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Social Planning: 
Mobilizing Locdl Civil Society 

by Susan McGrath, PhD 

THE FOLLOWING IS AN EXAMINATION of 
the concept and contemporary practice of social planning 
in Canada, a term that is rarely seen today in the literature 
or in government documents. Social planning was part of 
the post-war attempt to establish social order in the wake 
of an economic depression and a long war. It was meant to 
use rational processes to resolve what were perceived as 
social problems, and was located at two main sites. 

One was the federal govern
ment, where it took the form of 
social policy planning that 
resulted in the development of a 
modest welfare state consistent 
with the prevailing liberal ideol
ogy. The other field of activity 
was the third sector, often 
referred to as the voluntary sec
tor or, more recently, as "civil 
society." 

Voluntary social planning organi
zations (SPOs) were formed at 
national and provincial levels, but 
most of them appeared locally, in 
urban centres. Their primary 
mandate was to solve local social 
problems through efficient social 
service planning and coordina
tion . In what was believed to be 
an era of unending economic 
growth fueled by the dramatic 
expansion of technology, both 
fields of practice were anchored 
in the waters of economic effi
ciency, scientific rationality and 
professional expertise. This ratio
nal , comprehensive model of 
planning dominated the field in 
the '50s and '60s. 

But government has consistently 
placed economic development 
ahead of social development. 
Leonard Marsh's war-time pro
posals for social reconstruction 
were never fully implemented, 
and what was established is now 
being dismantled by neo-liberals. 
By the 1990s, modest and often 
inadequate social welfare pro
grams were being cut and 
devolved as the federal govern

ment tried to shed its responsibil
ity for social well-being. It is in 
this context that local SPOs have 
been renewing their practices, 
often in ways that provide 
insights into the state of 
Canadian civil society. 

Local voluntary practices 
of social planning 
Social planning agencies began 
to appear in most major 
Canadian cities during the '60s, 
'70s and '80s. A 1993 survey 
identified 113 SPOs, with a mini
mum of one located in each 
province and territory. The 
majority (51) were in Ontario, 
which also has a province-wide 
SPO, the Ontario Social 
Development Council. Many of 
these were strictly voluntary 
associations, and some of them 
may no longer exist. The survey 
also identified seventeen regional 
health and social service agencies 
in Quebec, all of which are part 
of an extensive system of com
munity-based service organiza
tions. With their legislated man
date and local administration, 
these agencies bridge the gov
ernment/third-sector divide, and 
thus are not included in this 
examination. The Quebec orga
nization that does fall within the 
third sector is the Conseil quebe
cois de developpement social , 
which was formed in 1994 when 
the Canadian Council on Social 
Development, a national social 
planning agency that advises the 
federal government, closed its 
Montreal office as part of its own 
rationalization process. 

SPOs usually rely on a mix of 
funding from local United Ways, 
municipal governments and 
membership fees. Specific, time
limited research and planning 
projects may also be funded by 
various levels of government. 
SPOs have always been vulnera
ble to cuts whenever they advo
cate social policy positions that 
are not supported by their fun
ders. The cutbacks in the social 
welfare system in the '90s have 
also taken their toll. The 
Canadian Council on Social 
Development, for example, no 
longer receives sustaining gov
ernment funding and now relies 
wholly on research grants. Most 
local SPOs have experienced sig
nificant cuts in government 
and/or United Way support, 
causing many of them to close 
their doors. Others have under
gone major restructuring, as was 
the case in Toronto in 1998, 
when the former Metro-wide 

11 

council was amalgamated with 
five local municipal SPOs to cre
ate the Community Social 
Planning Council of Toronto. 

Faced with their own financial 
insecurity, growing social and 
economic inequality, and increas
ing racial and ethnic diversity 
(particularly in large urban cen
tres), SPOs are renewing their 

practice to focus on the mobiliza
tion of their own communities. 

A value-based practice 
The traditional community social 
planning model, based on ratio
nal service planning and social 
scientific research, is no longer 
adequate. While most SPOs still 
have ties to the human service 
system, their commitment to 
improving the well-being of the 
members of their communities is 
defined more broadly and 
achieved through a wide range 
of activities. SPOs see themselves 
as sites for the creation of values 
and norms in their communities.1 

The Social Planning Network of 

Ontario, for example, identifies 
four core values that support the 
practice of its members: commu
nity, voluntarism, diversity, and 
social justice. 

SPOs view local, diverse commu
nities as their primary constituen
cies. Volunteers from the com

munity guide the agenda, which 
is intended to ensure equitable 
treatment and fair access to 
resources for everyone in the 
community. Such themes appear 
in the mission statements of 
SPOs across the country, some
times articulated as commitments 
to social development and social 
change. 

The range of activities carried out 
by social planning organizations 
is extensive, and can be orga
nized into three categories: com
munity organizing, knowledge 
construction, and communicative 
action . 

Community organizing 
Organizing a community to iden
tify and respond to local con
cerns has been a long-standing 
activity of social planning organi
zations. The Community Services 
Council of Newfoundland and 
Labrador, for instance, offers a 
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varied list of local services it has 
helped to organize , including a 
Boys and Girls Club, the Personal 
Credit Counselling Service, 

Community Housing and 
Support Services, and an 
Independent Living Resource 
Centre. SPOs are no longer lim
ited to social service planning 
and coordination . They see 
themselves as meeting places 
that provide opportunities for 
people in their communities to 
debate and address social issues. 
They are focal points for commu
nity mobilization. Low-income 
families, seniors, and ethno-spe
cific communities are among the 
groups seeking access to the 
resources of local councils. Thus, 
the Toronto Social Planning 
Council views the advancement 
of local democracy as a major 
goal. 

SPOs bring their expertise in 
organizing human service agen
cies to the formation of networks 
and partnerships that bridge ser

vice sectors. They form problem
solving partnerships around spe
cific issues such as lack of afford
able housing, child poverty and 
access to services. For this rea
son, many SPOs are part of 
Campaign 2000, a national coali
tion of organizations dedicated 
to eliminating child poverty in 
Canada. 
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Research, or knowledge 
creation 
Because knowledge is an impor
tant component of resistance and 
struggle, research has always 
been a fundamental activity of 
SPOs. Although anchored in the 
modernist belief of comprehen
sive rational planning processes, 
this area of practice has evolved 
over time. My study of the 
Toronto Social Planning Counci12 

shows that pressure began to be 
exerted on the Council in the late 
'60s to include voices other than 
those of the corporate and pro
fessional elite, and to better rep

resent the concerns of marginal
ized groups, particularly those 
with low-incomes. This was an 
era of extensive urban planning 

in most major cities, and the peo
ple affected by the changes 
wanted a say in what was hap
pening. It marked the beginning 
of what Leonie Sandercock has 
described as the " death of mod

ernist planning. " 3 Research 
methods began to change, 
becoming more participatory in 
nature. Technical data was still 
central, but it was now inter
preted through the experience of 
the residents. By the '80s, as 
SPOs began expressing their 
commitment to social justice, this 
research became more specifi
cally value-driven or critical. 
Today, research is a mixture of 
three approaches to knowledge 
construction : empirical, interpre
tive and critical. 

The focus of this activity is what 
planning literature identifies as 
"social learning, " 4 or what a 
recent study of SPOs describes as 
"social witnessing. " 5 This prac
tice is aimed at increasing the 
understanding of Canadians with 
respect to issues of public con
cern . Social witnessing focuses 
attention on social issues that 
society as a whole is being 
encouraged to ignore. SPOs cre
ate and disseminate knowledge 
that tracks major social trends in 
order to encourage engaged and 
enlightened participation. Thus, 
part of the mandate of the Social 
Planning and Research Council of 
British Columbia is to promote 
awareness of our responsibilities 
as citizens of the global commu
nity. Social learning or witnessing 
is intended to increase social 

power. 

The areas of research are broad. 
At a recent conference of mem
bers of the Social Planning 
Network of Ontario, the range of 
issues included homelessness/ 
housing, poverty, settlement, 
youth shelter, hunger/food secu
rity, underemployment, and the 
mapping of social indicators. 
Several agencies have been col-

laborating with the Ontario 
Social Development Council on a 
project that involves the monitor
ing of specific social and eco
nomic indicators in order to eval
uate and compare the quality of 
life in local communities over 
time. Likewise, the Edmonton 
Social Planning Council recently 
worked with Edmonton's Food 
Bank on a report called "Often 
Hungry Sometimes Homeless," 
which examines the increased 
reliance of Edmonton families on 

food banks and emergency shel
ters. 

SPOs have a long history of pol
icy analysis and advocacy regard
ing local, provincial and federal 
issues, particularly those related 
to income security. Briefs criticiz
ing existing or proposed policies 
have been presented to munici
pal councils, standing and ad hoc 
committees of provincial and 
federal legislatures, and the pub
lic. The Toronto Social Planning 
Council has been particularly 
active in advocating social assis

tance reform at the provincial 
level and a stronger social safety

net supported by the federal 
government. As the impact of 
Canada's deteriorating social 
welfare system is felt more and 
more acutely in the streets of its 
cities, SPOs have been focusing 
their efforts on local issues. 

Communicative action 
A transformational approach to 
planning requires not just the 
creation of knowledge but 
action . "Communicative action," 
a theory developed by the 
philosopher Jurgen Habermas 
and applied to planning by John 
Forester,6 characterizes planning 
as an interactive, communicative 
activity using qualitative, inter
pretive forms of knowledge cre
ation . 

SPOs have to get their message 
out there . Public education takes 
place in a variety of forms and 
forums. Most SPOs have pam
phlets, booklets and reports that 
are distributed to members, the 
media, and local agencies and 
libraries, often by means of Web 
pages. Public forums with guest 
speakers, as well as presentations 
to local schools and agencies, are 
part of their attempt to reach 
people in a more interactive 
manner. The quantity and the 
quality of the coverage varies 
with the amount of competition 
for the public agenda on a given 
day. 
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The Internet is becoming an 
effective tool for communicating 
with constituents locally and 
around the world. For example, 
the Edmonton Social Planning 
Council is using the Internet to 

receive direct input from its com
munity. By visiting the Council 's 
Web site, concerned citizens can 
participate in discussion groups 
on various issues. Thus, the site 
is part of the organization's effort 
to encourage real dialogue. 
Unlike the print media, which is 
owned by profit-making corpora
tions who usually support the 
market as the primary mecha

nism for addressing social needs, 
the Internet offers access to 
information that is more democ
ratic and participatory, at least for 
those with access to computers . 

Enabling civil society 
There has been renewed interest 
in "civil society," which is to be 
distinguished from the other two 
"spheres" of society, the state 
and the economy.7 It is a term 
that is now heard frequently in 
the public discourse, and 
approaches to it vary depending 
on whether the individual or the 
"individual in association" is 
regarded as the central compo
nent. SPOs assume a collective 
approach that locates civil society 
not only in the private or inti
mate sphere of relationships 
(e .g., the family) but in public, 
assocational life, especially within 

voluntary associations and social 
movements. 

The significance of civil society is 

best expressed by political theo
rist Axel Honneth, who sees it as 
a " domain in which individual 
and collective actors contest 
competing interpretations of 
their collective needs and norma
tive orientations as well the dis

tribution of scarce social 
resources. " 8 Through political 
influence and public education 
organizations such as the Fraser 

Institute, the C.D. Howe Institute 
and the.Business Council on 
National Issues, the corporate 
sector has had a strong presence 
in Canadian civil society, particu
larly in regard to social welfare 
issues.9 

It is therefore essential that citi

zens have the opportunity to 
participate more frequently and 
effectively than their occasional 
sojourns to the ballot box. Civil 
society offers a forum for dis
course and deliberation that 
often produces criticism of the 
state. Thus, it should operate at a 
distant from the state. A fully 
functioning democratic and civil 
society requires independent 
public space~ where its members 
can meet to engage in discussion 
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and debate, create knowledge, 
and publicize their findings. 
These spaces need to be secure, 
which means that they require 
some form of public recognition 
and funding. They need to be 
highly visible and accessible to all 
members of the community, and 
particularly to those who have 
been marginalized. 

With their capacities for organiz
ing, knowledge creation and 
communicative action, social 
planning organizations provide 
opportunities for citizenship to be 
exercised locally. Their practice of 
planning is based on models of 
social learning and communica
tive action that have links to radi
cal planning.10 The commitment 
of SPOs to the empowerment of 
those who have been systemati
cally disempowered appears to 
be widely supported. However, 
the structural transformation of 
systemic inequalities entails criti
cism of the state and the econ 
omy which government and cor
porate-dominated United Ways 
funders do not usually support. 

It may be that the local practices 
of civil society can foster a global 
civil society that will address the 
prevailing social fragmentation , 
economic instability, and uncer
tainty about the future . The con
frontation in Seattle between 
nation-state members of the 
World Trade Organization and a 
huge coalition of voluntary orga
nizations from around the world 

provides some hope. If social 
problems can be globalized, so 
can their solutions. 

Summary 
This paper explores the contem
porary practice of social planning 
in Canada. In the context of a 
diminishing social welfare state, 
the momentum for planning 
around social issues is generated 
by local voluntary associations. 
The evolution of the practices of 
social planning organizations is 
traced from their rational roots to 
the participatory, interpretive and 
critical approaches of today. 
These practices are organized 
under three functions: commu
nity organizing, knowledge cre
ation, and communicative action . 
Such local capacities are identi
fied as crucial to the practice of 
citizenship in a democratic civil 
society. 

Sommaire 
Ce texte porte sur une exploration 
du cadre contemporain et de la 
pratique de la planification 
socia/e au Canada. Dans un 
contexte ou /'assistance sociale 
gouvernementale occupe de 
mains en mains de place, /es 
priorites socia/es dans 
/'amenagement dependent de 
plus en plus d'associations 
benevoles partout au pays. Les 
pratiques des organismes de 
planification socia/e (OPS), nees 
de demarches logiques, doivent 
composer avec /es exigences 
participatives, interpretatives et 
critiques d'auiourd'hui. Ces prati
ques remplissent trois fonctions 
principales : organisation socia/e, 
recherche ou acquisition de 
connaissances et interventions 
fonctionnel/es. Ces habiletes 
locales sont au creur de la 
preservation de la citoyennete 
dans une societe civile 
democratique. 
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