how a system achieves its purpose is necessary to understanding the
system altogether. A living system’s underlying purpose is to survive in order to serve its
purpose such as with dynamic social systems. This ability to survive is somewhat dependent on
the influx of new information that comes through feedback loops, which either balance or
reinforce the system’s behavior. It is important to note that these effects are not immediate but
can have unknown delays in the resulting response (Hutchins, 1996, 1996; Orr, 2014; Stroh,
2015).
All systems must adapt to continue to function. This adaptation will often change the
system and means that systems are inherently flexible; those who wish to understand a system
must be able to remain flexible as well. Adapting through feedback and context require
integration in order to be made useful (Checkland, 1981; Hutchins, 1996; Lane, 2018). Systems
are always changing. If a system appears unchanging, it can alternatively be described as
balanced. Without change, or the ability to change, the system will die (Aronson, 1996;
Hutchins, 1996; Meadows, 2008).
Consistent with systems philosophy, systems thinking concerns an understanding of a
system by exploring all the interactions between the individual elements that comprise the whole
of the system (Allen, 2015). This can help us see the connections between components and
visualize the big picture. In the most basic sense, a system is any group of interacting and
interconnected parts that work toward a specific purpose to form a complex and united whole
(Kim, 1999). Defining characteristics of a system include the notion that the order in which parts
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are arranged may affect the performance of a system and that systems attempt to maintain
sustainability through feedback (pg. 3). The former lends support to my own exploration of
vacant land in acknowledging that we must understand the components, the role they play, and
order and magnitude in which they exist would be critical to take next steps in order to affect
community change in regard to vacant land. The latter emphasizes the importance of undertaking
this process so that cities have a mechanism to revisit their conceptualization of vacant land and
assess the strength of policy and program investments.
Causes of Vacant Land
Though it may not be consciously acknowledged, a person needs only to drive a few
minutes from the center of any major U.S. city to discover neighborhoods full of abandoned
building and vacant lots. In fact, since the 1950s between 12.5 and 15% of land in U.S. cities is
considered vacant and cities with lower numbers of vacant land tend to have higher numbers of
abandoned structures (Pagano &
Bowman, 2000); abandoned structures
are hints at the potential for future
vacant land with increasing demolition
practices. These numbers may go up or
down depending on how a city
classifies vacant land and if there are
other contextual factors that contribute
(Safransky, 2017). It may seem strange
that vacant land, often underutilized
Figure 4 Cycle of blight leading to vacant land

and unaddressed, may be in areas
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convenient to economically vibrant zones where people live and work. These lands often abut
desirable residential and commercial property and should be highly valued. There are numerous
causes of urban land abandonment, including decline of industrial base with corresponding job
loss, increased criminal activity, and the unwillingness or inability of property owners to
maintain their properties (Goldstein et al., 2001). Areas that have been most affected include old
cities, especially where heavy industries have shifted and much of the supporting infrastructure
has become run down (Kraut, 1999). The industrial shift has often resulted in population losses
as jobs are lost and as a result many local economies decline, not flexible enough to transition
quickly and repurpose the unused lands without significant investment (Lee et al., 2018). This
cycle is depicted in Figure 4.
The problems of urban decay, which lead to vacant lands, are fundamentally linked in a
vicious cycle that policy makers, planners, and social activists struggle to break. As businesses
decline and people lose jobs, they simultaneously lose the ability to maintain their homes or pay
sufficient rents to allow landlords to maintain properties and they no longer have income to
stimulate the local economy and sustain neighborhood businesses. Businesses close, properties
decline and, in some cases, are abandoned (O’Keefe et al., 2020). As the population of the
neighborhood drops and becomes economically desperate, there are fewer people earning
incomes to encourage business and fewer eyes watching the neighborhood to prevent crime
(Heinze et al., 2018). The neighborhood becomes less desirable to those residents that still have
jobs and is not as attractive to new residents. Over time, additional existing businesses close, new
businesses are few as they do not see the area as an appealing location, therefore nothing takes
the place of the lost businesses and nothing replaces the jobs lost. As real estate values decrease
in a neighborhood, remaining property owners become less willing or able to maintain their
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property to code standards (Bass et al., 2005). Residential properties follow this decline, become
poorly maintained and in some cases, abandoned. Eventually, some are demolished or collapse
on their own, leaving gaping holes in the face of the neighborhood (Wong, 2017).
Global
Neighborhood decline is not only an urban issue troubling shrinking industrial cities in
the United States; it is also a problem facing many growing urban areas across the world as new
development sprawls outward at the urban fringe and leaves central neighborhoods plagued with
an increasing number of vacant or underused lots. The cycle of blight and abandonment will
always include population loss as this is what primarily drives development needs and patterns.
Political Causes. In communities across the globe, there are several key catalytic causes
of vacant land on a broad scale. One influential underlying driver of human-induced landscape
change is civil war and other forms of conflict that cause human displacement and physical
destruction of the built environment (Hecht et al., 2006). Countries that are in conflict often face
widespread disruption of their built environment with the destruction of buildings, roads and
other infrastructure coupled with a mass migration of people fleeing from danger.
Socioeconomic studies have identified causative linkages between environmental
degradation, landscape fragmentation, and violent civil strife (Dudley et al., 2002; Gbanie et al.,
2018; Hecht et al., 2006). Historically, the no-man’s land created by warfare often protected
wildlife and habitats by limiting human incursions and human population densities within
disputed territories (Dudley et al., 2002; Gbanie et al., 2018). Modern wars and civil strife are
typically associated with detrimental effects on the surrounding landscape including the local
wildlife and habitats. Munitions and chemical agents exert both immediate and residual effects,
direct and indirect, on the landscape which can create a burden to future investment (Dudley et
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al., 2002). Displacement at a large scale increases environmental pressures at their destination
locations while both demand and development potential of their origins is significantly reduced.
This increased pressure presents an environment for increased land cover change rates and
landscape fragmentation (Gbanie et al., 2018).
Communities that experience this level of change struggle to recover (Fu, 2016). The
damage may happen quickly but the conditions that need to be met to even begin planning to
rebuild may take years. The result is that buildings, monuments, and infrastructure are replaced
by rubble and after the rubble is cleared, nothing. Culture and history are destroyed in a massive
scale and the resulting landscape may take years to recover. By then, the sense of place may have
changed, and different people return to live there who may not have been there before.
Environmental Causes. The loss of an industry or the depletion of a sustaining resource
(e.g., mines, freshwater, fertile soil) is also a global problem for communities that may trigger
the cycle of community decline and result in more vacant land. Outside of warfare, natural
disaster represents the greatest challenge to the physical nature of cities due to their relatively
fixed (Fu, 2016). Sociologists in the fields of disaster recovery, environmental, and urban studies
have studied the social and political components of natural disaster, and its consequences for
urban populations. While natural disasters can coincide with armed conflicts, those that occur in
the absence of war tend to be associated with less politicized and socially divisive circumstances
(Fitzpatrick et al., 2010).
Different types of disasters have different effects on land. Natural disasters such as
earthquakes, landslides and flooding can result in a significant loss of developable land. Hydrometeorological hazards such as floods and tsunamis may leave large amounts of land
uninhabitable through long-term saturation. Seismic events may destroy land through land slips,
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leaving other areas too unstable for safe habitation. High wind events have relatively little
physical impact on land but displace large numbers of people and destroy much of their housing,
leaving behind vacant, or almost vacant lots in need of significant clearing and restoration before
building once again (Ehrenfeucht & Nelson, 2011; Fitzpatrick et al., 2010; Fu, 2016). The abrupt
upset to the urban context often leaves behind dilapidated structures that will require demolition
on a grand scale and remnant parcels.
In addition to the physical impacts, the social and economic impacts of disasters are also
often catastrophic. Natural disasters can fragment family structures and force new roles and
responsibilities on remaining individuals (Knez et al., 2018). Perceived scarcity of usable land
can create insecurity and conflict within and between communities. Disasters may economically
isolate communities, restricting their access to markets and requiring them to diversify their
income-generating activities (Zhang, 2012). All these effects have an impact on the natural cycle
of blight and disinvestment that can occur after such an event and make it even more difficult to
begin the reclamation and redevelopment process once again (Fu, 2016; Sands, 2019). In short,
these environmental catastrophes can transform the urban landscape by wiping out the built
environment and degrading the natural systems and the resource and capacity scarcity that occurs
in tandem can mean that vacant land is a real consideration for years to come.
Regional.
Prior to World War II, city centers were the hubs of economic and industrial activity.
Because transportation options were limited, most working-class people lived near their jobs,
making urban areas desirable as both residential and commercial locations. In the post-WWII
era, as transportation options improved for both individuals and businesses, people and jobs
moved away from city centers (Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2012). Businesses, encouraged by
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lower property costs, lower taxes, and less regulation, often followed their employees to the
suburbs (Pennsylvania Horticultural Society, 1995). As the post-World War II economic
expansion halted in cities and regions throughout the U.S., planners turned their attention to
stimulating growth (Hall, 2014) and city officials in slow-growth or declining areas have often
attempted to grow their way back quickly (Bontje, 2004; Leo & Anderson, 2006) rather than
adopting effective policies in a slow-growth context (Leo & Brown, 2000).
During the late 1960s and 1970s the U.S. saw a shift in its economic base away from
heavy manufacturing to technology and service-based industries. The manufacturing sector
historically provided “living wage” jobs that required little, if any, post-secondary education, or
training (Mahaney, 2020). People with few skills and basic education could support themselves
and their families. Later, technological advances eliminated some of these jobs and some were
lost to foreign competition (Rumberger, 1984). Technology and service-based industries, such as
the computer industry and the health care industry, replaced the lost jobs, but these industries
provided fewer jobs, and the low-skill jobs they did provide did not pay as well as traditional
manufacturing jobs (Addison et al., 2000; Eatwell & Policy, 1996).
As these disparate social and economic forces came together, industrial facilities in cities
closed. People who did not or could not move with their jobs were left with few economic
options. The downward spiral described earlier continues with the loss of economic activity,
followed by decreasing desirability of urban neighborhoods, leading to declining property
values, additional loss of economic activity and the decreased desirability of urban
neighborhoods (G. H. Anderson, 1992; Dreier, 2012; Flynn & Taylor, 1986).
Financial Causes. As neighborhoods decline, inevitably, property values in the
neighborhood decline as well. In some cases, property values fall so low, and neighborhoods
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become so undesirable, that rental properties do not generate enough income for owners to
properly maintain them and cover their costs, let alone make a profit, thereby contributing to the
further degeneration of the neighborhood in a vicious cycle of decline (Delta Development
Group, 2013). More properties are abandoned over time as property owners decide to either walk
away from their properties if they consider them to no longer be useful or profitable or continue
to pay taxes on properties they no longer plan to use. As an individual financial choice, it is not
surprising that the number of abandoned parcels continues to increase, resulting in increasingly
distressed neighborhoods with high rates of tax delinquent vacant properties (Mallach, 2018a,
2018b).
A seemingly opposing financial cause is the effect of land speculation that can artificially
inflate property values. Declining property values are integral to the cycle of abandonment, while
at the same time, inflated values can have a similarly harmful effect. Speculation is an inevitable
element of a competitive free market and has been shown to contribute to land vacancy and
abandonment (Goldstein et al., 2001). In some instances, property owners acquire property to
simply hold it in their name with the expectation that its future value will rise (Burkholder,
2012). This type of property speculation can lead to a false perspective that the market is
competitive and can increase the perceived value of a neighborhood resulting in raised property
taxes, making the area less affordable for other residents (Bec et al., 2019; Berkman, 1956;
Goldstein et al., 2001). As the area becomes less affordable, owners may find themselves caught
in the cycle mentioned above. The other effect of speculation is that real estate investors who
purchased property during a deceptively strong market abandon their property when they are
unable to make mortgage and tax payments. In addition, when a significant portion of vacant
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land is publicly owned, as is common in cities with an operational land bank, the market
equilibrium price of land is likely to be skewed (Adams et al., 2002) .
More generally, financial disinvestment depresses the economy of the urban core and
leaves it with insufficient economic activity to sustain itself, further limiting the opportunity to
reclaim and repurpose vacant land. As primary commercial and industrial activity leaves urban
centers, secondary activities designed to provide support and convenience also leave. These
resulting effects continue the cycle of disinvestment that ultimately leads to abandonment of
structures, which ultimately leads to more vacant land after demolition and collapse (Bass et al.,
2005; Delta Development Group, 2013). The neighborhoods trapped in this cycle become less
desirable targets for investment by municipal governments, private businesses, banks, and
individuals. Without investment to maintain infrastructure and promote economic development,
vacancy and abandonment become more prevalent and the numbers rise (Buffone et al., 2009).
Regulatory Causes. Finally, there are regulatory and institutional drivers as well. The
emergence of declining neighborhoods across many urban areas in the United States is rooted in
the long history of policies that institutionally and structurally isolated minorities, especially
African Americans, within poor and underinvested communities (e.g., Massey and Denton, 1993;
Powell et al, 2006; Smelser et al, 2001). It is for this reason that many high vacancy communities
tend to have majority minority populations (Weaver & Bagchi-Sen, 2013).
Zoning restrictions in many cities are outdated and prevent land from being redeveloped
in ways consistent with modern uses. As new regulations are written, there are often unforeseen
obstacles in the adoption and implementation, either in conflicts in the legal language,
disconnects in execution as government positions transition with new administrations, or varying
interpretations of allowances (Berkman, 1956; Bragado et al., n.d.). In many cities, large tracts of
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industrial land sit vacant because of outdated zoning, developed for a different era, which
inhibits the local economy from restructuring and revitalizing.
Vacant land in urban areas is not always the unintended result of financial drivers or city
policies, it can also be the result of the absence of strong planning and misguided policies. The
urban renewal policies of the 1950s, 60s and 70s aimed to improve the quality of the city
environment (G. Newman et al., 2018). Entire low-income, poorly maintained neighborhoods
were condemned, and their residents relocated away from the urban core resulting in large
apartment buildings and public housing to sit empty with the intention of have them cleared to
invite new commercial and retail opportunities (Lee et al., 2018). However, this wasn’t always
successful and when no redevelopment followed the razing of massive structures, those empty
spaces remained, leaving large tracts of vacant land and displacing local residents to less
desirable locations (Johnson et al., 2014).
Road improvement projects have also created vacant land in urban areas. Government
entities have used the power of eminent domain to take land needed for construction of new
roads. In some cases, the land taking and subsequent destruction of any buildings on the property
precedes final approval of the road. A related effect of road development is the bisection or
fragmentation of neighborhoods that accompanies it. To manage ever-increasing volumes of
commuter traffic, many cities have situated roads that divided neighborhoods, cut off
neighborhoods from each other, and limited residents’ access to waterfronts, downtown areas,
and parks (Kremer & Hamstead, 2015). These impacts reduce the attractiveness and viability of
the affected neighborhoods and encourage the cycle of decline that leads to abandonment.
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Challenges to Addressing Vacant Land
The primary method utilized by most cities to address land vacancy is to try to dispose of
publicly owned vacant land through direct sales in hopes that they will be redeveloped by the
private sector. In Bowman and Pagano’s (2004) survey study, two-thirds of the 99 American
cities surveyed acquired vacant land and sold it to developers. About one-third assembled and
consolidated land parcels. Approximately 61 percent cleared land in anticipation of
redevelopment, and roughly one-third of the cities surveyed sold land at discounted prices to
developers to induce development. While these patterns suggest future plans for reducing
vacancy, the status quo remains the same from the perspective of community residents in the
intervening period before any development takes place, if ever.
New ownership does not necessarily equate to better stewardship of vacant lands and
properties. Poorly maintained vacant land created through abandonment threatens the value of
nearby property (Econsult Corporation, 2010). A ripple effect occurs, with a vacant lot in the
middle of the block negatively affecting the value of adjacent parcels. An abandoned structure on
a corner can also have an impact on the value of adjacent blocks. Economic development in the
absence of a strong real estate markets is extremely difficult.
Despite lower property values in many distressed urban neighborhoods, where vacant
land may be prevalent, the cost of these properties can be higher than the cost of equivalently
sized properties outside an urban center, even if they are often inconveniently sized or shaped.
The costs required to bring a vacant lot to a baseline state can be high for many reasons:
previously demolished structures being collapsed into the ground leaving it uneven and full of
hazardous materials, limited percolation due to compaction, presence of invasive species that
take root in poor soils, attraction of litter and dumping and lack of utilities and even site access.
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This doesn’t even consider previous encumbrances on the property from unpaid taxes, previous
utility or mortgage liens and even the cost of previous demolition which may be attached to the
property and needing to be resolved prior to ownership being gained (Bragado et al., n.d.).
Physical characteristics of vacant lots can create another barrier; size and shape greatly limit
what is even possible on site. Regardless of available funds, these are factors that cannot be
resolved by money. Many lots are not viable for new structures and are often scattered across
communities, limiting large-scale development opportunities or economies of scale.
Political apathy, ad hoc approaches to planning and development policy, and fragmented
resources can all become procedural barriers to redeveloping vacant and abandoned properties
(G. Newman et al., 2018). Such barriers involve regulatory and institutional factors, as vacant
lots that do not meet current standards for a built structure may require creative reuse ideas that
are not explicitly accommodated in current zoning codes and regulations (Bowman & Pagano,
2004). Often political systems, rules, and procedures established as part of government
bureaucracy can also act as barriers to the redevelopment of vacant and abandoned land because
it requires interaction with many different municipal departments and agencies. This not only
adds financial burden as it makes associated transaction costs high, but inconsistent and poor
communication among different departments of the government can complicate the process.
Comprehensive neighborhood planning, a foundational step in successful community
redevelopment efforts, is often restricted by conflicting agendas or incompatible goals of
municipal agencies. Processes to settle title difficulties and to secure permits are often quite
onerous, time consuming and confusing. This can delay the process, if not halting it altogether.
In addition, cities’ lack of systems to track vacant lots and to ensure appropriate redevelopment
upon ownership transfers adds to the challenge (Schuman, 1994).
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Gentrification and displacement concerns are also a key challenge in addressing vacant
land. Gentrification is the process of changing the character of a neighborhood through
investment that draws residents with, and businesses marketed toward, higher incomes than those
of the current residents (Definition of Gentrification, n.d.). The term was first coined by
sociologist Ruth Glass in the 1960s to describe an observed shift in many London neighborhoods
where middle-class people began moving into traditionally working-class areas (Helms, 2003).
At face value, gentrification’s direct relationship to new investments and funds being brought
into a distressed community are a positive thing (Atkinson, 2002; Helms, 2003; Hwang &
Sampson, 2014). However, it has long since become recognized as a controversial topic in both
urban politics and planning, mostly due to the execution and consideration of the existing
resident population. Gentrification often alters a neighborhood’s racial or ethnic composition
given the economic disparity evident in minority demographics and the geographic distribution
of these populations (Atkinson, 2002; Freeman, 2006).
Displacement is the act of moving something from its original place or position
(Displacement Definition & Meaning, n.d.). In an urban development context, this often means
existing residents being displaced not just from their homes but often their neighborhood
altogether (Florida, 2015). While displacement is not a requirement of gentrification, it is a
common outcome due to increased costs of rents and amenities aimed toward higher income
demographics (Cardullo & Kitchin, 2017; Florida, 2015; Freeman, 2006). Particular
consideration and planning must be undertaken to minimize the potential of harm for existing
residents while still improving the conditions on the ground and building trust is a key part of
this challenge (Build Healthy Places, 2021; Florida, 2015).
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Strategies for Addressing Vacant Land
In order to develop strategies for addressing vacant urban land, Northam (1971)
developed a classification system that categorizes vacant land into three categories. The first of
these remnant parcels, are those that are often smaller in size with an irregular shape and likely
have other physical or regulatory limitations, such as steep slopes or are prone to flooding. These
parcels are often not considered to have much in the way of development potential and therefore
remain vacant but should perhaps be reclassified under a different greenspace category such as
undevelopable land rather than vacant land. Reserve parcels are lots held by private owners for
speculation or by public agencies for future sale or development with the belief that its future
potential value exceeds the current burden of the vacant lot or that the previous value has
dropped so significantly that it is simpler to leave it alone. The final category, TOADS,
temporarily obsolete, abandoned or derelict sites are classified as a result of being the former
site of industrial or commercial activities that may have resulted in some level of contamination
(Németh & Langhorst, 2014b) despite there being no specific physical characteristics to mark
these properties on the surface. For the purposes of this study, much of the vacant land would fall
under Northam’s reserve parcels classification.
Considering Ownership and Access
The categories of vacant land demonstrate how both land control and development
potential are key in resolving or maintaining vacancy. Land control includes ownership but can
also include legal access or control granted to a third party through an agreement. Ownership and
access can be public, private, business, nonprofit or any number of combinations thereof.
Potential for development can be influenced by physical characteristics, market demands,
regulatory restrictions among other considerations (Németh & Langhorst, 2014a).
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Gaining ownership or legal access to vacant land is a critical step that needs to be taken
for all parcels previously abandoned by their owner of record. Land banks have emerged as one
tool in the transformation process. Land banks are a mechanism by which the government
acquires vacant or abandoned properties and reassembles these land holdings for redevelopment.
Land banks are quasi-governmental entities or nonprofit corporations focused on the conversion
of vacant, abandoned, and tax delinquent properties into productive use (Center for Community
Progress, 2018). They are granted special powers through state-enabled legislation to take
actions more effectively and efficiently than other entities. Land banks are transactional in nature
with a mandate to return vacant lands to the tax rolls, not automatically requiring an
improvement to the social and economic condition of residents in areas impacted by publiclyowned land vacancy, though this is more common and addressed in respective land bank policies
and procedures, which outline how a land bank will execute its powers (BENLIC, 2020; Bieretz
& Schilling, n.d.; Bragado et al., n.d.). Urban land trusts are also more recently emerging as a
technique to acquire publicly owned vacant lands and put them to a wider range of uses to
benefit local communities (Pennsylvania Land Trust Association, 2013).
Considering Possible Uses and Potential Users
In terms of reclaiming vacant urban land, there are several considerations that may
include the context of place, capacity of stakeholders, available resources, and community needs.
While ownership may dictate the ability to consider a vacant lot for re-use; many public owners
have programs that allow for temporary licenses or leases for designated limited uses such as
community gardens (Adams et al., 2002). Public ownership may also determine whether there is
an opportunity to take over the management and responsibility for the use and ongoing
maintenance of a lot. Inherently, property rights laws favor the owner of record and only
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governmental, or quasi-governmental authorities like a land bank, have the legal authority to
work through the legal complications to make a property available to a future owner (Honigberg,
JD, 2021; Wenter, 2021).
Community goals may also dictate potential uses; by assessing existing community
deficits, one may determine highest and best uses of vacant lots to be active- or passive-use
green space, commercial opportunities, housing, rights-of-way, or conservation opportunities, to
name a few. Some interventions have proven more successful than others (Schilling & Logan,
2008), but what is interesting is the range of suggested permanence of each intervention. Uses
can be determined by length of property access; temporary uses may help draw attention to a
future development opportunity while permanent uses require larger investments and longer-term
plans for stewardship and care. Not every strategy or intervention is fitting for every community
due to the varying local regulations and capacity of participants.
End uses may vary greatly but can generally be categorized and chosen based on
identifying end goals. Beyond the obvious investment of redevelopment into a renewed built
environment, often with housing, commercial and public uses, made possible through the
aggregation of smaller parcels to create a large-scale development pad. Some lots may be
acquired and consolidated with existing residential parcels, expanding the parcel footprint and
providing more personal outdoor space for residents while increasing the value of their property,
known as side yards. Some advocate for this as an approach as it attempts to right-size the
infrastructure of shrinking cities (Weaver, 2017); others see it as a means of suburbanizing urban
communities and increasing tax obligations beyond reasonable levels (Ryan, 2012b).
Most often, and in particular at the community level, strategies to address vacant land
often revolve around greening and beautification. Under this approach, vacant lots can be used
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for a variety of purposes that are either active or passive in nature. Active uses tend to include
investments and amenities that generate opportunities for group action or production. Examples
may include parks, parklets, food gardens and urban farms, play spaces and so on. Passive uses
tend to focus more on aesthetics, though may have underlying functions that are not immediately
visible. These projects may include habitat restoration, pollinator gardens, reforestation, with
additional functions including stormwater management, providing air quality and sensory
benefits, preventing or mitigating erosion or flooding and similar (Acar, 2013; Németh &
Langhorst, 2014a; Simonič, 2006; Ward Thompson, 1997). The aesthetic improvement of a
community through vacant land reclamation is often a focal point of many adopt a lot programs
encouraging residents to take ownership and action on vacant land because it is something that
can easily be grasped by residents who may be unfamiliar with other productive uses for these
forgotten spaces (Albany Vacant Lot Toolkit, 2023; Asakura Robinson & Brean Associates,
2015; Detroit Future City, 2015; Kent State University’s Cleveland Urban Design Collaborative,
2009; U.S. Forest Service, 2015).
Chapter 3: Vacant Land through Disciplinary Lens'
A subset of the scholarly papers and case studies on urban vacant land often attempt to
present a stronger understanding of its public value in terms of the ecological and social benefits
it can bring in addition to the economic value or costs that may be associated with it. This
literature review offers a broad overview of the potential benefits of vacant land across
disciplines and other issue areas. There are many opportunities to redevelop vacant land to
enhance its economic, ecological, and social value, and many design professionals, scholars, and
practitioners are becoming interested in finding new ways to exploit this potential. If there was a
stronger awareness and appreciation of the public value of urban vacant land, then more
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communities would recognize it as vital. Efforts to identify alternative strategies to optimize the
way these spaces are utilized for both short-term and long-term uses could greatly enhance urban
regeneration and renewal (E. C. Anderson & Minor, 2017; G. Kim, 2016a; Kremer et al., 2013).
Environmental and Ecological
One of the true potentials of vacant land appears to be in its ability to provide ecosystem
benefits to urban residents and the urban environment. An understanding of vacant land’s
ecological value is important to the advancement of and benefits to urban ecology and ecosystem
management (Gardiner et al., 2013). These benefits relate to several areas: soil quality, water
quality, air quality and atmosphere, and habitat and biodiversity (Burkholder, 2012). Vacant land
has the potential to become an asset for these environmental planning priorities. The relationship
between the growing areas of urban vacant land and the achievable quality of life benefits that
these lands could provide is clear through an environmental and ecological lens. Significant
opportunity lies in the establishment and provision of ecosystem benefits through strategic
design and management of large vacant sites to create a network of sustainable land uses that can
provide natural resources, regulate temperature and water quality, manage pest populations and
invasive species, and increase urban habitats.
Soil Quality
Urban soils vary considerably from location to location but on vacant lots there are some
general characteristics that differentiate them from native, undisturbed soils. These include high
levels of compaction, low water percolation and high runoff, high pH levels, higher
temperatures, and limited nutrients. In addition, urban soils are also more likely to contain
contaminants, due to their exposure to a wide range of urban elements that include industrial and
transport processes as well as remnants of demolished structures with unsafe building materials

CONCEPTUALIZING VACANT LAND AS A SYSTEM

68

that were not previously regulated, such as lead paint (Kessler, 2013; Sampson et al., 2017; US
EPA, 2017). One of the most significant concerns is the accumulation of heavy metals in soil
because they are toxic to humans and most plants. Pollutants from roadway runoff, especially in
urban areas where salt is used for de-icing is also a factor in urban areas. Soil composition and
contamination have implications for how nutrients and chemicals flow through soil, thus directly
connecting to its productivity and overall function (Midgley et al., 2021).
Water Quality
Urban hydrologic processes are significantly different than in other settings. One of the
key differences is the amounts of impervious surfaces that exist in urban environments.
Roadways, driveways, sidewalks, parking lots and large footprint building contribute to this state
and in the United States, paved areas constitute twice the area of buildings. Pavement
significantly diminishes surface permeability and creates barriers to soil infiltration, as
infiltration performance is highly determined by pavement structure (Illgen, 2011). Without
sufficient greenspace to accommodate infiltration, rainwater in urban areas moves quickly across
impervious surfaces, generating large amounts of surface runoff and potentially
carrying/spreading pollutants or contributing to localized flooding (Burkholder, 2012).
Stormwater management is one of the most significant ecosystem services necessary in
the sustainable development of cities, particularly those with combined sewer systems. Water
itself is a provisional service, as it is needed by almost every living organism, yet it also requires
regulating services to maintain its quality and usefulness. Federally-funded green infrastructure
projects are becoming commonplace within many cities, with stormwater management making
up most of these projects. The scattered nature of most vacant land, particularly residential
parcels, means that lots are located within many urban sub-watersheds. Larger vacant industrial
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parcels are located along watercourses and provide opportunities to manage large quantities of
stormwater prior to entering the adjacent waterbody (Kelleher et al., 2020). In addition to these
natural regulating services for both stormwater quality and quantity, water remains a symbolic
element that provides cultural ecosystem services as well with its strong cultural, recreational,
and aesthetic implications.
Air Quality and Atmosphere
Planting in the urban environment has been shown to have a positive effect on air quality
by increasing deposition of particulate matter on leaf surfaces, thereby removing them from the
atmosphere (Nowak & Heisler, 2010). Studies have shown this relationship is a prime example
of beneficial pairing of the atmosphere and the biosphere on urban vacant lots (Smith et al.,
2017; Yang & Jiang, 2021) even given some tradeoffs such as an increase to airborne allergens
and decrease of wind flow or reduced sightlines in dense urban areas (Choi et al., 2021) . Vacant
land has the potential to help cities meet higher air quality standards as concentrations of plan
material can be centered there. This is a particular issue related to the demolition of older
structures which contain lead paint and particles that can get released into the air or soil (and
then later back into the air, once disturbed) increasing particulate matter in the air (Farfel et al.,
2003).
The urban heat island effect is another significant ecological implication that exists in the
urban context. With increased development, there is an increase in unnatural surface areas
causing a heat island effect, increasing temperatures beyond the atmospheric temperature.
Vacant land contributes to these elevated temperatures when left barren and uncared for, many of
which can be found in temperature hot spots that coincidentally have higher poverty rates, lower
median household income, and employment rates than the rest of the city (Pearsall, 2017). In
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contrast, urban neighborhoods with lower temperatures tended to be wealthy, low-density
residential neighborhoods with large, wooded municipal parks. Vacant lots have the potential to
serve a similar role if put to use in a productive way.
Habitat & Biodiversity
Vacant land represents a substantial opportunity for increasing habitat within U.S. cities.
Given the increasing acreage of vacant land in many cities, alteration of plant communities
within these habitats could result in landscape-scale consequences for a city’s ecology. When
undisturbed, vacant lots will tend to a state of nature, meaning plants will grow as long as there is
enough soil and water for them to do so. New species may get introduced via foot traffic, tire
treads, or even other urban creatures carrying seeds and remnants from other areas. Additionally,
vacant lots are also hot spots for insect and small animal populations due to the relatively
undisturbed conditions of the site (Gardiner et al., 2013).
If planned intentionally, vacant lots have an opportunity to restore habitat and provide
space not usually afforded in the urban context to bring things into a state of natural equilibrium.
Reintroducing native species with specific traits that attract helpful insects or endangered bird
species can contribute greatly to long-term sustainability. Increased biodiversity contributes to
pollination and nutrient cycling, which are essential processes for ecosystem functioning
(Solomon, 2019).
Economic
There are various connections between the economics of a city and the presence of vacant
land. We know that properties are often abandoned as a result of many factors coming together
such as development demand, job loss, and demographic shifts as noted previously. However,
it’s important to note that on an individual level, the most common reason a property is
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abandoned is that the cost of maintenance and operation exceeds the apparent value of the
property and capacity of the current owner. This may occur regardless of a strong or weak
market, though tends to be more prevalent in weak market communities that are likely already
suffering from additional burdens and limited support system.
Cities must address the increasing number of vacant properties, not only because of the
negative impact they have on the surrounding community, but because of the numerous costs
they impose (Delta Development Group, 2013). This relationship is both direct and indirect and
can be both positive and negative. They strain the resources of local tax-funded services such as
police, fire, building, and health departments. They also depreciate property values, reduce
property tax revenue, attract crime, and degrade the quality of life of remaining residents
(Goldstein et al., 2001). Vacant and abandoned properties have become a significant fiscal drain
on already cash poor municipalities because they require municipal resources that exceed the
benefit, often in the form of tax revenue, back to the municipality (Mallach & Vey, 2011).
Direct Costs
Code enforcement departments are often tasked with the heaviest burden related to
vacancies and blighted conditions. Here, code enforcement activities are defined as field
inspections, complaints, elimination of rodents and vermin, high grass and weeds, junk cars, and
unsafe structures. These are the essential and minimum health and safety standards as identified
by local municipal codes. Direct costs for code enforcement departments may include the
number of code enforcement personnel required to stay up to date with property inventories and
the number of hours spent on complaints specifically related to vacant lands, which can often be
a significant portion of the workload (Delta Development Group, 2013). Once code enforcement
has interacted with a vacant lot that is also blighted and in violation of minimum codes, the
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public works and public safety departments are often then tasked with following up on or
addressing the issues on public but also abandoned properties. In many cases, local public works
departments must also maintain private vacant lots, for health and safety purposes, by mowing
grass, cutting weeds, trimming overgrown trees and bushes, and cleaning sidewalk areas at the
vacant properties.
Parcels with blighted and vacant structures can also have a significant impact on police
and fire calls raising the overall cost for police and fire protection in the communities. Problems
such as high grass, broken windows, and noxious plants create attractive nuisances for vandals
and trespassers, increasing the need for police presence. These parcels also harbor vermin and
rodents requiring frequent support from animal control (Winthrop & Herr, 2009).
The presence of blighted and vacant structures also directly reduces the most important
revenue sources for a community and undermines the ability of the local government to provide
vital public safety, health and welfare services. Real estate taxes are often the largest source of
revenue for local governments. Real estate taxes are a product of the local tax levy in mills as
applied to the county assessment of property value to each parcel. In addition to the actual loss of
tax revenue, there is a cost associated with the collection of delinquent real estate taxes. Some of
these costs are passed along to the taxpayer but many are absorbed by the municipalities and
school districts in the form of administrative and legal services (Goldstein et al., 2001).
Indirect Costs
The impact and indirect cost to adjacent and neighboring properties from parcels with
blighted structures has been well documented in practical research. There appears to be a direct
link between the proximity to a blighted property and a resultant decrease in property value. In
many cases, the decline has been analyzed based on hedonic regression analysis, which allows
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the analyst to look at real estate values based on the various component parts that influence
pricing (e.g., location, number of bedrooms, proximity to amenities, etc.) (Econsult Corporation,
2010).
Additionally, a lack of activated spaces within an urban context can leave behind a
feeling of neglect that extends beyond the physical property, but results in fewer investments
being made in the amenities that make a particular community attractive to others. Some public
sources of funding for infrastructure and education may be directly tied to population (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2021). There is little justification to spend dollars if not enough people will be
deemed to have benefitted from it. Over time, this means lower quality schools, fewer
businesses, less access to transportation and jobs and more.
Social
Vacant land has many direct and indirect costs to the social realm. As much for its
potential opportunity to provide benefits when reclaimed as well as for its effect on daily quality
of life for residents in areas of high vacancy. Health, safety, and community well-being are three
domains that are often addressed in the available literature. In a Philadelphia, PA, study
conducted in 2012, an in-depth semi-structured interview process revealed that vacant land was
thought to affect overall community health at both a collective and individual level (Garvin et al.,
2013). Because much of the social realm is difficult to measure in quantitative terms, most of the
information was extracted from qualitative studies and subject to interpretation by research
teams. Causation may be difficult to prove but there have been significant correlating findings in
both academic and practitioner studies and is therefore considered here.
Safety
As noted above, there are costs associated with sending fire and police services when
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incidents occur in either vacant structures or lots. Incidents on vacant land such as vandalism,
drug dealing and use, and hiding stolen or dangerous goods are all considered. The overgrowth
and lack of oversight presents vacant land as an ideal location for many illicit activities. Even
without a direct threat, such as a person hiding in wait in the overgrowth, there are also injury
risks of hypodermic needles, debris, and weapons may be hidden in the vacant lots, causing
concern that children could discover such objects when playing in the lots (Branas et al., 2011;
Kondo et al., 2015; Sampson et al., 2017).
A study by Branas et al (2018) found that residents living near vacant lots that were
cleaned and greened reported significantly reduced fear of crime and improved use of outdoor
space; they also found that crime significantly decreased in comparison to control. The data
demonstrates that not only do basic greening interventions result in a change in resident
perspective to significantly reduce fear of crime, demonstrated by increased use of outdoor
spaces for relaxing and socializing, but also that there are in fact significant decreases in crimes
overall, particularly in gun violence, burglary, and nuisances compared to the status quo (Kondo
et al., 2016).
Beyond the direct threat to personal safety from dangerous items left on a vacant lot,
there is also the prevailing theory that suggests places with more human activity and anonymity
are more prone to crime, as posited in the Broken Windows Theory (Harcourt, 1998; Heinze et
al., 2018) . In these areas that often feel forgotten, bad actors feel more empowered to do just
that. High weeds provide hiding places for drug sales and use or somone to lie in wait for
innocent passersby. Stolen items may be hidden or dropped off in these areas, providing cover
for acts of property damage and vandalism.
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Community Well-Being
Vacant land has been noted to influence community well-being by decreasing residents’
control over neighborhood life, fracturing ties among neighbors, raising concerns about crime
and safety, and exerting a negative financial strain on the community (Stewart et al., 2019).
Often vacant land can overshadow positive aspects of neighborhood life and undermining
attempts to improve the image or overall success of the community because it is so visible and
present. Efforts to maintain the neighborhood may be perceived as futile because the numbers
continue to grow; more houses come down each year and even reclaimed space can fall back into
disrepair if not stewarded. This contributes to a sense of helplessness and a perceived lack of
community cohesion. Participants of the Philadelphia study described fractures among neighbors
when discussing homes becoming dilapidated and abandoned (Garvin et al., 2013). Participants
suggested that homeowners are dedicated to keeping their residences and neighborhood in good
condition, while renters, who may be transient, are less invested.
Vacant properties degrade quality of life for remaining residents. Social fragmentation
occurs with vacant land. Neighbors lose touch with each other or get fed up by the state of their
community, resulting in dissent about how to move forward, how much effort to put in, or even
who was responsible in the first place (G. Kim, 2016a). Instead of providing spaces for
gathering, growing food, or interacting with nature in the urban context, the lots become nothing
more than a burden and an eyesore. Quality of life is reduced as a result of all of these conditions
coming together, overshadowing the original neighborhood identity and replacing with negative
connotations, which eventually becomes the established perception of the community.
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Vacant lots are also an environmental justice issue since there are significantly more
vacant lots in a city's poorer neighborhoods (Bowman & Pagano, 2004; de Leon & Schilling,
2017; Goldstein et al., 2001). While vacant land is not the cause of these conditions, they are a
clear indication that all is not well. As noted above, with population decline comes a smaller tax
base and limited public reinvestment (Goldstein et al., 2001), this means that many communities
suffer in multiple ways, compounding the individual effects of any single symptom – like
vacancy rates – and affecting quality of life for communities with majority minority residents as
I have seen in the Pittsburgh region. Addressing vacant land through reclamation strategies and
policies also often have a racial disparity component – either through displacement when
successful or by limiting opportunities by income which often follows racial breakdowns
(Berkman, 1956).
Health
Vacant land influences both physical and mental health. We spend more than two-thirds
of our time where we live, and the state of our homes and neighborhoods invariably affects our
individual and family’s well-being (Klepeis et al., 2001). Studies have shown that the conditions
within our residences, the surrounding neighborhood, and the cost of housing affect our health
(Cohen et al., 2005).
Physical
Vacant land has been reported to undermine physical health through unsanitary
conditions and the potential for injury (Garvin et al., 2013). Dumping of litter and large objects
such as tires and appliances on rarely maintained vacant land can cause issues over time as
chemical components from these unnatural elements may begin leaching into the soil or
contribute to particulate matter in the air. Without the ability to decompose, remnant materials
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may linger and can be sharp, rusty, or otherwise dangerous. Trash build-up, along with
vegetative overgrowth and vacancy, is also often recognized as contributing to the unwelcome
and ever-present presence of animals such as rodents, termites, possums, raccoons, and more as
well as the potential health hazards they may carry, such as rabies.
Many vacant lots have high levels of lead in the soil. The lots were typically sites for
houses that used lead-based paint, which can weather or flake off and contaminate the soil as
homes were abandoned and deteriorated. Also, in many cases, debris from housing demolition
was simply buried on site. Over time, demolition practices have updated to accommodate some
of these challenges but there are tens of thousands of lots that suffer from this previous lack of
awareness and attention. Lots with high lead levels pose a threat to residents’ health.
Contaminated soil can be tracked into homes on shoes and clothing or can be blown as dust and
ingested (Kessler, 2013; US EPA, 2017). Young children who play in the dirt and then put their
hands to their faces and mouths are at higher risk for contamination as well.
Mental
Mental health is also at issue as it relates to vacant land. Neighborhood physical
conditions, including vacant or dilapidated spaces, trash, and lack of quality infrastructure, such
as sidewalks and parks, are associated with depression (Beyer et al., 2014; Garvin et al., 2013;
Latkin & Curry, 2003). Vacant and dilapidated spaces are unavoidable neighborhood conditions
that residents in low-resource communities encounter every day, making the very existence of
these spaces a constant source of stress and possible mental illness (Garvin et al., 2013; South et
al., 2015) In South et al.’s (2018) study based in Philadelphia, researchers assessed 110 randomly
sampled vacant lot clusters. Among 342 participants included in the analysis, feeling depressed
significantly decreased by 41.5% and self-reported poor mental health showed a reduction of
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62.8% for those living near greened vacant lots compared with control participants (South et al.,
2018). The remediation of blighted and vacant physical environments, particularly in urban
settings with limited resources, can be an important tool for communities to address mental
health problems (Beyer et al., 2014; Lovasi et al., 2016; South et al., 2018).
Mental health issues arose in connection with several aspects related to the existence of
vacant land. For some residents it is as simple as a sense of loneliness when urban grids are
fragmented; scattered demolition leaves vacant land which creates gaps in the urban fabric and
often means your next-door neighbor may now be 2 to 3 times farther away than previously
(Klinenberg, 2019). For others, it is a feeling of inadequacy, a sense that, despite their best
efforts to maintain their home and contribute to their community, they have been abandoned or
forgotten since services are less frequent or comprehensive than in the past. For many, it is
enough to be faced with dereliction and garbage every day eventually normalizing the poor
aesthetics and lowering expectations for something better (Bowman & Pagano, 2004; de Leon &
Schilling, 2017).
Beyond the Disciplines
With a broad conceptual framework to guide the research and evidence of various
overlapping ideas, it is also necessary to go beyond the discipline and the direct subject to
provide context for the placement of vacant land in community development conversations. In
particular, the intersection of people and place is critical in the efforts towards long-term policy
decisions. Additionally, the success of such decisions is quite dependent on the relationship
between those who make the decisions and those who are most affected by the outcomes.
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Importance of Place
Through experiencing a place, people demonstrate a tendency to form emotional
connections to that place. The bonds or links that exist between people and places form the basis
of what is known as place attachment (Scannell & Gifford, 2010). Place attachment occurs at the
individual level most commonly when individuals identify with a place, forming a deep personal
connection, or develop a functional dependence with a place that another place cannot easily
meet (Low & Altman, 1992). This relationship is usually positive in nature.
It has been argued that places are more than geographic locations, with social interactions
and meaning being an integral part in developing attachment to place (Kyle & Chick, 2007).
Shared experiences and shared meaning of those experiences leads to bonding or attachment
with the place in which these experiences occurred as well as with others who have had the same
experience. In addition, positive associations have been found between place identity and wellbeing, indicating that the stronger the emotions, memories and thoughts participants associate
with a place, the stronger sense of well-being they experienced in that particular place (Knez et
al., 2018). It is important to understand residents’ attachment to place as it influences both
individual and group behavior, which then affects communities as a whole and their ability enact
or accept change (Hidalgo, 2013). From a community perspective, when people become attached
to places, they are more likely to be motivated to seek out, stay in, and invest in those places
(Manzo & Perkins, 2006). Likewise, those residents who are more attached to their community
have additional motivation to out down roots and remain, protect what they have, and make
improvements. It can also be the reason they are so personally affected or offended by negative
aspects of vacant land (Grubbström, 2011).
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Attachment to where you live can result in feelings of pride toward someone’s
neighborhood and its appearance, fostering a sense of well-being, create and foster stability,
familiarity, and security (Chavis & Wandersman, 2002). The existence of these strong
attachments could be utilized for building efforts to support community development and
neighborhood revitalization. These attachments could help community development efforts be
more successful by building on a basis of social community capacity, of which place
attachment plays a role (Plunkett et al., 2018). This idea of social community capacity essentially
implies stronger social networks and more social capital for accomplishing what is desired and
needed in communities to improve quality of life for those who live there (Cloete, 2014; Franco
& Tracey, 2019; B. Norton et al., 2002; Poole, 1997).
Importance of Community Participation
Community participation has long played a key role in redevelopment and regeneration
(Arnstein, 2019). In this review, a heavy emphasis was placed on research related to capacity
building, social cohesion, and community participation as a means toward accomplishing
community development outcomes. I made an intentional effort to find qualifiable data regarding
the impact of interventions on the social infrastructure in a community. I identified no specific
mention of greening or vacant land, instead “community development” was more broadly used a
proxy to provide a similar context. Community engagement on behalf of the interveners and
participation on behalf of the stakeholders are both critical to more sustainable outcomes as a
result of perceived buy-in, cultural bias, and ownership of the solutions presented which are
identified as common outcomes (Adamson, 20100; Clark & Wise, 2018; Mayo et al., 2009).
Capacity building is the process through which individuals and organizations can gain
new skills, knowledge, tools, networks and resources needed to accomplish goals. It represents
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an opportunity to strengthen current skills while also building new ones to practice in a
community context (Florin & Wandersman, 1990). It is a professional and personal development
process that is ongoing where the resources and skills obtained are transferable to other areas of
an individual’s life, or more practically to a new effort or initiative. The planning and community
development sectors have acknowledged the need to recognize capacity that exists in the
communities in order to effectively tap into the broader collective as well as the inherent
expertise of local residents and stakeholders (Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993) to specify
appropriate recommendations. If we continue to involve residents in the process of community
development, we should also ensure that they have the ability to be an active participant
(Chatterton & Bradley, 2000).
In the lens of a community development process, capacity building is intended to ensure
meaningful participation (Cloete, 2014). This requires an understanding of the current limitations
in understanding and physical constraints of an audience to actively and meaningfully
participate. Residents are not simply an audience present to fulfill a bureaucratic check box, but
rather are actively sought for input and feedback from the end user, the informal historian, the
lifelong community member. By being intentional in these efforts, the result is a robust
understanding of the daily on-the-ground conditions in a community (Kretzmann & McKnight,
1993) reciprocated by a stronger understanding by a planning audience into the complications of
long-term planning, the timelines, the roadblocks, and the pressure points resulting in an
appreciation for the full complexity in the efforts of community change.
This pipeline from building skills to active participation enables meaningful level of
participation and understanding (Florin & Wandersman, 1990). It can contribute to a sense of
ownership of process where residents now have a stake in the game (Arnstein, 2019), thereby
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empowering them to take on the leadership necessary in the next phases of implementation and
eventual sustainability and accountability of the efforts made (Adamson, 2010; Florin &
Wandersman, 1990).
Relationship Between Local Government and the Governed
A critical consideration given today’s state of political affairs is the dynamic nature and
role of government, as well as the process of governance (Beshi & Kaur, 2020). Citizens demand
their local government to uphold their democratic and human rights and serve their interests.
Citizens are also expecting their government to be responsible for and ensure that citizens’
critical needs are met. For that role, one of the most admirable goals in the democratic system is
making decisions by taking the interests of the majority into account and that is why public trust
in government is viewed as an integral part of the democratic system. Therefore, in order to
implement policies and strategies effectively, it is important to improve citizens trust at all levels
of government.
Trust must be competently obtained and related to opinions on bureaucratic discretion.
The competent exercise of trust building allows citizens to properly monitor government and
hold bureaucrats accountable for their actions. At the same time, trust is what allows citizens to
grant the flexibility required for bureaucrats to effectively govern (Cooper et al., 2008). Local
government administrators and elected officials who wish to garner support generally work to
increase trust in local government, regardless of what the current level of trust may be. Although
political culture and civic disengagement make enhancing trust difficult, research suggests the
importance of maintaining credible commitments, as well as being honest, competent, fair, and
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benevolent (S. Kim & Lee, 2012). The literature on participatory planning (Beierle & Konisky,
2000) demonstrate the value of public participation for democratic governance.
Summary
Despite the variety of academic literature, the topic of urban vacant land is still relatively
underexplored. The most common approach has been to isolate a single focus and link vacant
land to one thing at a time. There is a difference of perception of this topic between those with
expertise and those with experience. While the research community continues to explore the
realms of public health, community development, and sustainability, the field of practice, which
includes policy makers, nonprofit professionals, and service organizations, has a wealth of
knowledge to contribute. The blend of these two things could yield new ideas and strategies for
communities suffering the effects of high vacancy rates. The link between these two approaches
includes the encouragement to seek input in an intentional and uniform way. Mechanisms for
including more voices in the process may help practitioners contribute to the research and help
understand the true value (or threat) vacant land poses.
One of the conclusions of this literature review is that vacant land is not influenced by all
factors at the same time. It is not as simple as a one-to-one issue where a single change will have
the overall impact necessary. On the contrary, vacant land is complex and connected to myriad
systems across several disciplinary sectors. Currently, vacant land is often referenced in a
transactional way; it is presented more as a commodity than an emotional trigger. Proxy research
about place attachment and sense of place can be used to help introduce the notion of vacant land
as a reminder of the intangible, and more work is needed to help the public understand how
much of our social context is affected by the presence of vacant land.
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Finally, though the disciplinary discussion of vacant land is broad, cutting across multiple
sectors, experiments are few. There are only a few contemporary researchers and social scientists
doing this work with rigor. Often, articles are written by the same research teams referencing the
same data from the minimal research efforts taking place. In other words, replication and
verification is still very much a limitation of the current literature.
Chapter 4: Research Methods
Urban vacant land problems are not solely related to land use or real estate concerns.
Rather, they should be viewed and addressed in the context of an interrelated social, political,
and economic context. To be successful, redevelopment policies and programs must recognize
and be consistent with this background.
The purpose of this study is to understand the vacant land system in the Rust Belt region
of the U.S. using Buffalo, NY, as a case study to illustrate the issue. An analysis of vacant land
as viewed through the lens of systems thinking helps identify the differences between the subject
matter expertise and the experience of residents and volunteers not professionally connected to
the issue. Qualitative research is an appropriate methodology for this study because the
fundamental tenets of qualitative research are similar to those of systems theory. According to
Merriam (1988), qualitative research “strives to understand how all the parts work together to
form a whole” (p. 16), making it especially useful for identifying and characterizing systems. As
discussed in Chapter 2, the primary aim of systems theory is to understand the wholeness of
phenomena. Case study is an ideal methodology for this task and qualitative research relies on
the same philosophical assumptions as systems theory:
Traditional [scientific] research assumes that there is a single, objective reality...
that we can observe, know, and measure... In contrast, qualitative research
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assumes that there are multiple realities – that the world is not an objective thing
out there but a function of personal interaction and perception. It is a highly
subjective phenomenon in need of interpreting rather than measuring. (Merriam,
2002, p.17)
As detailed in Chapter 2, systems are understood and explained as interpretations of the
investigator. Creswell stated that qualitative research is important when the study calls for a
“complex, detailed understanding of the issue. This detail can only be established by talking
directly with people” (Creswell, 2003). He also argued that qualitative research approaches need
to be used when the investigator seeks to understand an issue or problem within its own context
and when quantitative measures do not fit the research problem. Since this study requires the
investigator to understand the interactions between people, and is highly contextual, it makes
sense to be studied using qualitative research.
Research Design and Rationale
Yin (2018) stated that case study is an appropriate strategy for “inquiry that... investigates
a contemporary phenomenon in depth within its real-life context especially when the boundaries
between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p. 18). According to Merriam (1988),
three fundamentals need to be considered when deciding on a research methodology, the type of
questions being asked, the “amount of control” needed to answer the research questions, and “the
desired end product” (p. 9). While ‘what’ and ‘how many’ questions are suited to survey or
experimental research, ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions are better answered by case study (Yin, 2009;
Merriam, 1988). Yin notes that ‘what’ questions that are exploratory in nature may also be
investigated using a case study strategy.
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This study satisfies the three criteria for selecting case study as a methodology. The
research questions in this study focus on how vacant land can be perceived as a system in
Buffalo, NY, and what those components are at a particular point in time given the current active
and affected stakeholders. In terms of researcher control, in case study research, there is no need
for the investigator to isolate or manipulate variables as is done in experimental research. This
study does not require any degree of control over the case to be studied, so this criterion for
selecting case study methodology is met. Finally, the end product of this study is a robust
description of the case, which is an appropriate product of a case study.
Merriam (1988) identified three types of case studies: descriptive, interpretive, and
evaluative. According to Tobin (2010), descriptive studies “seek to reveal patterns and
connections, in relation to theoretical constructs, in order to advance theory development” (p. 3).
This study fits this definition of descriptive a case study because it seeks to use the theoretical
lens of systems theory to describe vacant land as a system. Ultimately, this study contributes to
the current efforts to develop community development and vacant land theory.
For the purposes of this study, I gathered data from several stakeholder groups in Buffalo
via one-on-one semi-structured interviews during conference calls, in-person meetings, and
community events. Data collected in these formats enabled me to deeply examine how the
participants perceive vacant land. I then utilized an existing working group with many of the
interview participants to assemble a focus group, which examined and provided feedback on a
system map that emerged from interview response and also assessed the direction of the
relationships in the map.
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The Case
Merriam (2002) notes that when researchers have identified a general problem, then only
then can we begin to define the unit of analysis. In this case study, the case or unit being
analyzed is the vacant land system in Buffalo, NY, which is a mid-sized U.S. city located in the
Midwest region often referred to as the Rust Belt as seen in Figure 5.

Figure 5 New York State and Buffalo, NY. Data sourced from Statistics Canada and U.S. Census.

The case city selection was narrowed to cities classified as ‘distressed’ or ‘vulnerable’
per market-value definitions. These classifications are often the proxy terms assigned to vacant,
abandoned, and tax-delinquent properties, which are often grouped together as problem
properties because they destabilize neighborhoods, create fire and safety hazards, drive down
property values, and drain local tax dollars (Center for Community Progress, 2018). In some
sense, these are properties the private market has altogether rejected. These options are marked
by low or no population growth, limited transit, housing, business, and loss in a primarily
industrial economy. Often these have an abundance of majority-minority communities with
incomes below the national average and high concentrations of vacant land as a percentage of
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landmass. Additionally, the case city would have an operational land bank authority, or other
designated organization, dedicated to land management with state-granted governmental powers
and a clear community mission. I have chosen to use the city of Buffalo as my research focus. In
this instance, the case city was selected due to its similarities to other cities in legal and financial
position, infrastructure and size, history, and capacity in an attempt to maximize generalizability
of the findings for similarly situated cities. Should the findings not be directly applicable, it is
anticipated that the process and intention to redefine understanding will be, providing at least a
replicable process that will add to the dialogue.
The City of Buffalo is the second-largest city in New York state, with an estimated
population of 255,284 (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). It was historically a center of trade due to the
construction of the Erie Canal and rail transportation, as well as its close proximity to Lake Erie,
making it a key trade route to midwestern states. Later, it would become a manufacturing
powerhouse, focused on steel and automobile industries, particularly benefitting from
hydroelectric power generated by the Niagara River. However, beginning in the 1950s,
deindustrialization and the nationwide trend of suburbanization, the city’s economy began to
decline along with its population, which has been reduced by nearly half, a trend shared by other
Rust Belt cities (Goldman, 2007).
There are 35 neighborhoods designated for planning purposes within Buffalo city limits
and are a mix of strong and weak market communities. The establishment of the Buffalo Erie
Niagara Land Improvement Corporation (BENLIC) has focused on the strategic acquisition of
tax-delinquent and abandoned properties for future use. This local land bank was created in 2012
and formed as a not-for-profit corporation (BENLIC, 2020).
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Buffalo is representative of the shrinking cities problem. The city thrived from the 1830s
to the mid-1900s due to its strategic location on the Great Lakes and at the end of the Erie Canal
ensured a strong placement within a U.S. economy centered on manufacturing during that time.
In 1830, a few years before the opening of the Erie Canal, the population was 8,668 which grew
to 352,387 in 1900 before peaking at 580,132 in 1950 (Buffalo, New York Population 2021,
2021). Post-1950, with federal housing policy promoting suburban growth and the construction
of endless miles of highway infrastructure, the city saw its population plummet by more than
300,000 in just three decades and ultimately to its 2020 Census total of 278,349 (U.S. Census
Bureau, n.d.). This decline in population set the stage for the vacating and eventual abandonment
of a significant number of structures within the city, which later resulted in the significant
number of vacant lots after several thousand structures were eventually demolished. The vacancy
rate grew from 10% in 1980 and 1990 to 16% in 2000 and 2010. The pattern demonstrates the
long-term and ongoing epidemic that is vacancy and blight.
Additionally, Buffalo was left with social, economic, and demographic challenges like
many other shrinking cities, with the majority of the region’s poor, minority, under-educated,
and otherwise marginalized populations left behind as the suburbs began to capture the region’s
affluent and socially mobile residents.
As of 2020, there are significant signs that Buffalo's decline may have bottomed out over
the past decade, and there are increasing signs of growth in the city and region. The 2020 Census
was the first in 70 years that saw both Buffalo and Erie County gain population (U.S. Census
Bureau, n.d.). In recent years, the demographics continues to shift, and stagnant communities are
beginning to grow with an infusion of immigrant and refugee populations working to make a
home for themselves while need to address historical inequities.
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This study’s resident
participants were primarily from the
Broadway-Fillmore neighborhood of
Buffalo due to its demographic and
economic makeup and high
concentrations of vacant land. Figure 6
shows the Broadway-Fillmore
neighborhood and its central location
in Buffalo. Specific individuals in
Buffalo were included due to the
perspective they bring to the study and
their role in vacant land pipeline. I
chose Buffalo due to its similarities to
other Rust Belt cities as noted in
Figure 6 Location of Broadway-Fillmore Neighborhood.

Chapter 3 and its history of vacant land Data sourced from U.S. Census, City of Buffalo
interventions from multiple sectors. Two specific features that set Buffalo apart are the presence
of a respected and operational land bank and its industrial past, which has tied together
environmental and economic outcomes to its current state of blight and vacancy.
A distinguishing factor of Buffalo is its commitment through the service sector a
commitment to address vacant land and position it as an economic driver and as an attempt to
address historical inequities in wealth generation tied to land ownership. There are a significant
number of stakeholders across various groups and sectors, many of which rarely intersect
regularly, meaning this affords Buffalo an opportunity to expand its own understanding and
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positioning. A second feature that makes Buffalo a useful case is its residential urban vacancy
rate of about 14%, aligning it with the national average of 15% on average (Pagano & Bowman,
2000).
Methods
The choice of using a case study was deliberate in acknowledgement that local context
influences the experiences of residents, and their perceptions of how local issues affect them
specifically. A narrow geographic focus was necessary to be able to conduct the research in a
more comprehensive way, with a neighborhood that has specific and uniform characteristics
relevant to the research topic of vacant land, helping to control the data sources. With the
qualitative approach through semi-structured interviews and an opportunity for feedback and
reflection was critical due to the subjective nature related to an individual’s experience with
vacant land in addition to what is ‘objectively known’ about vacant land. The translation of
participant input in a systems map provides a visual representation of the breadth of
interconnections.
Data collection and analysis in descriptive case study research is simultaneous and
ongoing. In other words, the data collection phase and data analysis happen concurrently at times
and build on each other. During the course of data collection and analysis, it is not uncommon
for the research questions and data collection strategies to change during the study as data
emerge. The research questions for this study did not need to be refined, nor did the collection
strategies due to the flexible nature and hybrid model of virtual and in-person efforts, which is
something communities are becoming more comfortable with as an outcome of the COVID
pandemic. The only change decided early in the framing process was to place less importance on
a spatial analysis as a method of triangulation due to the lack of consistently available datasets.

CONCEPTUALIZING VACANT LAND AS A SYSTEM

92

According to Yin (2009), there are four strategies employed in analyzing case study data.
The most appropriate strategy for this study is “developing a case description” whereby the
researcher describes the findings within the context of a specific theoretical framework. Yin
advocated for this approach when “the original and explicit purpose of the case study [is] a
descriptive one” (Yin, p. 131). In this study, I analyzed and described the data collected using
concepts of systems theory.
Sample Population
The participants in this study include residents, practitioners, volunteers, service
providers, and government officials and employees within Buffalo, NY who are specifically
tasked with the oversight of vacant land policies, programs and concerns, or who live and/or
work in neighborhoods of Buffalo with higher rates of vacancy and are therefore directly
affected by work being done on this issue. The target audience for the findings of this study
include those who have authority, capacity, and discretion for making decisions that can increase
visibility and investment of the work in hopes of bringing more attention and perspective on the
impacts. Buffalo, NY has a population of over 256,000 and the issue of vacant land is a critical
community development factor, even in more stable areas of the city due to the residual effects
related to investment, tax revenue, overall aesthetics, and demographic distribution.
The initial goal was to identify 3-5 individuals in each of the 7 stakeholder categories
identified as being relevant. This was a loose guideline used for planning purposes based on my
personal familiarity with other city structures and how many individuals and groups are
generally involved in this issue but the final numbers would be born out of the process of
snowball sampling. Other than the elected officials, in which the total number of interviews was
n=2, this was accomplished. Challenges related to timing of local elections explains the limited
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participation of that group; the current local government was unclear who would be leading the
policy direction post-election and were unwilling to have a discussion that could affect future
policy decisions on a topic with active interest. However, participants also mentioned that the
city had generally been recognized as limited in their engagement on this topic, both with
practice partners as well as residents, despite the public position acknowledging the need for a
collaborative approach and this is evident in the participant response as well.
Table 1
Target Interview Participant Groups
Individual Type

Expertise/Role

Role

Land Bank Employee

Program Management,
Community Engagement,
Fundraising

Property sales transactions, overseeing
end us of properties, maintenance of
existing portfolio

Government
Employee

Finance, Legal, Public
Works, Planning

Tax collection, land transactions,
maintenance calls, zoning and allowed
uses

Elected Official (local Constituent needs, Funding
council or similar)

Conduit to resident needs, public
dollar allocations

Community
Community Development
Organization (not-for- Corporation/ Practitioner
profit)

Resident engagement, advocate for
resident voices, fundraising, partner
collaboration

Service Organization

Service Providers

Environmental, wellness and
community-oriented missions

Volunteers

Labor

Active in community improvement

Residents

Lived experience

Living, working adjacent to vacant
land concentrations

The interview participants represent a broad cross-section of individuals who may not
interact regularly with each other but are often experiencing the outcomes related to vacant land
interventions, or more often, lack thereof, and due to their backgrounds and roles, experience it
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quite differently. Just as vacancy and blight was not caused by any single action, moment, or
player, a solution to the challenges that result will not be either.
The land bank and city department employees and elected officials were included as the
governing authority primarily responsible for addressing vacant urban land. Collectively, these
groups represent the ‘third sector’ (Wilson, 1996). Third sector stakeholders provide the most
reliable picture of how the issue is perceived within the city, as evidenced in the speed,
consistency, and persistence in instituting policies, programs, and resources aimed at resolving
the resulting challenges. The public sector can play a pivotal role in addressing the urban vacant
land issue by eliminating policy and regulatory barriers to redevelopment; by adequately
maintaining publicly owned properties and facilities in distressed neighborhoods; by ensuring
adequate police, fire and other municipal services; and perhaps most importantly, by creating an
atmosphere that encourages the private sector and private- public partnerships to reinvest in the
inner city (Adamson & Bromiley, 2013).
Community and service organizations were included due to the importance of the publicprivate partnerships they make possible while acting as intermediaries between formal processes,
funding, and community integration. These groups have an innate awareness of the community
in a way that government employees responsible for the entire city do not have as well as of the
processes and policies that govern the community due to their need to interface with those
agencies regularly in the course of their work. These intermediaries are the starting point as the
practitioners on the ground often charged with the implementation of programs and projects to
address vacant land and their ability to work with residents and governing bodies at the same
time. Additionally, community development corporations (CDCs) and neighborhood
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community-based organizations (CBOs) are generally at the center of local land use planning
efforts and can influence the subsequent decision-making processes (Carmona, 2014).
Residents and volunteers were included to better understand what drives the work,
whether it is considered a critical need or simply a pleasant undertaking. Without such
involvement of these stakeholders, planning and redevelopment efforts related to vacant land are
unlikely to be consistent with local visions of the neighborhood, and therefore unlikely to receive
citizen support in the long-term, which is quite critical for the shared community responsibility
of the communal open space left behind.
Piloting Procedures
Before data collection was conducted, I piloted the interview process in order to refine
the interview questions that would be used during one-on-one interviews and focus group. The
questions were reviewed by content experts and revised based on their recommendations and
wording was adjusted for the varying stakeholder groups to include or exclude industry jargon as
needed. Following completion of the sample interviews, the interview guide was further
modified, with clarifying questions added to gather additional information regarding vacant land
causes, effects, outcomes, and possibilities.
Sampling Procedures
A snowball sampling approach was used in this study. A sampling procedure may be
defined as snowball sampling when a researcher accesses informants through contact
information that is provided by other informants. This process is, by necessity, repetitive:
informants refer the researcher to other informants, who are contacted by the researcher and then
refer them to additional informants, and so on. Hence the evolving ‘snowball’ effect, capturing
the metaphorical notion of accumulation (Noy, 2008).
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I began with direct outreach to a few key partners from within the national practice
network on blight and vacancy issues. Primarily, a fellow researcher from a local consortium
who had recently completed a study of the potential for expanded uses of vacant public land
provided an overview of the current local context and participants in the conversation and some
initial introductions were made with him as a conduit. After each interview, a request for
additional introductions or suggestions of whom or where to find additional participants was
made and the sample grew from there. In various studies snowball sampling is often employed as
a particularly effective tool when trying to obtain information on and access to ‘hidden
populations,’ which proved to be important in this study as several of the resident participants
included noted that it had been the first time they had ever been asked to comment on the issue.
Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection
Data were collected in two phases. The primary goals of Phase 1 were to build rapport,
gain permission, gather documents for analysis and identify participants for the study. Creswell
(2008) emphasized the importance of building rapport with “gatekeepers” at research sites,
especially regarding case study research. Phase 2 was the data collection and analysis phase. The
following sections explain the procedures for both phases.
During Phase 1, I completed an inventory of active groups in the community
development sector through internet research, former recordings of previous Reclaiming Vacant
Properties conferences (the only national gathering committed solely to this topic, hosted by the
Center for Community Progress) and through policy and research papers gathered on the Buffalo
Commons, the local research think tank. This was done to determine the active participants and
the scope of their work and role in the vacant property conversation. Additionally, screening the
publicly available property data from Buffalo, the neighborhood of Broadway-Fillmore was
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further selected to achieve a manageable boundary for the study and identify additional social
and service organizations and local businesses that may also have differing insights.
After reaching out to several possible participants with an introduction to the research
and expectations of participation, I met via online video conferencing with several of the
participants to build rapport, explain the study, and get a sense of the context of existing working
relationships in the city. In doing so, each meeting ended with a recommendation for another
stakeholder that might be willing to participate, as well as information regarding opportune times
to visit Buffalo and reach others in person. I contacted appropriate directors of organizations and
city departments to obtain permission to interview their team members. These are the
“gatekeepers” of the community development sector (Creswell, 2008). These initial meetings
also helped me to gain a better context of Buffalo neighborhoods and communities as well as
become aware of relevant events that I later joined.
During Phase II, a total of 32 semi-structured one-on-one interviews and a focus group
call were conducted. It is also important to note that the mix of online video conferencing with
minimal site visits to the case city were due to the restrictions surrounding the COVID-19
pandemic that began in 2020, right at the launch of this research and worked within travel and
safety regulations provided by the U.S. Center for Disease Control. All remote interviews were
preceded with email communication including the provision of the consent form and research
intent as well as my background.
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Two site visits were scheduled
and hosted in May and July of 2021,
both taking place during key
community events in the BroadwayFillmore neighborhood and was the
primary time to reach the resident and
volunteer participants, or more
precisely, those participants who

Figure 7 Superstreets event in Broadway-Fillmore
Neighborhood, May 2021

interact with vacant land in their
everyday life and not as part of their job and/or working hours. In this way, finding residents to
participate in the study was simplified. The first event, depicted in Figure 7, was a community
block party set up adjacent to a vacant lot to spark a discussion about its future use and impact on
the neighborhood. By tabling at this event, I could attract residents to the table with maps,
signage, and snacks. When approached, possible participants were screened for their relationship
to the community and ability to commit at least 25 minutes to speak with me. At that time, they
were provided with a consent form and we verbally went over the information. In addition, all
resident participants were provided with a local grocery gift card of $10 as an incentive and
thank you for participating.
The second site visit occurred during a weekend of a garden tour, with most of the
gardens being those that were converted from previously underutilized vacant lots. Since many
of the hosts of the events were volunteers of the project work, this was an opportunity to reach
volunteers and assess what drove them to give up personal time to participate. These participants
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as well as many of the community and
service organizations interviewed remotely
were thanked for their participation in the
form of small donations later made to the
organizations they support. The only
participants who did not receive any form
of compensation were the elected official
and the government employees, who are

Figure 8 Vacant Lot Reuse Project featured on East Side
Garden Tour, July 2021

prohibited from receiving it.
During the data collection process, I learned of a working committee that was formed to
make policy recommendations regarding vacant land to the city leadership. Participants
suggested the people from this committee would be strong data sources for this study and they
subsequently became the core of the focus group later in the process which was already
convening remotely on a regular monthly basis.
I recorded all interviews with two digital audio recording devices, while I also took notes
manually during the conversations. The Zoom transcription function was used as a primary pass
when downloading the recordings; designed for hearing impaired participants during a Zoom
call, the tool provides an acceptable first translation in a talk-to-text manner and resulted in a .txt
file. However, as the transcription services are unable to account for tone, cadence, and
background noise, I then manually reviewed and edited the text files by listening to the
recordings. This was done to clean up the text for accuracy but also to get a sense of the context
and state of mind of the interviewees. For example, several participants would speak faster or
louder when talking about personal experiences and spoke more calmly when simply answering
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as an observer of an event. This informed coding later in the process and supports some of the
connections drawn between objective terms and emotional responses that may have been
overlooked previously.
In a separate effort that began prior to the meetings with Buffalo stakeholders and
continued afterwards, a review of published policies and public investments as well as local
research conducted on this topic was done. The initial purpose was to gain a basic understanding
of the conditions in Buffalo and how prominently vacant land is discussed or considered in the
city. In addition, this also pointed me toward relevant indicators that could be spatially analyzed
and local sources for that data.
Data Analysis
I imported anonymized transcripts into NVivo 12.0 (QSR International Pty Ltd, 2021).
During this first step, I coded data to correspond to the research questions for this study. I then
used an open coding or inductive approach to broadly code transcripts as they came in and
continued to refine them over time to identify themes and subthemes within the data. The themes
were categorized and consolidated into hierarchies. Interviews were coded in real time as data
were collected and reviewed. Subsequent interviews revealed several additional codes that were
added to the codebook until no new codes emerged from further interviews. When no new codes
or themes were identified from interviews, theoretical saturation had been reached.
Next, all interviews were classified by type, as identified in Table 1. The data were then
cross analyzed to find similarities and differences among the themes that emerged from each
group. Though NVivo was used to store and organize this information, much of the analysis was
verified by manually analyzing the responses as well. Following the coding of all 32 interviews,
I reviewed the “node reports” containing interview data classified under each of the major codes
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related to vacant land. The coded data succinctly described major issues raised within each code
to identify broad and recurrent themes. This iterative process informed the framework through
which I report perceptions of vacant land in the Broadway-Fillmore neighborhood. Themes
inferred from literature and participant experience included characteristics, causes, impacts,
opportunities.
Once the coding was completed and reviewed, a ‘systems mapping’ technique was used,
which draws upon methods such as fuzzy-logic cognitive mapping (FCM) and concept mapping
(Cone et al., 2019), to map, characterize, and examine the system. Mental Modeler is a modeling
software that helps individuals and communities capture their knowledge in a standardized
format, was used to create the visual maps. Mental Modeler relies on the foundations of FCM,
allowing users to easily develop semi-quantitative models of environmental issues, social
concerns, or social-ecological systems (Aminpour et al., 2022). These models can be used to
examine perceptions of an environmental or social problem and to model a complex system
where uncertainty is high and there is little empirical data available, making it a fitting tool for
this vacant land study.
Fuzzy-logic cognitive mapping is a parameterized form of concept mapping allowing for
the development qualitative static models that are translated into semi-quantitative dynamic
models. Bart Kosko originally developed FCM in 1986 as a way to structure expert knowledge
using a soft systems programming approach that is "fuzzy", thought to be similar to the way that
the human mind makes decisions (Kosko & Isaka, 1993). Drawing on principles of FCM helped
to determine the directionality of the positive or negative relationships between the components,
and the degree of influence that one component may have on another, defined using simple
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qualitative weights (e.g. high, medium, or low influence), which was captured initially through
the interview responses and later verified and adjusted through focus group discussion.
The first maps included the individual responses, and a level of hierarchy was included in
both the unique nodes, or system components, as well as in the connecting relationship to other
nodes based on the recurrence of a response among the interview data. For example, if a node
was mentioned only once, then its representation was smaller; when multiple participants
mentioned something, that component was represented more prominently. Once a first draft of
the system mapping was completed, several of the original participants were asked to join a
group video conference call to review the findings. Seven participants opted to join the
conversation for a 2-hour meeting. After introducing everyone and reviewing the steps that had
been taken so far, the rough system map was shared, which included all the responses with only
very clearly expressed connections displayed. With most of the participants having the
background and expertise of the topic, the conversation flowed freely and there was little
disagreement in the responses. Consensus was met with each layer of the system map and the
discussion was oriented toward the many ways in which the findings could be categorized, to
build a robust interpretation of the information.
We first reviewed the coded terms for clarity and interpretation, occasionally going back
to the longer interview text to determine whether the codes selected were appropriate. The
broader groups for organizing the responses were agreed upon and new categories were
identified. As a result of the discussion, additional systems maps were developed highlighting
the data and relationships in several different ways and helped to estimate the suggested
qualitative strength and directionality of the connections between the nodes. The remaining part
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of the meeting was spent on relationship building and a sharing of priorities and actions being
taken as deemed fitting within several named classifications.
In relation to the spatial data, it was analyzed using ArcGIS (ESRI, 2022) and graphically
displayed across the city of Buffalo. Since only some of the named components were able to be
acquired in a mappable format, this part of the process served to provide additional context rather
than fully informing some of the outcomes as seen in the figures in Chapter 6.
Reliability and Validity
Since the purpose of qualitative research is to “describe and explain the world as those in
the world interpret it” and “reliability and validity are inextricably linked” qualitative researchers
can establish reliability by establishing internal validity (Merriam, 2002, p. 171). In qualitative
research, there are several methods by which one can establish internal validity. In this study, I
attempted to establish internal validity through data triangulation (Flick, 2020) primarily utilizing
publicly available spatial data from Buffalo, NY. Some of the components noted through the
interview responses were able to be validated when mapped, at minimum demonstrating that
there was in fact true incidents could be objectively recognized and not just subjectively
perceived. Though this was not foolproof as many components do not have comparable datasets
that are easily accessible, there was validation of some of the common responses.
As this is a qualitative case study, the primary limitation is that the findings will not be
generalizable (Rule & John, 2015; Yin, 2018). Because a case study deals with only one entity at
a time, in this case a city, we cannot guarantee the case study being investigated will be
representative of a wider body of "similar" instances (Mills et al., 2010). This means the
conclusions drawn from a particular case may not be transferable to other settings (Yin, 2018).
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Some additional threats to the reliability of this research include the limitation in
participant reach, in particular of the elected officials and government employees. During the
data collection process, it was clear there was an external factor. In this case, that was a local
mayoral election, which was quite significant given the current Mayor has held the position for
more than sixteen years and was being challenged by a community development practitioner
who has an intimate connection to vacant land work; the challenger subsequently lost, but the
data collection efforts took place between the primaries and final election, which had an impact
on communication response rates. As a result, the current administration was hesitant to discuss
any topic that could be considered a political hot button, despite the narrow focus on the
research. Only two active government employees were willing to speak, and those were two that
had been long-term employees who could provide additional historical and political context as
well as provide some insight from peers in other departments. Additionally, the municipal offices
located downtown remained closed to the public for all of 2021 due to COVID precautions,
making it impossible to simply stop in and catch someone directly to make the requests.
Even after the elections made it clear that the current and longest serving Mayor of
Buffalo, Byron Brown, would remain in office, there was still no real interest in meeting with me
either in person or virtually. After reaching out to the existing contacts that had been made, it
was made clear that this was not a surprising outcome. It would seem that the current
administration had not made vacant land a priority; it was not even mentioned in the latest
campaign and programs that had originally been implemented to address the issue had been
discontinued for at least 7 years. Many residents and local partners seemed to expect a hesitant
response from the current administration, often expressing their own frustrations at the lack of
support from the local government, excepting a few of the council representatives.
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The term triangulation comes from surveying, where the surveyor uses two fixed points
of a triangle to plot the location of the third point. Similarly, qualitative researchers can come to
a deep understanding of a phenomenon by collecting data about it from multiple sources. In this
study, I collected data from three separate sources: 1) semi-structured interviews with
stakeholders 2) focus groups with the vacant land working group and 3) content analysis of city
policies and locally conducted research.
In terms of establishing reliability for case study designs, the key issue is ensuring that
another researcher could perform the same case study and yield similar results. The primary
concern here is that errors and biases should be minimized (Yin, 2003). Yin also asserts that
carefully documenting the procedures and developing a “case study protocol” can attenuate
concerns about a case study’s reliability.
Ethical Procedures
Researchers must anticipate and counter ethical issues that may arise in qualitative
research efforts (Creswell, 2009), even more critical given the nature of the community in focus
being considered vulnerable and the inclusion of resident populations. Limited risks were
anticipated in the facilitation of this type of study given the intent to engage stakeholders in a
city where I had limited exposure. The subject of vacant land is not personally sensitive, despite
its impact on a diverse group of stakeholders and cities at large. Overarchingly, vacant land has
been identified as a negative obstacle to community health and cities are actively seeking
answers.
This was a community-based approach, and therefore though there will be a delay
between participation in the process and any potential actionable outcomes on the ground, many
of which will exceed the scope of this research, the stakeholders have provided direct input to the
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tools that will be developed, in this case, a systems map. In this way, the participants have some
form of intellectual leadership over the process and resulting products. Also, because it is a
community-based approach, and my goal is to ultimately use this process to design a future role
for themselves in such communities, it was critical to the authenticity of the process to develop
trust with participants, promote the integrity of the research, guard against misconduct and any
impropriety that might reflect on their organizations or institutions, and cope with new
challenging problems (Creswell, 2009).
Vacant land as a research topic often has personal implications, particularly for residents
who feel they have very little voice in the discussion and limited power in the decisions being
made. Even so, it is also an objective issue, one that is easily identified and very visible when
present. As a result, there was very little reluctance to participate, other than the government
roles as explained above.
An ethical review was conducted with Royal Roads University in accordance their
Research Ethics Policy since it included human participants. However, due to the relatively
impersonal nature of the research, this was not an overly detailed process. The following
safeguards were used to establish ethical boundaries specific to the protection of participants and
all information was provided both verbally and in writing to ensure 1) understanding of the
purpose and intent of the research objectives, 2) acknowledgment that participation is voluntary,
3) all data collection methods and activities, 4) timeline of process and potential outcomes for
dissemination and application of the findings. Finally, the use of the focus group, provided the
opportunity for an objective review of initial interview findings after the compilation of coded
themes but prior to the development of the proposed system structure.
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Benefits of participation will likely be more of the “indirect” (“TCPS 2: CORE,” n.d.)
variety, where the knowledge gained will ideally inform future policy and investment decisions
that could support similarly situated communities in the future. In order to counter this, the
process will likely provide some kind of incentive for participation for those who contribute their
time outside of typical professional obligations, as social dynamics and equity are an active
component in these communities. As noted previously, only minor monetary incentives were
used and only for those participants whose job it is not specifically connected to this issue, i.e.
that they were being compensated for their personal – not professional – contribution. The
recordings and transcriptions were only handled by me and stored on a single hard drive that
always remained in my hands, no assistance was provided for the transcription or coding. Even
so, the files were saved with coded file names and simply labeled with the related stakeholder
category such as V-1, for the first volunteer interviewed.
Summary
As the research design was explained above, this is a descriptive case study and the
resulting product is a robust description of a case. The case that was investigated was the
conceptual understanding of vacant urban land as a system in a shrinking, post-industrial city.
The data were collected primarily from active players affected by and responsible for addressing
vacant land, in particular in a high vacancy neighborhood, in the context of systems theory.
This qualitative case study is situated within the constructivist research paradigm. The
constructivist paradigm rests on philosophical and methodological assumptions that are different
than those of traditional scientific research. In the constructivist paradigm, reality and knowledge
are viewed as subjective, and research methodologies are meant to produce results that are
descriptive of a phenomenon.
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Data were collected from interviews, focus groups, and public documents. The
documents studied are those that establish the city’s position on vacant land, relevant planning
policies, and spatial data indirectly related to several social, economic, and environmental factors
that can be connected to the presence of vacant land in Buffalo, NY. The investigator
interviewed City staff and elected officials in order to get a sense of their perception of the way
vacant land ought to be address. In the community, practitioners, residents, and volunteers were
interviewed to learn how their lives and work are affected by the existence of vacant land and
what roles they play in influencing policy decisions. Through an active working group, I
conducted focus groups with stakeholders in order to understand their perceptions of the
characteristics, causes, relationships, interventions, and functions of vacant land. Internal validity
was established by data triangulation using the sources named above.
The result of this study is a description of the vacant urban land viewed through the lends
of systems theory. Using this framework illustrates the way the system functions, its role in the
City of Buffalo, and how it differs between varying stakeholders.
Chapter 5: Buffalo, NY
Growth and Prosperity
In 1817, legislation was passed to build the Erie Canal, a decision which would have
significant impact on the then-village’s growth and economic prospects. A harbor was
established at the entrance to Buffalo Creek (now River) and Buffalo then became the terminus
to the canal passage (Goldman, 2007). The opening of the Erie Canal made Buffalo a major port
for the shipment of goods, predominantly grains (Goldman, 1983). In the 1850s, the Canal began
to lose its value as a shipping method and instead relied on the growing railroad network linking
it to major cities and ports both east and west, spurring its manufacturing economy when the vast
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goods shipped into Buffalo were processed into other products. This allowed the city to develop
into a major metals economy beginning with major railroad connections made in the 1840s and
1850s and continuing through the middle of the 1900s, keeping Buffalo near the top of American
urban hierarchy until the 1950s. Around the start of the 20th century, Buffalo was a growing city
with a burgeoning economy. Immigrants came from all over to work in the mills and take
advantage of the city’s critical location (Goldman, 1983). As one of the most populous cities of
the 1950s, Buffalo's economy revolved almost entirely on its manufacturing base (Goldman,
2007).
Deindustrialization, Suburbanization, and Decline
Since at least the 1930s, the City of Buffalo has been spatially and socially divided.
While certain mixed use and residential communities across the map have shown remarkable
resilience—and thrived—during the City’s history of deindustrialization and population loss,
many communities of color on Buffalo’s East and West Sides have experienced persistent and
increasing levels of distress. This series of brief reports examines those patterns and engages
with strategies for reinvesting in chronically distressed communities (Goldman, 1983).
The city's population gradually began to decline in the decades after World War II. A key
cause was suburban migration, which was a major national trend at the time (Goldman, 2007) .
Race riots took place in the city in 1967 and while the city's population declined in the 1960
census for the first time in its history, Erie County as a whole continued growing through the
1970 census (Williams, n.d.). The city, which boasted over half a million people at its peak, saw
its population decline by 50% by 2010 as industries shut down and people left the Rust Belt for
the employment opportunities in the South and West. Erie Country has since lost population in
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every census year since 1970, a pattern that has only reversed in the most recent 2020 census
(U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.).
On July 3, 2003, at the height of a fiscal crisis, the Buffalo Fiscal Stability Authority was
established to oversee the finances of the city. At that time, the board froze the wages of city
employee and implemented processes that required official approval for all major expenditures
and limited investment in improvements to infrastructure and other public programs (Buffalo
Fiscal Stability Authority, 2008).
Buffalo Today
Current Planning and Policy Context
In November 2005, Byron Brown was elected Mayor of Buffalo. He is the first AfricanAmerican to hold this office and was recently reelected in 2021. Buffalo has a strong mayor–
council government. As the chief executive of city government, the mayor oversees the heads of
the city's departments, participates in ceremonies, boards and commissions, and is as the liaison
between the city and local cultural institutions. Some agencies, including utilities, urban renewal
and public housing, are state- and federally funded public benefit-corporations semi-independent
of city government. Byron Brown, the city's first African American mayor, has held the office
since 2006, longer than anyone else. Brown, defeated by India Walton in the 2021 mayoral
primary election, began a write-in campaign for the general election and went on to win yet
another term (Reporter, 2021).
In 2006 the City of Buffalo completed and adopted a new comprehensive plan titled
Queen City in the 21st Century, which replaced the outdated 1977 plan. Based upon the
recommendations outlined in the Queen City plan, the city completed a new zoning code, the
Green Code, which is a place-based development strategy that replaced a heavily amended and
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outdated 1953 zoning code (Knight & Weaver, 2019). The Green Code follows up on the
comprehensive planning effort by translating the plan’s principles into a Land Use Plan that
guides the city’s physical development. The Green Code reforms the city’s outdated set of Urban
Renewal Plans (URPs) by incorporating their relevant provisions into the new code and creating
one citywide URP for the city’s Homestead Program, which enabled residents to directly acquire
vacant land for only a $1.
With vacant and abandoned homes prone to arson, squatting, prostitution and other
criminal activities, the fire and police department's resources were overburdened before the
2010s (Schroeder, 2016). Buffalo ranked second nationwide to St. Louis for vacant homes per
capita in 2007, and the city began a five-year program to demolish five thousand vacant,
damaged, and abandoned homes. Although the Queen City in the 21st Century plan did address
the vacancy and abandonment challenges, the significance of this issue led Mayor Byron Brown
to release his ambitious “5 in 5” Demolition Plan in 2007, expanding on ideas put forth in the
Comprehensive Plan. The goal of that plan was to bring the 15 percent vacancy rate in Buffalo
closer to five percent by demolishing over 5,000 properties in the five years between 2007-2012.
The execution of this plan has inevitably increased the vacant land ration across the city (Lyons,
2009).
The Buffalo Mayor’s Office of Strategic Planning, a division within the City’s Executive
Department, coordinates economic development activities throughout the City of Buffalo. The
Mayor’s Office of Strategic Planning is subdivided into four areas that include Development,
Real Estate, Planning & Zoning, and Environmental Affairs. The Division of Development
works directly with the business community and real estate developers. The Division of Real
Estate handles real estate transactions related to City-owned property, including the sale of real
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property owned by the City of Buffalo, including vacant lots, residential structures, and capital
assets such as decommissioned schools and fire houses. The Division of Planning & Zoning
oversees the administration of the City’s development regulatory boards (Planning Board,
Zoning Board of Appeals, and Historic Preservation Board) and engages the community in
planning initiatives. The Division of Environmental Affairs handles matters related to state and
federal environmental review, implementation of state and federal environmental land use laws,
and oversees the Environmental Management Commission. The Mayor’s Office of Strategic
Planning also coordinates with two closely associated development agencies, the Buffalo Urban
Development Corporation (BUDC) and the Buffalo Urban Renewal Agency (BURA) (Office of
Strategic Planning | Buffalo, NY, n.d.).
Each of these departments has a role to place in the vacant land pipeline, some more
indirectly than others. Some of the ways in which they relate is through their responsibility to
market and sell city owned land to support other economic development opportunities and in
ensuring fair and equitable administration of land use policies and the regulatory boards that
approve future plans. These groups are also responsible for community planning initiatives that
to improve and enhance the natural and built environments, which is critical in high vacancy
neighborhoods.
Geography and Demographics
According to Mark Goldman, the city has a "tradition of separate and independent
settlements" (Goldman, 1983, pp. 176–195). The city is divided into five districts, each
containing several neighborhoods, for a total of thirty-five neighborhoods. The boundaries of
Buffalo's neighborhoods have changed over time. Main Street divides Buffalo's east and west
sides, and the west side was fully developed earlier This division is seen in architectural styles,
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street names, neighborhood and district boundaries, demographics, and socioeconomic
conditions; Buffalo's West Side is generally more affluent than its East Side (Herko, 1993).
While ethnic and neighborhood patterns continue to evolve, Main Street continues to
serve as a dividing line through Buffalo as seen in Figure 9, America's seventh-most segregated
city (Mallach, 2018b). On the West Side, a recent influx of refugees from Asian and African
nations is transforming the demographic, cultural, and spatial composition of neighborhoods
once comprised of European and Latin
American immigrants. On the East Side,
comprised primarily of African American
residents, poverty and land vacancy remain
major concerns (Goldman, 2007). A 2008 report
noted that although food deserts were seen in
larger cities and not in Buffalo, the city's
neighborhoods of color have access only to
smaller grocery stores and lack the supermarkets
more typical of newer, white neighborhoods. A
2018 report noted that over fifty city blocks on
Buffalo's East Side lacked adequate access to a
supermarket (Blatto, 2018).

Figure 10 Population - Buffalo, NY

Buffalo's population began declining in the second half of the 20th century, due to
suburbanization and loss of industrial jobs, and began stabilizing during the 2010s. The city had
a population of 261,310 in the 2010 census which increased to 278,349 residents in the 2020
census, making it the 76th-largest city in the United States (U.S. Census Bureau,
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n.d.). Compared to other major U.S.
metropolitan areas, the number of foreign-born
immigrants to Buffalo is low. Today, new
immigrants are primarily resettled refugees
(especially from war- or disaster-afflicted
nations) and refugees who had previously
settled in other U.S. cities. During the early
2000s, most immigrants came
from Canada and Yemen. Between 2008 and
2016, Burmese, Somali, Bhutanese, and Iraqi
Americans were the four largest ethnic
immigrant groups in Erie County (Partnership
for Public Good, 2018).
Figure 11 Population Density - Buffalo, NY

Poverty has remained an issue for the city; in 2019, it was estimated that 30.1 percent of
individuals and 24.8 percent of families lived below the federal poverty line. Per capita
income was $24,400 and household income was $37,354, which is much less than the national
average of $33,741 and $67,521, respectively (US Census Bureau, n.d.).
Broadway-Fillmore Neighborhood
Broadway-Fillmore is in the lower East Side of Buffalo. The neighborhood is centered
along Broadway running west-east and Fillmore Avenue running north-south. BroadwayFillmore was once home to a large Polish and Eastern European population in Buffalo. The
neighborhood has long since fallen into poverty and disrepair in the mid-late 20th century. Today,
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a large African-American population along
with new immigrants are trying to bring new
investment to revitalize the neighborhood.
This neighborhood has one of the highest
vacant land rates in the city with 43 percent of
the parcels designated as vacant land as
opposed to the overall city rate of 13 percent
using the Erie County assessment data of
parcels coded as ‘residential vacant’ (Regrid®
Parcel Data, 2022); this distribution of
vacancy can be seen in Figure 13. This
neighborhood’s rise and challenges very much
mirror how Buffalo and much of the industrial
Figure 12 Median Household Income - Buffalo, NY

Northeast and Midwest were developed, and

later impacted by urban renewal and sprawl development.
Once the heart of Buffalo’s Polish population, the crossroads of Broadway and Fillmore
Avenue is now a diverse neighborhood of African-American, Vietnamese and Bangladeshi
residents (Broadway & Fillmore Avenue in Buffalo, NY, 2022; Broadway Fillmore Alive, 2021).
Standing tall above the entire neighborhood is the Central Terminal, a massive Art Deco building
that served as Buffalo’s train station until 1979, currently sitting vacant on a 12.5 acre
commercially zoned site. Today, a non-profit restoration corporation is charged with bringing
new life to this historic symbol of Buffalo’s past (Broadway and Fillmore: Then & Now, n.d.).
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The Broadway-Fillmore
neighborhood in Buffalo has historically
thrived off the contributions and
diversity of its population.
Unfortunately, due to a surge in illegal
activity, the once-prosperous
community fueled by the diversity of its
inhabitants is now troubled largely due
to the evolution of addiction in the area.
In recent years, legislators and activists
have plans to further develop the area,
using the heavy traffic to bring in more
businesses and establishments that will

Figure 13 Vacancy in Buffalo, NY

help people in the neighborhood (Ja’ciel,
2021).
The demographics of BroadwayFillmore as compared to Buffalo are quite
different as seen in Figure 14. BroadwayFillmore retains ‘diversity’ as one of its key
identifying characteristics, though the
actual ethnic makeup has evolved. Today, a
significant number of immigrants from
Figure 14 Racial demographics of Buffalo and
Broadway-Fillmore. Data sourced from U.S. Census.

Southeast Asian countries like Burma and
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Vietnam are reinvesting in many of the vacant properties in the neighborhood and working to
make it their new home.
Chapter 6: Findings
The purpose of this study was to examine and describe the unique perception and
understanding of vacant land from the perspectives of community stakeholders responsible for or
affected by vacant land in Buffalo, NY while documenting a process that other communities
could use to uniformly assess the issue at any given time and develop systems maps specific to
the current context in Buffalo, NY.
I then organized the categories into the components of Hutchins’ framework for systems
theory to 1) describe the components of the vacant land system in Buffalo, 2) how the
components of the system interact and influence each other, and 3) how the various components
are categorized from a disciplinary standpoint, which may dictate future approach to a resolution.
As discussed above, this type of case study is best executed when the data are analyzed within a
specific theoretical framework. Hutchins’ framework for analyzing systems was particularly
helpful in describing this specific case.
I am seeking to answer the following questions:
•

What are the critical components within a vacant land system as explored in
Buffalo, NY?

•

How is an individual’s understanding of vacant land shaped by their
background and experience in a community?

The data collected in this study suggest that there are additional insights to gain by
including a broader set of voices in the definition of vacant land and prioritization of strategies

CONCEPTUALIZING VACANT LAND AS A SYSTEM

119

and policies seeking to address it. The perceptions of government employees, non-profit and
service partners, residents, volunteers, and elected officials share many similar responses, though
the prevalence of specific considerations vary in prominence, reflecting the difference in
background and approach in the responses. The response to the overarching inquiry of ‘what is
vacant land?’ was categorized into 4 response types as outlined in the table below.
Table 2
Response Categories
Category
Characteristics

Description
The ways in which vacant land is identified visually through observation
when in a chronic state of abandonment

Drivers

The actions and activities that directly cause or indirectly enable vacant
land to occur
The effects of having vacant land in an urban neighborhood/ community
context

Impacts
Opportunities

The various outcomes and achievements that investments and interventions
on vacant land can provide

The ways in which local stakeholders think about and recognize vacant land vary by their
background and current life situation. Some are influenced by the physical manifestation that has
altered the physical aesthetics of their community. Others ponder the causes that led to the
change, remembering more prosperous days. Some are hopeful and thinking about the way
vacant land can meet their needs and improve their quality of life. All are aware of the effects of
doing nothing. The way in which these factors intersect and influence each other offers an
opportunity to reshape the understanding of vacant land and perhaps lead to more comprehensive
interventions in the future.
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Response to Recruitment Activities
Outreach to identify local stakeholders and research participants began in April 2021,
soon after receiving approval to move forward with the project. Data was subsequently collected
from participants via a combination of in-person and virtually conducted semi-structured
interviews between May and August of 2021. Where possible, meetings were conducted face-toface in Buffalo, NY and scheduled during a time where relevant vacant land activities were
taking place to ensure convenience for the respondents as well as providing the chance for me to
experience the work happening in Buffalo in real time.
All the residents and community and service organizations were readily willing to
participate and enthusiastic to speak about their concerns and their work, as well as suggest other
potential participants. Those connected to local governance, such as the elected officials and the
city department employees whose work and sometimes position is dependent on the current
mayoral administration, were more hesitant in responding to the request. This appeared to be
partially due to the timing of a local election and an internal policy not to have any discussions
that could influence policy considerations during that period and in part due to the ongoing
COVID restrictions that created a backlog of work for the local government, given that many
were still working remotely and adjusting to new systems and processes for doing so. Though the
number of interviews per stakeholder group varied, the conversations were fruitful and diverse,
with some response saturation reached by the end of the 32 interviews, which are broken down
in Table 3.
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Table 3
Interview Participants
Individual Type

Number of Participants

Land Bank Employee

5

Government Employee

3

Elected Official

2

Community Organization

4

Service Organization

5

Residents

8

Volunteers

5

The residents and volunteers were primarily identified and contacted during the in-person
site visits and didn’t have any personal connections to each other. Residents were also largely
unable to name local programs or organizations they could turn to for support. In contrast, the
practitioners in the various community, service, and governmental organizations were familiar to
each other and would often reference the work of others and encourage me to add individuals to
interview that I had already contacted.
All the residents and volunteers interviewed as well as one elected official represented
the Broadway-Fillmore neighborhood. Though there is vacant land through the city of Buffalo,
there are certain areas that have a higher prevalence than others. In line with the literature, the
Broadway-Fillmore neighborhood is known as a majority minority neighborhood that has seen a
shift in demographics toward immigrant populations and lower-earning incomes. Table 4
outlines the demographic breakdown of the interview respondents. The sampled population is
representative of Buffalo’s overall demographics.
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Table 4
Participant Demographic Breakdown
Participant
Gender
Male

15

Female

17

Race
White

20

African-American

10

Hispanic

2

One of the most interesting aspects of the data collection was number of comments
related to the obscurity of the topic. Despite Buffalo’s high rates of vacant land (and buildings),
there were still many respondents who had not had a direct conversation about it, while still
recognizing that they think about it and wish something more was happening to resolve it.
“People haven't come across the land – [they] haven't seen it.”
“It’s important because if we talk about it then maybe they'll do something about
it. I don't hear about it on the news.”
“[We] need more people to talk about it. This is the first conversation I've had
about vacant land.”
“I haven't heard of any meetings or clean ups or anything like that.”
“It doesn't make sense to do nothing to me. No one is reaching out to us, so we
don't know what to do and people here actually want to do something, but we
don't know how.”
“There's no media or information.”
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These comments demonstrate some of the importance of studies like these that continue to bring
vacant land to the forefront of community and economic development conversations and to
increase the visibility and accessibility of the conversation.
Study Results
Table 5
Response Category Mentions by Respondent Group
Respondent Group
Land Bank Employee
Government Employee
Elected Official
Community Organization
Service Organization
Residents
Volunteers

Characteristics
6
6
2
1
11
14
4

Drivers
4
6
8
1
11
5
4

Impacts
10
16
6
3
9
11
11

Strategies
4
14
8
11
36
16
7

After mapping the data, it became evident that the information could be viewed through
several different lens. There was significant overlap of several of the responses regardless of
participant background, demonstrating the relevance and prevalence of the topic. Table 5
highlights the categories of stakeholder responses while Table 6 highlights the specific mentions
by unique respondents within a broader categorization as determined by the responses.
The findings displayed in the tables illustrate the difference that a personal background or
professional affiliation may have on the responses, as well as some of the common threads
regardless of that same consideration. The responses were considerably uniform, with residents
and service organizations more likely to focus on the physical characteristics since that is the
physical manifestation of issues residents are faced with every time they leave their home.
Likewise, service organizations often focus on the physical characteristics since it is something
that can be easily identified and visualized, which is helpful in fundraising and planning efforts
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Table 6
Nodes Mentions by Unique Respondent
Characteristics
Demo Practices (3-3)

Underutilized (13-11)

Litter-Dumping (2-1)

Aesthetics (10-9)

Open Space (3-3)

Overgrowth (8-7)

Soil Quality (9-5)

Rodents (4-4)

Unsuitable for use (3-3)

Lack of Planning (1-1)

Mass Demolitions (1-1)

Drivers
Abandonment (6-6)

Disinvestment (7-4)

Lack of Planning (11-7)

Mass Demolition (4-3)

Racial Inequity (9-7)

Resource Limitations (6-6)

Tax Revenue (3-3)

Demolition Practices (1-1)

Low market potential (2-2)

Lack of Maintenance (2-2)

Speculation (1-1)

Crime (1-1)

Maint. Calls (5-4)

Community Pride (5-4)

Crime (10-7)

Displacement (1-1)

Physical Health (3-3)

Hopefulness (1-1)

Interest in Place (3-3)

Isolation (3-3)

Lack of Maintenance (6-4)

Nhood Character (10-8)

Property Values (4-4)

Psych/Emotional (16-12)

Disinvestment (5-4)

Speculation (5-3)

Tax Revenue (1-1)

Litter-Dumping (9)

Aesthetics (1-1)

Overgrowth (2-2)

Rodents (2-2)

Abandonment (1-1)

Racial Inequality (2-2)

Collaboration (4-4)

Community Control (20-15)

Connection to Nature (7-3)

Education (4-3)

Food Gardens/ Farms (24-13)

Greening (10-6)

Habitat (4-3)

Mental Wellness (5-3)

Housing (15-10)

Investment (6-6)

Jobs (2-2)

New Business (4-4)

Parks/ Play (10-8)

Phytoremediation (1-1)

Quality of Life (3-3)

Reparations (1-1)

Stormwater Mgmt (4-3)

Market Potential (7-6)

Impacts

Resource Limitations (4-4)
Strategies

Note: The numbers following each response refers to the number of unique mentions by an individual participant.
For example, (10-6) would mean that this response was mentioned 10 times by 6 unique respondents.
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that include others who are less familiar with the issues of vacant land. Service organizations
were also more likely to discuss the drivers or causes of vacant land as this is what many of them
have a mission to address specifically.
Those most publicly acknowledged as being responsible for the discussion and the
investments or interventions at a broad city-wide scale including the land bank and municipal
department employees were heavily focused on impacts that vacant land has. Interestingly,
volunteers and residents also heavily focused on this as well. However, where the former
discussed it quite objectively as a given fact, the latter responses were more personal in nature
and came from lived experience.
Characteristics
Figure 15 visualizes how vacant land was characterized by the interview respondents.
Aesthetics was the most mentioned characteristic and very broadly discussed as noted below.
Beyond that, the responses were oriented toward what was perceived as productive use. Though
people tended to acknowledge that empty space wasn’t a bad thing by itself, there was some
characteristic about the vacant land that led people to recognize the lack of use. A few residents
reminisced that where there is vacant land now, there used to be homes and neighbors, perhaps
this long-term awareness of the community emphasized the changes in use more significantly
than would otherwise be recognized.
“ It's ugly - it makes the neighborhood look run down.”
“A vacant lot is a 'messy spot.' Some areas are very messy, people use them as
dumping areas and it ends up blowing into peoples' private properties.”
“…as land that's high weeds and grass and bringing in vermin”
“There's overgrown weeds and trash and dumping.”
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When defining vacant land by its physical characteristics, the most common type of
response was to describe the visible site conditions observed on vacant land that the respondents
had seen or heard about. In addition, there were also mentions of actions or non-actions that were
so ingrained that it appeared as if they could be seen by the naked eye. In particular, the mentions
of demolitions (i.e., a result of the aggressive demolition initiative from early in Mayor Brown’s
administration) were noted as during that time, vacant land was being created before everyone’s
eyes and the experience altered the fabric of communities permanently. An outlier perspective in
these responses was the view of vacant land as positive and beneficial open space, simply
waiting for a creative use and responsible steward. Figures 16-19 highlight some of these
responses as documented incidents within Buffalo between 2020-2021, demonstrating that these
responses are in alignment with many of the shared responses in the respondents.
Drivers
Vacant land is caused by a variety of things. In the responses from the interviews, as
visualized in Figure 20, comments were organized into four distinctive groupings. The first were
related to municipal challenges or those topics that are generally assigned to the responsibility of
the local government, including resource and capacity limitations, limited tax revenue, low
market potential and the most noted component being the lack of planning. Without a long-term
plan, respondents felt that it is difficult to determine if the actions taken would have the intended
effect or would be sustainable over time. Another grouping of responses were related to broader
socio-economic challenges such as disinvestment, speculation, abandonment, and racial
inequality. These are not unique to Buffalo and each are likely to have their own systemic
causes.
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A third grouping was related to the physical challenges that perpetuate or create vacant
land. Widespread demolition efforts, and in particular when those demolition practices do not
consider the future health and usability of the lots left behind increase the presence of vacant
land while simultaneously reducing the ability of others to easily reclaim that land for another
use due to the ecological conditions left behind. A fourth and lesser grouping included an outlier
that was referenced by only one respondent: crime. While this was mentioned, it seemed to be
more tangential as something that can trigger another cause, specifically reducing desirability
and market potential and referenced as an outcome from a lack of maintenance.
Impacts
Vacant land impacts were gathered through responses to questions asking why it was
important and what effect it had on the respondent or their community. The stakeholders with the
lived experience of living or working in a high vacancy neighborhood such as BroadwayFillmore, mentioned emotional and psychological effects most often. References to community
pride, neighborhood character and their own emotional response to vacant land were all noted.
Another set of responses were again related to the physical characteristics of vacant land, mostly
in connection to a lack of stewardship or maintenance leading to additional deterioration on top
of under use. A third subset of responses were related to community impacts such as increased
crime rates, a pattern of racial inequality related to distribution of support and resources and
increased abandonment in already less dense areas. A final grouping of impacts was related to
investments and interventions, or the lack thereof. Continued disinvestment, possible
displacement, increased speculation and a reduction of property values and resources that make
the area less desirable and less viable for future redevelopment were all noted. While all of these
components were noted as being direct outcomes of vacant land, there was also recognition that
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Figure 16 Demolitions of Vacant Structures
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Figure 17 Incidents of Vacant Lot Overgrowth Complaint Calls

Data sourced from U.S. Census, New York State Office of Information Technology Services, NYGIS.gov, Regrid, City of Buffalo
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Figure 19 Incidents of Rodent Infestation

Data sourced from U.S. Census, New York State Office of Information Technology Services, NYGIS.gov, Regrid, City of Buffalo
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Figure 20 Drivers of Vacant Land
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some of the impacts also exacerbated each other. For example, vacant land had a perceived
relationship to the increase in crime incidents, which in turn negatively impacts the overall
neighborhood character and reduces the market potential.
Figures 22 and 23 show the full systems map classified in different ways. While the
relationships remain the same, the way the components are grouped tell a different story. Figure
22 overlays the shared responses that came up in different contexts, grouping the components
into characteristic, driver, and cause while Figure 23 categorizes the components following the
documented disciplinary literature including environmental, economic, social, and health related
responses. Nearly every component is connected to another in both positive and negative ways.
This interconnected web emphasizes the purpose of this study: to recognize that vacant land is
not simply one thing at any given time and that context is important. For example, some of the
named components are considered as both causes and symptoms. This is critical to recognize as
it affects the actions proposed that would previously address the components individually rather
than as an integral piece of a bigger system.
Table 7
Vacant land defined by opportunities
Process

End Use

Resulting Effect

Sector Collaboration
Industry Collaboration
Education

Food Gardens and Farms
Housing
Greening / Beautification
Parks and Playspaces
Habitat Management
Stormwater Management

Community Control/Owner rship
Connection to Nature
Increased Market Potential
New Investment
Improved Mental Wellness/ Healing
New Businesses and Jobs
Improved Quality of Life
Phytoremediation
Reparations
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Figure 22 Vacant land system map sorted by descriptive category
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Figure 23 Vacant land system map sorted by disciplinary theme
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Opportunities
A majority of the respondents ended the interviews on more hopeful terms. People
recognized that what was didn’t necessarily mean that is what it would always be and could see
negatives of vacant land to envision future opportunities for improvement and use. During the
focus group conversations, the future state was discussed more in depth as most of the
participants were part of the service sector who would likely be tasked with working toward new
interventions and programming. Prior to the group discussion, responses were grouped into 3
categories, which were later reaffirmed by the focus group. The first was related to ‘how’ the
work might happen, offering a chance for collaboration and education. The second group was
related to the type of end use, thinking about what new purpose could be assigned to a vacant lot,
whether that be to grow food, start a business, build affordable housing and so on. Finally, the
last category wasn’t necessary related to vacant land itself but rather the future effect as an
outcome of action taken.
Summary
This chapter outlined the findings of the study. Vacant land is a dynamic issue that is not
defined in only one way and agreed upon universally. It can be defined through the physical
characteristics that help people identify it when they see it. Others recognize it as both a
symptom as well as cause of larger connected issues that have their own complexities and range
from socio-economic, environmental, political challenges. Generally, where respondents saw a
liability, they also saw an opportunity for change. An empty space can always be filled, should
someone choose to do so.
"Vacant land can be so much if you open your mind to it. Like OK, what do we
need? Housing, food, parking? Vacant land can fill these needs."
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The follow up conversations in a focus group format helped to determine the
relationships between the individual responses, and in some cases, helping to highlight
connections that were not previously obvious to the group. This demonstrated the need to think
collectively and increase the diversity of voices in the room since everyone brings a unique
perspective and see things from a unique world view.
Chapter 7: Discussion, Practice Implications, and Conclusion
Summary of the Findings
Vacant land in shrinking cities and especially in the Rust Belt region is increasing at a
rate faster than any municipal government has been able to keep up with. While the community
and economic development sector and local governments have begun to recognize the
importance of this trend, and subsequently invested in new programs and policies to address it,
those investments have not done enough, and the problem persists. With cities across the U.S.
averaging nearly 15% of its land use being classified as vacant land (Pagano & Bowman, 2000)
and a host of related problems that stem from vacant land, something is missing. This study aims
to explicitly name what is implicitly understood by practitioners and to promote the inclusion of
more voices in the dialogue to ensure we have a robust understanding of the challenge and a
better chance to develop comprehensive resolutions.
Vacant Land Is a System
Hutchins (1996) identified ten basic principles of systems thinking that can be used to
provide a structure with which complex systems can be interpreted by using systems theory.
Hutchins’ principles are used here to explain the way vacant land function in Buffalo, NY.
Meadows succinctly defined a system as “an interconnected set of elements that is coherently
organized in a way that achieves something . . . . [it] must consist of three kinds of things:
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elements, interconnections, and a function or purpose” (2008, p. 11). That system’s behavior
defines its identity and functions and if it does not behave as expected, then the work that goes
into developing a distinct identity will be incomplete. The goal here is to recognize what the
local expectations are and to consider whether they are robust and representative of the current
context. In any city, if we have defined the problem of vacant land incorrectly or incompletely,
then resolution will be likewise.
In Chapter 2, the principles outlined by Hutchins (1996) were briefly described and are
reviewed here in accordance to their relevance to this study. The first highlights the need to
focus on the wholeness of a system, and not simply its parts. This study examined the parts of
the vacant land system in Buffalo, NY. The wholeness of the vacant land system, with its impact
on residents’ everyday life, citywide policy decisions and investment decisions, was explored in
this study by interviewing a wide array of individuals who represented multiple components of
the system. As discussed in Chapter 6, the system included components that were tangible and
intangible, such as the physical presence of overgrowth or litter along with the feeling of being
isolated, experienced personally or observed objectively (Amineh & Asl, 2015; Hutchins, 1996),
and touching on various disciplines and themes presenting a picture more robust than any single
definition of vacant land to date.
The second principle recognizes the interconnectedness of the systems embedded in a
larger system. This distinction from the first principle is that we are encouraged to focus on the
interaction – the in between – that allows for a deeper understanding of a system (Reynolds &
Holwell, 2010b; Stroh, 2015). While a response related to ‘isolation’ or other psychological or
emotional responses may seem like outliers, once you connect that with the notion of loss of the
neighborhood context resulting in existing homeowners’ properties becoming increasingly
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isolated from neighbors no longer present, this begins to make more sense and place more
emphasis on the emotional and psychological toll in the vacant land system.
Recognizing that systems are more than the sum of their parts is included in
Hutchins’ (1996) third principle. The heart of this principle is the concept that a system’s
function is given meaning from the context of the systems that surround it and its placement in
the hierarchy of those systems (Checkland, 1981). For the purposes of this discussion, the vacant
land system of Buffalo is a subset of the governance system that exists in Buffalo currently. If
official policy did not prioritize demolition as a means to address widespread abandonment, then
vacant land would not exist in such high rates across the city. Likewise, the lack of an official
policy related specifically to vacant land and the end to previous programs that has this focus,
perpetuates the positioning of vacant land as not being a priority to the city leadership.
With complex social, or wicked, problems, it is not possible to assign a single purpose,
as recognized in principle four. The system that emerged from this study emphasizes that vacant
land is neither distinctly positive nor negative, neither is it neutral (Banathy, 1996b). It is
specifically contextually related, and that context informed by observer (Checkland, 1981; Stroh,
2015). While vacant land can be a drain on resources and trigger further negative outcomes that
have real economic, environmental and social challenges, it can likewise provide an opportunity
to address other challenges that exist in an urban context. Its position and how we choose to
interpret it at any given time is the most deciding factor (Lane, 2018). This is similar to the next
principle that a system cannot be understood until we understand its multiple functions. The
information or input into the vacant land system come from the residents who make decisions
based on the presence of vacant land, the organizations and volunteers who work to mitigate
negative impacts, the investors who choose to build on the positive outcomes, and the
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governance that enables or discourages specific actions in the field. Information also comes in
the form of real estate data, budget and cost systems, and in the form of property code violations.
These inputs must be examined together to form a comprehensive story that may influence future
decisions and without it, those decisions may be less effective or even cause unintended
outcomes.
In the data analysis phase, it became clear that the system has several components that
may interact but are not formally connected in the overarching power structure. Principle six
recognizes that a system’s structure determines how it functions, but as many respondents
noted, vacant land is no single person’s fault but remains a problem for everyone, therefore,
logically, it seems that everyone has a responsibility towards addressing it. This means that there
is a shared burden that could invite a diversity of thought, abilities, and resources to bear, but that
is unlikely without a clear central authority taking the lead to convene and organize such things.
Principle seven outlines how the boundaries of any system need to be clearly defined
(Acaroglu, 2019; Hutchins, 1996). In the case of this study, the bounds are the same as the City
of Buffalo. Generally, with vacant land systems, the maximum bounds should a ruling
governance such as a municipal government. However, I believe there can be even smaller
boundaries drawn, perhaps dictated by market potential as this appears to be a deciding factor in
whether the response toward vacant land is more opportunistic or corrective. Policies for
disposition and resources available may be more efficiently curated at a hyperlocal level to
encourage appropriate reuse strategies. Regardless of the amount of vacant land, it is the
desirability of that land, affected by the immediate community and market context, that can
ultimately influence the system’s role in society as either asset or liability. Likewise, it is this
hyperlocal context that determines how a system achieves its purpose as outlined in principle
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8. When vacant land produces benefits and is desirable for providing additional benefit, then
there is generally more enthusiasm to include it in broader planning efforts and community
activities; it becomes a thing of pride, as assets generally are. In contrast, when vacant land is
only considered a drain that only brings negative outcomes, then the enthusiasm is lower, but
urgency is higher, and may ultimately result in less thoughtful and robust strategies to address it
in the long-term (Pagano & Bowman, 2000).
Principle 9 and 10 are interrelated as they outline how systems must adapt to their
environment in order to survive and, one could argue that as a result, systems are always
changing (Meadows, 2010). Once again, context matters, and in society, this is ever-changing.
Populations move in and out, the economic landscape changes with new administrations and
decision-makers, the environment is facing challenges related to climate change and extreme
weather events. All of these things (and more) influence the number of, value of, and conditions
of vacant land locally (G. Kim et al., 2020; Kraut, 1999).
When considering the 10 principles outlined by Hutchins, the argument that vacant land
in Buffalo, NY is a complex social system can be made. How that system functions in particular
is naturally tied to its local context and though similarities may be present in other systems, there
is a unique applicability inherent. While there is clear documentation of the many facets of
vacant land, there has not been specific literature making a clear case that it is a system of its
own within and connected to larger community development, design and sustainability issues.
This study provides an opportunity for a new way to acknowledge, understand, and evaluate the
components of a community’s vacant land system and highlight leverage points that may lead to
new solutions.
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“Everyone in the neighborhood and the politicians should work with them. I think
it's everybody's responsibility.”
Resident Participation Adds Depth
The findings from this study were categorized into four groupings, each with a different
interpretation that finishes the statement “vacant land is ___.” These four categories include the
characteristics of vacant land, what vacant land is a symptom of, what it causes, and finally, what
it presents an opportunity for if reclaimed. The responses range from what can be physically
observed, objectively measured, but also inherently felt, painting a comprehensive image of the
full importance and complexity of vacant land. This is a new way to understand vacant land in
any community context and is generally lacking in the current literature as a comprehensive
system. Each of these components have been documented but are generally separated to provide
practitioners a more detailed and specific approach to any single item. Those tasked with coming
up with solutions may not be familiar with the indirect consequences of their decisions; those on
the ground may be unaware of decision-making processes occurring in the background that
contribute to the context of the system and so on.
The system components identified in this study as a result of the interviews with
stakeholders named many of the same multi-disciplinary issues discussed in Chapter 3. The
environmental, economic, social, and health factors that are associated with vacant land were
brought up time and again within the same conversations, which supports the notion of an
interdisciplinary approach. Moving forward, community development and local governmental
leadership may use this process to encourage more inter-sector collaboration and ensure that
teams working toward vacant land policy and programming are addressing the critical issues
identified as being the most important to the community in question. This research will
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contribute to the generally underexplored topic of urban vacant land through more harmonious
collaborations rather than of a siloed approach.
Vacant Land is Personal, not just Transactional
Buying a home or owning property can be one of the biggest financial transactions in
someone’s life. It can also be one of the most emotional. People attach hopes and dreams to the
investment; they have an image of what their life may be life in that home, in that neighborhood,
on that street (Kyle & Chick, 2007). When a neighborhood declines, the hopes and dreams that
have accrued overtime don’t necessarily decline also and there is disconnect about how people
view their ‘home’ and how others do. Memories have been made and stories are shared of what
once was, even if it may never be again. These feelings are extremely personal to the individuals
experiencing this change firsthand and the increase of vacant land is a harsh reminder of that
change.
Meanwhile, real estate brokers and city officials can be dispassionate about this. For
them, vacant land is simply land without a current use. Change is inevitable so why linger on it
today? This disconnect between related stakeholders is a crucial barrier to be addressed if we
want more robust and comprehensive solutions to vacant land. Changemakers must acknowledge
the emotional toll vacant land has on residents and communities today and the attachment to
place the memories have left behind.
“It makes me feel lonely.”
“We want to prevent it from getting worse, but we also want it to get better and
make people realize it's a community, that people actually live here. It's family.
“It's depressing.”
“It brings the reputation of the neighborhood down.”
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“People say it looks forgotten. When your land's forgotten it just looks like it's
vacant - vacant means empty, so it's forgotten. So that is the sentiment, that when
your lot is empty, you are forgotten.”
These responses highlight the acknowledgement that land, even vacant land, is important
and personal. A previously demolished house can be viewed as a safety hazard and drain on the
city, while it is simultaneously remembered for the first steps, last laughs and everything in
between. Even when the house is gone and all that remains is the land, that land still holds
memories and meaning and we should acknowledge it as such. Land has such an impact on our
sense of place and belonging (Chavis & Wandersman, 2002; Grubbström, 2011; Scannell &
Gifford, 2010). While vacant land may tend to evoke a sense of longing for what was, it is an
opportunity to begin envisioning what can be in the future and is a reminder of what existed in
the past to make a community, and its residents, what they are today (Masterson et al., 2017).
Additionally, this more personal side of the system is effectively highlighted as a result of
community participation. Place meaning and attachment in communities with high levels of
vacant land can play a pivotal role in planning processes (Manzo & Perkins, 2006), providing
rich input into a process where residents have a personal stake in both the immediate and long
term outcomes of the process. This incorporation of an inclusive resident and practitioner process
helps to round out the more transactional nature of governmental policy planning. As posited by
Chavis and Wasdersman (2002), the participation of affected residents in this process residents
presents an opportunity to also harness their participation in future activities by building buy-in
through their perceived control and empowerment.
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Implications for Practice
In the language of systems science, the cycle of blight that results in vacant land is a selfreinforcing vicious cycle: urban shrinkage occurs with the loss of industry and population, which
contributes to urban decline, leading to further shrinkage in a circular fashion. Resulting vacant
land may seem endless, when one lot is reclaimed, another building comes down and results in
one more lot. Finding a way out of these vicious cycles cannot be fully captured without thinking
about the systems in which they are produced, and currently systems thinking is not a common
tool in the default toolbox that policymakers and community organizations employ when
defining and attempting to solve wicked problems. This is, in some ways, understandable since
there is always more work than there is the time and money to do it, and it is logical to focus in
on a small part and to aim for small wins. This is especially fitting in local governments where
positions shift with changing administrations on limited terms.
Unfortunately, focusing on single symptoms rather than root causes and the connections
between them often results in one-dimensional ‘solutions’ that are not very effective in the longterm against the full impact of the initial challenge. Applying systems thinking to the vacant land
challenge in a community and economic development challenge can help identify critical
intersections of issues where stronger collaborations can aggregate more resources and capacity
from previously untapped sources.
Cities that acknowledge vacant land as a current and critical challenge for them may
benefit from a reset. The process outlined in this study can help reshape the conversation by
identifying a new, shared understanding of the challenges, implications, and benefits of vacant
land. Recognizing what it means to various stakeholders and how that perception shifts with the
local and hyperlocal context of time and place can highlight previously unconsidered leverage
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points. These leverage points are places to intervene in a system, where making some sort of
strategic modification could push the system toward a different, preferably more desirable
outcome. For example, repositioning vacant land from solely being a liability or solely being an
asset can expand the gray area where creative solutions are born. Replacing growth-oriented
beliefs and the low-hanging fruit approach that accompanies them with commitments to
sustainable development, inclusivity, collaboration, patience, and place-based resolutions is the
first step along the path that leads to healthier communities where land is no longer considered
vacant, but integrated productive, or restorative.
Support place-based, people-led processes and interventions
Creating from scratch, rather than reinforcing something existing is often synonymous
with investing in low-hanging fruit and visible changes rather than systemic ones. This can be
seen in the case of widespread public demolitions without planned reuses, for example. Not
surprisingly, these conventional initiatives rarely generate positive, trickle-down effects in their
surroundings. In contrast, strategies that lead with people and acknowledges them as a place’s
greatest asset can focus on the internal capacities, needs, and local contexts of specific places
where sustainable development is more comprehensive than simply growth for its own sake.
Context matters, and so place-based, people-led strategies where existing, residents are
empowered and as a result, local quality of life can also meaningfully improve. Where high rates
of vacant land exist, the community that has remained have a personal stake and interest in being
part of the solutions, rather than relying on outside perspectives.
We must remember that residents are not simply an audience present to fulfill a required
check box, but rather should be actively sought for input and feedback as the end user, the
informal historian, the lifelong community member. By being intentional in these efforts, the
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result is strong social capital built through trust and empowerment with civic understanding and
training to not only understand but participate and guide future efforts (Kretzmann & McKnight,
1993).
Inclusivity and collaboration require patience
The approach outlined in this study takes time and should be revisited after any major
contextual change (i.e., a change in administration, an infusion of new capital, a shift in
demographics). The communities most affected by vacant land did not become that way
overnight and will not recover overnight, no matter how much the residents want or even deserve
it and regardless of the promises made by others. This process takes time to reshape perceptions,
introduce new perspectives, and develop a common language which may now include
incorporating, respecting, and celebrating the contributions of new voices. This is the pathway
toward the resolution of vacant land, a wicked problem of shrinking cities.
A pipeline from building the knowledge to participate leads to a more meaningful level of
participation and understanding (Florin & Wandersman, 1990). This then is followed by an
inherent ownership of process where residents now have a stake in the game (Arnstein, 2019)
and therefore enables them to take on the leadership necessary in the next phases of
implementation and eventual sustainability and accountability of the efforts made (Adamson,
2010; Florin & Wandersman, 1990).
Conclusion
Significance of the Study
One outcome of this completed exploration has resulted in an analytical approach to
deepen a contextual understanding of vacant that was applied in Buffalo, NY, which provides a
broad overview of the current understanding of vacant land that incorporates myriad perspectives
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and experiences. This process can be applied in other cities at intervals that will enable cities to
uniformly check their assumptions against current reality when considering new program and
policy interventions. Ideally, this information will inform new strategy considerations made by
the local land bank. How the sector will accomplish the work yet to happen is not included in
this study; it is simply a baseline position from which new dialogue and strategy can emerge.
There is benefit in establishing a collective understanding to serve as a specific planning and
policy reset as there is a clear acknowledgment that the issue exists and is problematic for the
health and future of communities without clear solutions. Several program and policy
interventions have contributed to the evolution of the understanding of the issue but have not
resulted in replicable strategies and sustainable change.
This effort has resulted in new framework organized around characteristics, drivers,
impacts and strategies of vacant land or a newly developed CDIO framework. Ideally, the
framework is broad enough to apply elsewhere while the research approach will highlight the
process by which it can be customized, adapted, and prioritized based on unique context of place
by documenting the engagement and focus group process. The framework developed can inform
customize on-the-ground applications and bring the topic into the spotlight of community
development conversations, where it is currently a footnote.
Given the breadth of effects of vacant land on the general health of community and its
residents, this topic is, by its nature, an interdisciplinary challenge and therefore this research
sought to make those connections clear. It does so through the inclusion and expertise of voices
not generally brought together. One goal was to unite these thinkers and connect each individual
thread to the next in order to build a stronger case for investment. Where personal well-being
intersects with economic opportunities for advancement or how quality of life may lead to
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increased community health outcomes are just a few ways in which we all stand to benefit as a
collective through the actions of individuals.
This work contributes to knowledge on improving local and state policies in the Rust Belt
region and beyond, which can contribute to changes in the way tax dollars are allocated and
implementation of additional wraparound services necessary for consideration and inclusion in
community and economic development conversations. In the academic sphere, this is first
attempt to explain vacant land through a systems thinking lens and in acknowledgement that
such explanations and descriptions will change with time and place-based contexts in which
vacant land is situated.
The findings of this study are useful to cities dealing with high rates of vacant land, as
they can be used to identify the key (and common) issues, as well as potential solutions.
Collectively, it is important to recognize the connectivity between these issues and stack
resources and efforts wherever possible to increase efficiency and effectiveness. Though the
specific responses provided by participating stakeholders are unique to Buffalo, NY at this time,
there is a familiarity in many of the answers as they echo many identified in the existing
literature. Just as a baking a cake may call for common ingredients such as flour, oil or milk, a
specific recipe will ultimately dictate the proportions of those ingredients, timing, and any
additional unique components that make it special. So too, the components identified in this
system may not necessarily be entirely novel, but examining how prevalent they are, how they
emerge on the ground and how they interact with other local systems may offer new insights.
Additionally, the process of seeking these answers can now be standardized and implemented at
regular intervals to check in on changing priorities and context over time. In this way, the
process is generalizable to other communities even if the specific outputs are not.
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There were limitations of this study due to participant response. The case city was studied
during an election year and some of the elected or appointed leadership were in hesitant to
participate and give opinions on a current issue that may have unintended political consequences.
Additionally, many staffed positions were hesitant to participate in giving personal opinions that
may differ from the ‘official’ position of the local administration. Residents were willing to
participant but needed to be approached in more organic ways such as at existing community
events and activities. The system maps can continue to be added to and the breadth of responses
demonstrates the complexity of the issue and gives credence to this approach despite the limited
participant pool.
Though the sample was diverse, responses began to sound familiar, suggesting that they
are reliable and representative of the current situation in Buffalo. However, the respondents may
not be fully representative of the collective city. For example, though the Asian population is
quite significant in Broadway-Fillmore, and several attended the events where I made contacts,
there was an obvious language barrier and even those that stopped to talk declined to be
interviewed officially. An argument can be made that this process is more robust when applied at
a hyperlocal level rather than assuming a policy stance city-wide and that additional efforts may
be required to have a fully representative sample.
Some of the interview participants representing the city at large and responded from a
position of expertise gained through study and practice and others that were more familiar with
the issue due to their personal experience of living in a neighborhood where vacant land is
visible on nearly every block. Despite the residents and community organizations not being
‘experts’ on vacant land issues, they were still able to have this discussion since the questions
helped them to reflect and connect their experience to the topic at hand. One respondent brought
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a uniquely optimistic view on vacant land, which was an outlier with views of vacant land as a
blessing and opportunity that Buffalo was lucky to have.
“I don't think it [vacant land] would have a negative impact on the community or
the street, so it wouldn't bother me… It makes me feel hopeful because I like
greensapce and seeing grass. It makes me happy to see space and hopeful that
there is a possibility for something to be built there.”
There are many areas of Buffalo where residents may be more insulated from the issue
and that may skew a future system map toward considerations of vacant land as being more of a
beneficial opportunity without recognizing the truly detrimental impacts to quality of life of
others. In short, who participates in the interviews from the resident and organizational side may
influence the prioritization of the issue.
Vacant land is a wicked problem that can be expressed as a complex social system. This
system has several overlapping components that manifest differently depending on the context in
which it is examined. Without the awareness of the breadth of meaning to the various
stakeholders affected, planners and policymakers will never be able to identify the most effective
leverage points in the system and suggested resolutions will not be able to fully satisfy the
critical issues presented. An effort to assess the state of vacant land at a particular moment in a
particular place can result in a rich dialogue that highlights what stakeholders are most impacted
by and a new prioritization of sub goals and actions that may be more effective long term, rather
than simply focusing on the accessible ‘easy win’ strategies.
If communities recognize vacant land system in this comprehensive way, then the topic
of vacant land can be prioritized at a higher level in policy discussions, funding requests, and
quality of life interventions for communities at risk. This is an opportunity to recognize the
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importance in both breadth and depth of this complex challenge and put it work to improve the
health of communities across the U.S.
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