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GATED COMMUNITIES: 
Selling the Good Life 

by D. Kirstin Maxwell 

Summary 
Gated communities are becoming increasingly common in Canada despite concerns expressed by many planners. These concerns include 
such issues as the privatization of public space and fragmentation of the transportation network. This study examines on-line marketing 
material of Canadian gated communities to gain a preliminary understanding of the appeal of gated communities to Canadian markets. 

It is hoped that these findings can help planners manage the demand for gated communities. 

Sommaire 
Les ensembles residentiels proteges, OU col/eetivites cl6turees, se repandent au Canada, en depit des inquietudes exprimees par bien 

des urbanistes, notamment a l'egard de la privatisation des espaces publics et de la fragmentation du reseau de tranport Cette etude se 
penche sur Jes documents de marketing diffuses virtuellement par Jes colleetivites cl6turees du Canada pour tenter de cerner /'attrait de 
telles col/eetivites pour le marche canadien, dans /'espoir que Jes conclusions tirees aideront Jes urbanistes a composer avec la demande 

de col/eetivites cl6turees. 

A gated community in British Columbia. Photograph by Jose Canjura. 
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Gated communities, housing 
developments that restrict vehicle 

access, are becoming increasingly common 
in Canada. They are particularly popular 
among retirees in British Columbia and 
Ontario.' Gated communities tend to 
be unpopular in planning circles because 
of the potential of gates and walls to 
privatize previously public space and 
to fragment the urban fabric and 
transportation network. Thus, it is 
important for planners to understand 
the appeal of gated communities. 
Although research addresses reasons 
for the popularity of gated communities 
in the United States,2·3 none explains the 
popularity of gated communities in 
Canada. Through a discourse analysis of 
on-line marketing material, this study' 
begins to address reasons for the 
popularity of gated communities in 
Canada. While advertising material 
cannot provide definitive answers, it can 
increase our understanding of Canadians' 
attraction to gated developments. 



The Idealization and 
Commodification of Place 
The marketing material used to advertise 
gated communities idealizes and 
commodities place, community and 
lifestyle. Gated developments are 
presented as problem free and protected 
from the troublesome or unattractive 
aspects of life and the wider world. 
Communities are portrayed as friendly 
and welcoming. Luxurious, active and 
healthy lifestyles are attainable simply by 
buying a home in a particular gated 
project. In these ways the marketing 
material idealizes place, community and 
lifestyle, creating a fantasy world. 

We are drawn to the idea that our lives 
might be just a little more like the fantasy 
if we were to purchase a home in a 
particular gated community.The marketing 
material tells us that we can buy good 
places that provide community, friends 
and acquaintances, lifestyle, health, 
exclusivity, prestige, privacy and security. 
According to the marketing materials, 
these features are not created through 
civic action, careful relationship building 
or self-discipline, but are commodities 
purchased with the price of a home. 

Key Findings 
The factors most commonly used to 
market gated communities are security 
and gates, friendliness and the ease of 
making new friends, social interaction, 
lifestyle (active lifestyle, the good life, 
peaceful/relaxed/slow paced, maintenance 
free), homogeneity, privacy and exclusivity. 

Reference to security or gating was 
the most common factor found in the 
marketing material; ads were explicit 
about gates and security features, contrary 
to expectations.5 As such, gating and 
security seem to be appealing features 
for prospective residents. This is 
particularly notable because Canadian 
projects are not as secure as their 
American counterparts. Clearly, gates 
help to sell homes to at least a segment 
of the Canadian population. 

Another prevalent marketing feature for 
all types of gated communities was 
lifestyle, particularly reference to an 
active lifestyle, the good life, and a 
peaceful/relaxed/quiet or slow-paced 
lifestyle.Although lifestyle marketing was 
most common in Ontario adult 
communities, it was also a major 

Signage at the entrance to a gated community in British Columbia. Photograph by Jill Grant 

component of marketing to the general 
population. 

References to social factors and emotional 
appeals were common features of gated 
community marketing. Much of the 
marketing material studied mentioned 
friendliness or the ease of making new 
friends . Community activities and the 
presence of a meeting place within the 
community were also popular. This 
social concept marketing approach was 
more prevalent in Ontario and in adult
focused communities. Gated communities, 
especially adult ones, were portrayed as 
friendly welcoming places, where there 
is always something fun going on, and 
residents are never lonely. 

Exclusivity/prestige and privacy were 
also prominently featured in the 
marketing material with a trend toward 
greater use for communities marketed 
to the general population than those 
targeting older adults.Although residents, 
developers and builders of gated 
communities may argue that the gates 
are not about exclusivity, the evidence 
indicates otherwise. Privacy was the 
most marketed factor in this category, 
but the material made clear that 
exclusivity and prestige are part of the 
gated community allure. 

Some Web sites, particularly those of 
Ontario adult-targeted projects, made 
explicit reference to homogeneity. Some 
examples of phrases used are "comfort 
of folks who are at the same place in 
life as you are" and "meet others just 
like you." However, homogeneity was 
most powerfully portrayed through 
images: race, ethnicity, affluence, health, 
vigor, age, sexual orientation, and even 
values were uniformly portrayed. The 
people in the pictures were almost 
invariably white, with only four of 72 
communities presenting pictures of 
people of colour. Overall, gated community 
residents were portrayed as wealthy, 
healthy, white and able. This representation 
of homogeneity indicates that charges 
of exclusion against gated communities 
may be accurate. The study provides no 
evidence that diversity is valued. 

Implications for Planning 
It is useful for planners to understand 
the appeal of gated communities to 
prospective residents. The allure of 
gated developments, as demonstrated in 
their marketing, may indicate characteristics 
that residents feel are lacking in other 
residential forms. By seeking to provide 
these features in public residential 
developments, it may be possible for 
planners to dissuade some citizens from 
the decision to live behind gates or in 
private, exclusive, segregated enclaves. 
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Some physical gated community 
characteristics and common marketing 
factors match the values of planners as 
a profession, while others are in 
opposition to the types of communities 
planners wish to create. Marketing 
factors that match general planning 
values include social interaction and an 
active lifestyle. We also promote security 
through design and "eyes on the street". 
However, there are features missing 
from the typical gated community that 
planners tend to hold "near and dear": 
diversity, mixed uses, public open space 
and connected street systems. Gates are 
often opposed because they can exclude 
citizens from previously public spaces 
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and fragment the urban fabric and 
transportation network. Planners also 
balk at segregation, par(icularly when 
it becomes physically embodied in 
the form of walls, fences and gates. 
Furthermore, gated communities are 
often less affordable than their non-gated 
counterparts. 

Is it possible for planners to reduce the 
allure of gated communities by better 
providing for some of the desires 
indicated in the marketing material? For 
instance, by promoting more publicly 
acceptable types of security such as 
better design, "eyes on the street", and 
neighbourhood watch programs, it may 
be possible to reduce the demand for 

gating. Providing local community meeting 
places and other "active lifestyle" 
amenities in public neighbourhoods 
could reduce the demand for private 
gated communities with these amenities. 
Managing the demand for gated 
developments will require careful planning 
to ensure that we produce the kinds of 
communities that make people feel 
secure and fulfilled without barriers. • 
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CH2M HILL offers clients the expertise of more than 14,000 
planning, financing, design, construction, operations, 
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Drawing on over 80 years of engineering excellence, 
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