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Sense of Community and Neighbourliness in Vancouver Suburban Communities: 

I~-~.p~!R~et Fence Project 
Researcl1 approach and survey objectives 

THE PICKET FENCE PROJECT WAS FIRST ADOPTED by the 
Parks and Recreation Department in the Township of Langley, then later by Pitt 
Meadows and Maple Ridge (Ridge Meadows) .1 The Picket Fence Project involved a 
partnership between the Parks and Recreation departments, students at University 
College of the Fraser Valley and at Trinity Western University, and] Wilson Consultants. 
The data from responses to approximately 650 household surveys conducted by this 
partnership provides indicators of the level of interaction and involvement at the 
neighbourhood and community level. 

Students were trained to 
administer the survey in a range 
of neighbourhood types, such as 
standard subdivision housing, 
medium-density areas, and 
Murray's Corner, the only neo
traditional community. Each 
household responded to over 
thirty questions, including a 
series of general questions 

regarding household characteris
tics, as well as specific questions 
about community involvement 
and neighbourhood interaction. 

In keeping with a community
based service delivery system, 
the Parks and Recreation 

Departments' interest in the 
research findings was rooted in a 
need to improve their 
understanding of neighbour
hoods in order to continue 

building community through 
outreach strategies. 

Measurement of sense of 
community at the 
neighbourhood level 
In a 1994 article in the Journal of 
Planning Literature, Stephen 
Cochrun outlines how a sense of 
community can be enhanced by 
neighbourhood planning. He 
joins a growing number of new 
urbanists in search of planning 

forms that facilitate social 
interaction and sense of 
community. The underlying 
assumption is that a high quality 
of community life would improve 
the general psychological health 
and well-being of its residents. 
Many see the neighbourhood as 
the significant unit for fostering 
sense of community. 

Building on research on sense of 
community at the neigbourhood 

level, we designed a survey 
instrument to assess the current 
level of commitment and 
involvement. For our purposes, 

sense of 

neighbourhood level is based on 
the definition given by Macmillan 
and Chavis (1986), and can be 
characterized as having the 
following facets: 

• Membership 
• Influence 

• Integration 
• Shared emotional connection 

Survey findings 
The study areas were carefully 
selected by parks and recreation 
staff and by the research team, 
and varied with respect to 
residential density and age of 
development. The Picket Fence 
Project was administered in three 
phases over two years. A 
communications strategy 
comprised of newspaper articles, 
student training, and letters of 
introduction contributed to the 
success of the interviews.2 In the 
Township of Langley (which has 
a population of approximately 
80,000) 359 surveys were 
completed in five different areas. 
In Ridge Meadows (a 
community of 
approximately 70,000) 
286 surveys were 
completed in four 
different areas. 

The survey .data provided general 

demographic information about 
each respondent with regards to 
neighbourhood area, housing 
type, mobility, length of 
residence, and place of work. As 
one would expect, the profile of 
survey respondents in both 
Langley and Ridge Meadows was 

very similar. For example, in both 
communities approximately 40% 
of respondents worked outside 
the community. The majority of 
respondents were homeowners 
and had lived in their homes less 
than five years, with 
approximately 54 % having 
moved there from elsewhere. 
Almost 60% had children living 
at home. However, only 58% of 
respondents in Ridge Meadows 

lived in single-family dwellings, 
as compared with 70% of 
respondents in Langley. 

The survey consisted of thirty
five questions about issues 
related to neighbourhood 
familiarity, interaction, sociability, 
community involvement, and 
sense of commitment to the 

neighbourhood, as well as about 
the names and boundaries 
residents use to identify their 

neighbourhood . All information 
was cross-tabulated by 
neighbourhood area, 
demographics, housing type, 
mobility, and place of work. The 

conclusions addressed 
several common 

assumptions about 
suburban 

neighbourhoods 
as places that 
preclude a sense 
of community. 
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The limitations of this survey 

approach include the non

random nature of the sample 

selection. Our intention was to 

focus on specific 

neighbourhoods, not on 

generalizations. However, given 

the consistency of the survey 

format, and the theoretical 

framework for the development 

of the survey instrument, the 

sample does provide insight into 

suburban sense of community at 
the neighbourhood level. 

Membership 
Membership is defined here 

simply in the act of identifying 

and recognizing neighbourhood 

boundaries and names. The 

premise is that it is easier to feel 

part of something that can be 

recognized and defined. Areas 

are created for a range of 

reasons that includes politics, 

education, marketing and 

planning. While significant 

decisions are based on these 

boundaries, our research 

suggests that residents do not 

always recognize these places as 

their neighbourhoods. 

Information gleaned from maps 

drawn by survey respondents 

and questions regarding 

boundaries and names indicate 

that most residents consider their 

neigbourhood to encompass the 
distance of a five-minute walk -

often just a short block , cul-de
sac, street, or multi-family 

housing project. Whereas the 

name often denotes a much 

larger area, the boundaries reflect 

a much smaller place. For 

example, many respondents in 

Langley called their neighbour

hood by the larger area Walnut 

Grove, but drew a map 

illustrating the area immediately 

around their home. As a newer 

area, however, Walnut Grove is 

well recognized as a place. 

Conversely, South Yenneden (an 

area in Ridge Meadows where 

most residents identified their 

own street or housing 

development as their 
neigbourhood) was recognized 

by only 6 of the 78 respondents. 

Interestingly, if a commercial area 

is close to a development, it is 
often included in residents' 

spatial demarcations of the 
neighbourhood. Furthermore, 

our research illustrates the 

important role the developer 

plays - particularly with respect 

to signage, design and housing 

type - in creating places 

identified as neighbourhoods/ 
places that in turn shape 

interaction. 

School boundaries also play an 

important role in creating places. 

For example, in the Salmon River 

Uplands area many residents 

called their neighbourhood, 

North Otter, after the local 

school. In the more rural area of 

Whonnock in Ridge Meadows, 

the historic settlement and 

agricultural development of the 

place is reflected in the fact that 
37 of 44 respondents there 

recognized the larger area as 

their neighbourhood - one which 

shares a hall, a newspaper and a 

store. In areas where names 

appear to be fabricated by 
census lines, residents could work 

with planners to identify and 

shape actual places or 

neighbourhoods. 

Influence 
In this context, influence refers to 

residents' perception of control 

over activity in their neighbour

hood. Such perceptions of 

control might result from 

involvement in a neighbourhood 

organization, from neighbours 

working together to solve a 

problem, and from a general 

sense of safety. The few residents 

who were involved in local 

organizations typically partici

pated in block-watch or a strata

council. Interestingly, the 

majority of respondents, 

regardless of tenure or housing 

type , said they were confident 

that neighbours could work 

together to solve a problem. 

Almost 80% of respondents felt 

safe in their neighbourhood. 

Reasons for not feeling safe 

related as often to street design 

and traffic rates as to problems 

with teen gangs and crime. In 

Pitt Meadows, however, 

residents expressed the need for 

more visible policing to address 

teen gangs (interestingly, it was 

the most recently established 

residents of Pitt Meadows who 

most often stated concerns about 

teen activity). Our findings with 

respect to safety are generally 

supported by previous research 

on safety in the study area. 

Higher levels of concern for 

safety seem to be associated with 

a generally lower sense of 

commitment to the neigbour

hood, as well as with the sense 

that neighbours cannot solve 

problems, and with the desire to 
move away. Conversely, in one 

older subdivision where all 

respondents felt safe, street 

design and block-watch were 

both cited as reasons for the 

strong sense of safety. In the 

Township of Langley 10% of all 

respondents suggested block
watch contributed to a 

perception of safety. Residents 

acknowledged the importance of 

their own role in monitoring 

unwanted activity. 

Integration 
Integration entails a household's 

perception that it is involved and 

satisfied with its present 

neighbourhood and community. 

Households responded to 

questions regarding involvement, 

their perception of similarity to 

neighbouring households, and 

whether or not they planned to 

move. There was an additional 

question regarding their 

commitment to the success of 

their neighbourhood. 

Thirty-four percent of respon

dents in Langley and 46% in 

Ridge Meadows had participated 

in a neighbourhood activity. In 

multi-family projects, an even 

higher percentage of households 

had participated . Typical activities 

included garage sales , barbecues , 
block-watch , and holiday events 

or parties. When those who did 

not participate were asked why, 
time restrictions were noted , as 

well as a lack of awareness of 

opportunities (especially in the 

case of new residents) . 

Only 24 of the respondents did 
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not want to be involved in their 

community. Households with 

children were almost twice as 

involved as those without. 

Almost 40% suggested they 

were healthier because of 

involvement. Of the respondents 

involved in the community in 

Langley, 63 % perceived they 

were healthier. This finding is 

supported by previous research 
which suggests that an enhanced 

sense of community affects the 

general psychological health and 

well-being of residents. 

In response to questions about 

perceptions of similarity, over half 

of all respondents said that they 

felt they were similar to their 

neighbours. The highest 

percentage of this response was 

in a neo-traditional, standard 

subdivision development. Lower 

percentages coincided with a 

relatively high incidence of rental 

accommodation and relatively 

low housing costs. 

The majority of residents said 

they did not want to move from 
their area and were committed to 

its success. Their statements 

about why they moved to the 

area referred to affordability, 

community and neighbourhood. 

Very few respondents indicated 

work or the house itself as the 

reason they moved to the 

present location. Neighbourhood 

and community were even more 

important for respondents with 

children. It is worth noting that 

the reasons why people 

considered moving away were 

mirrored in the reasons they 

originally moved to the area: if 

the area changed, they would 

move. The shorter the length of 

residency, the more likely the 

residents would consider moving. 

Shared emotional 
connection 
Shared emotional connection 

builds on the factors of influence 

and integration discussed above. 

For example, perceptions of 

similarity and feelings of safety 

are often prerequisites for 

interaction. This factor focuses 

on quantity and quality of 

interaction. A composite of 

responses indicates the degree to 

which respondents share 

experiences that further facilitate 

a sense of community. 

Table 1 indicates the range or 

continuum of activities and the 

responses in both Langley and 

Ridge Meadows. Interaction is 
fairly similar in both 

communities. 
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• Langley 

Know Names Spoke To In Home Borrowed Copy 
of Key 

Neighbourhood Part of Life 

Know Names 

In Tables 2 and 3 the data for 
both communities is combined 
and then tabulated for the 
following variables: 

• Presence of children 
• Length of residency 
• Housing type 
• Place of employment 

A review of these tables 

suggests: 
• that the presence of children is 

not as critical a requirement for 

interaction as was generally 
thought; 

• that, as one might expect, 
interaction is at its peak 
between the first and ninth 
years of residency; 

• that while time is a barrier to 
interaction, it is not with 
regards to place of 
employment; 

• that interaction is more intense 
or moves further along the 
continuum in multi-family 
developments. 

Spoke To In Home Borrowed 
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This last observation is also 
evident in comparisons of the 
survey results for the neo
traditional, multi-family and 
single-family dwellings in the 
Township of Langley. Generally, 
interaction levels were highest 
among multi-family respondents, 
with slightly lower levels among 
respondents living in single
family dwellings. Levels among 
residents living in neo-traditional 
dwellings fall between those of 
the other two housing types. 

It is important to note that in 
response to a question regarding 
the three factors that contribute 
to neighbourliness, 53% of the 
neo-traditional respondents in 
Murray's Corner mentioned the 
design of their neighbourhood. 
Only 20% of the 359 
respondents in the Langley area 

suggested design. 

In general, factors that 
respondents identified as 
contributing to neighbourliness 
included friendly neighbours and 
the design of streets and 
neighbourhoods. Programs like 

block-watch also appear to play 
an important role in facilitating 
neighbourliness, as do local 
meeting places such as schools 
and community centres. 

Hindrances to neighbourliness 
included lack of time, lack of 

children, and a dearth of 
neighbourhood leaders and 
meeting places. However, even 
where neighbourhood design 
seemed to be lacking, there were 
many examples of residents 
adapting their environment - by 
using garages as play spaces, for 
example, and placing basketball 
hoops at the sides of the streets. 

CJ More than 10 years 

Copy 
of Key 

14 

• 1 - 9 yrs 

• Less than 1 yr 

CJ No Children 

• Children 

Neighbourhood Part of Life 
Activity 

Summary observations 
Our study addressed several 
common assumptions about 
suburban neighbourhoods as 
places that preclude effective 
neighbourhood relationships. 
Respondents in the surveyed 
suburban neighbourhoods are 
involved in active daily 
relationships and are not as 
affected by commuting and the 
presence of children as one 
might expect. Furthermore, while 
physical design appears to be a 
positive influence on 
participation, the degree of its 
influence is not as great or as 
deterministic as it is often 
thought to be. Research findings 
do indicate the need to address a 
range of design hindrances, 

including a lack of recognizable 
neighbourhood boundaries and 
public meeting places. As Jane 
Jacobs observed nearly forty 
years ago, most people identify 
boundaries that are closer than 
those of our planning or census 
classifications. 

The uniqueness of each area 

surveyed suggests a need to 
move from a community-based 
perspective to a neighbourhood

based perspective . For although 
the psychological sense of 
community does exist at the 
neighbourhood level, there is an 
opportunity to monitor, maintain 
and build interaction - through, 
for example, programs that 
address the lack of leadership or 
awareness of activities . The fact 
that very few respondents did 
not want to be involved means 
that there is a large resource of 
people who are interested in 
participating in their 
communities. 

It is perhaps time to move 
beyond a negative evaluation of 
suburban places. As others have 
noted, a sustainable suburb is 
one that has not only a range of 
design requirements but also a 
strong and vibrant sense of 
community. As we attempt to 
implement this apparent shift in 
approaches to planning and 
design, let us not forget that it is 
the residents who are the 
ultimate experts in every 
neighbourhood context. 
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Summary 
With every new development we 
hear the word "community, " as 

if the attempt to redesign 
physical form automatically 
builds or facilitates a sense of 
community. It is the opinion of 
the authors, however, that 
"sense of community" must be 
better defined and understood if 
it is to be facilitated and 
enhanced. The following 

research findings are based on an 
innovative partnership formed to 
explore sense of community in 
the suburban neighbourhoods 
located in Township of Langley, 
Maple Ridge and Pitt Meadows, 
all three of which are suburbs of 
Vancouver. The data from 
responses to approximately 650 
household surveys provides 
information on interaction and 
involvement at the 
neighbourhood and community 
level. While the information 

collected pertains to a range of 
factors including the link 

between community involvement 
and residents' perceptions of 
their own health , this paper 
focuses on the measurement of 
sense of community in 
neighbourhoods. It confirms that 
sense of community does exist as 
a force in suburban 
neighbourhoods and concludes 
with insights into social and 
physical factors that can play a 
role in enhancing sense of 
community at a neighbourhood 
level. For the purpose of this 

discussion, "neighbourhood" is a 
community of place, defined in 
the context of each resident's 
perception of its spatial extent. 

Resume 
Avec chaque nouveau 

developpement. nous entendons 

par/er de communaute comme si 

le fait de modifier la forme 

physique d'un lieu engendrait ou 

favorisait /'esprit de communaute. 

Se/on les auteurs, ii conviendrait 

de mieux definir auiourd'hui ce 

qu'est /'esprit communautaire si 

/'on veut favoriser son 

developpement. Les analyses de 

cette etude s'appuient sur Jes 

recherches entreprises grace a un 

partenariat innovateur cree pour 

etudier /'esprit communautaire de 

quartier dans des localites situees 

a Langley, Maple Ridge et Pitt 

Meadows, toutes Jes trois en 

banlieue de Vancouver. Des 

sondages effectues aupres de 

quelque 650 foyers ont fourni des 

donnees utiles sur le niveau 

d'interaction et de participation 

dans Jes quartiers et dans la 

communaute. Bien que ces 

donnees dependent de nombreux 

facteurs, tels que la relation entre 

le niveau de sante apparent et le 

degre de participation de la 

communaute, cet article se limite 

a /'evaluation de /'esprit 

communautaire au niveau des 

quartiers. II confirme que /'esprit 

communautaire est une realite 

active dans les quartiers 

suburbains et conc/ut par une 

exploration des facteurs sociaux 

et physiques susceptib /es de 

favoriser /'esprit communautaire 

dans les quartiers. Dans le cadre 

de cette etude, le mot quartier 

s'entend dans le sens d 'un lieu 

co/lectif defini dans /'esprit des 

residants parses limites spatiales. 

Jacobs, Jane. The Death and Life of Great Ameri can 
Cities. New York: Vintage, I 96 I. 

Julian, David and Jack Nasar. "The Psychological 
Sense of Community in the Neighbourhood." 
Journal of American Planning Association 61 , no. 
2 (1961): 178- 184. 

Kretzmann,John andJohn McKnight. Building 
Communities From the Lnside Out. Lnstitute for 
Policy Research at No11hwestern University, 1997. 

McMillan, David W. and David M. Chavis. "Sense of 
Community: A Theory and Definition." American 
Journal of Community Psychology 14, no. I 
(1986): 6-23 

Munro, Kent and Paul Rosenau. "Reconsidering the 
Way we build Cities."' EcoDecision 16 (1995): 67-
69 

Parthasarathy, Balaji and Michael Southworth. "The 
Suburban Public Realm I: Its Emergence, Growth 
and Transformation in the American MetropoUs." 
Journal of Urban Design I, no. 3 (1996) : 245-
263 

Pollan, Michael. "Disney Discovers Real Life.'' The 
New York Times Magazine (Dec. 14, 1997). 

Sewell, John. The Shape of the City: Toronto 
Struggles with Modem Planning. Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1993. 

I A similar survey approach originated in 
Abbotsford, B.C., and was then was broadened to 
the Township of L1ngley. Presently, Picket Fence is 
being implemented in several tower Mainland 
municipalities. 

2 For a complete description of the research 
approach, please contact the authors. 

September/October 1999 • Septembre'octobre 1999, Vol. :\9. :-;• 4 




