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Abstract 
Active Neighbourhoods Canada: 

Evaluating approaches to participatory planning for active transportation  

in Peterborough, Ontario 

 

Tessa Nasca 

This research considers the historic context of power that planning operates within, and 

looks at the ways in which certain community members are marginalized by traditional 

planning processes. Participatory planning, which has theoretical roots in communicative 

planning theory, may have the potential to shift the legacy of power and marginalization 

within planning processes, resulting in improved planning outcomes, more social 

cohesion, and a higher quality of urban life. I used a community-based research approach 

to evaluate approaches to participatory urban planning in Peterborough, Ontario. I 

worked with a community-based active transportation planning project called the Stewart 

Street Active Neighbourhoods Canada project. This thesis evaluates the participatory 

planning approaches employed in the project, and determines if they are effective 

methods of engaging marginalized community members in planning. The research also 

identifies the professional benefits of participatory planning, and examines the barriers 

and enablers to incorporating participatory approaches into municipal planning processes. 

Finally, I developed a set of recommendations to implement participatory planning 

approaches more broadly in the city of Peterborough, Ontario.  

  

Keywords: Participatory planning, communicative planning theory, public participation, 

community engagement, community-based research, active transportation 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.1 Research Area 

Within an urban context, streets and sidewalks make up a majority of public space, yet 

the built environment in Canada’s cities often promotes automobile-centric 

transportation, which serves to isolate people from these public spaces (Danneberg, 

Frumkin, & Jackson, 2011; Moscovich, 2003; Pucher, Dill, & Handy, 2010; Speck, 

2012). Car-centric culture discourages active engagement with public space, and 

undermines the environmental, social, and cultural dimensions of sustainability 

(Danneberg et al., 2011; Richards, Murdoch, Reeder, & Amun, 2011; Speck, 2012).  

In addition to being unsustainable, built environments that prioritize the 

automobile can disadvantage marginalized community members, including youth, older 

adults, people with disabilities, and individuals living in poverty, creating systemic and 

spatial barriers to transportation equity (Kochtitzky, 2011). In contrast, built 

environments that support active transportation can contribute to a reduction in 

greenhouse gas emissions, increased physical activity, improved public health outcomes, 

and enhanced mobility for community members of varied socio-economic backgrounds 

(Badland et al., 2009; Boarnet, Greenwald, & McMillan, 2008; Dobson & Gilroy, 2009; 

Heinen, van Wee, & Maat, 2010; Jabareen, 2006; Kennedy, Miller, Shalaby, Maclean, & 

Coleman, 2005; Pucher et al., 2010; Speck, 2012).  

In order to design a transportation system that is equitable for all users, the needs 

and desires of diverse community members should inform the design of the transportation 

system. Involving community members in urban planning processes contributes to the 

creation of public spaces, streets, and sidewalks that are responsive to community needs, 
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thus encouraging healthier and more sustainable transportation choices, improving 

planning outcomes, and building transportation equity (Blanchet-Cohen, 2015; Brown & 

Chin, 2013; Dill & Carr, 2003; Innes & Booher, 2004; G. Rowe & Frewer, 2000; Rowe, 

G., Frewer, 2004). However, many status quo methods of engaging community members 

in urban planning are inadequate, inaccessible, or tokenistic, resulting in planning 

outcomes that are not responsive to the community’s needs, or that prioritize certain 

populations and modes of transportation while marginalizing others (Arnstein, 1969; 

Booher, 2008; Brown & Chin, 2013; Hou & Kinoshita, 2007; Innes & Booher, 2004; 

Listerborn, 2008).  

As one response to this engagement gap in planning, communicative planning 

theory arose in the late 20th century. Communicative planning theory views planning as a 

discursive exchange between stakeholders, with an attempt to build consensus and 

engage in participatory democracy (Brown & Chin, 2013; Healey, 1997, 2002; Holgersen 

& Haarstad, 2009; Innes, 1996; Willson, 2001). However, there is a sustained critique of 

communicative planning theory that suggests that it fails to adequately acknowledge 

power dynamics that stem from positions of privilege and marginalization in the planning 

process, which arise from factors including education, occupation, class, age, and 

traditional role in the planning process (Brown & Chin, 2013; Holgersen & Haarstad, 

2009; Voogd, 2001). 

This research looks at how public engagement in active transportation planning 

can more meaningfully involve citizens, including those marginalized by traditional 

engagement methods. I analyze the public engagement literature and communicative 

planning theory to create an argument for the benefits of increased engagement in 
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planning. I also offer a critique of communicative planning theory in its current iteration, 

and posit that partnership-based and community-led participatory planning creates a more 

inclusive planning environment that better addresses the need to involve citizen input in 

planning outcomes.  

I use my role as an embedded participant-researcher in a participatory urban 

planning project in the City of Peterborough, Ontario (called the Stewart Street Active 

Neighbourhoods Canada project) as a case study to evaluate participatory planning 

approaches, examine the institutional barriers to improving public participation in 

planning, and propose strategies to operationalize participatory urban planning practices 

in the municipality of Peterborough, Ontario.  

1.2 Research Questions 

This research uses the Stewart Street Active Neighborhoods Canada Project1 [referred to 

herein as ANC] as a context to evaluate newly emerging participatory planning 

approaches, and answer the following research questions: 

1) Is the participatory planning process employed in the ANC project an effective 

method of engaging marginalized community members in planning, based on 

evaluation criteria generated by Stewart Street neighbourhood residents and 

validated by the literature?  

a. Of the participatory planning activities undertaken during the ANC 

process, which engagement activities are perceived as most effective, from 

the perspectives of: 

i. Stewart Street neighbourhood residents; and 

                                                 
1 The ANC project will be explained in greater detail in Section 2.1 
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ii. The Stewart Street ANC project steering committee? 

2) How can professional planners benefit from using participatory planning 

processes, and what are the barriers and enablers to incorporating participatory 

planning processes into professional practice? 

3) What are some recommendations to operationalize participatory planning 

processes in the municipality of Peterborough, Ontario?  

1.3 Clarifying terminology  

Throughout this research, I will refer to two concepts that I wish to clarify early in the 

work. The first term is “marginalized residents”. While I acknowledge that there is a 

diversity of personal, social, and economic factors that contribute towards experiences of 

marginalization, for the purpose of this research, I have defined “marginalized” as 

including: people living in poverty, older adults, youth, people with disabilities, and 

people facing barriers to accessing education. This is because these forms of 

marginalization are quantifiably present in the Stewart Street neighbourhood (as will be 

explored in section 2.2.1), and these factors also impact an individual’s ability to 

participate in planning processes, and influence and individual’s mobility or immobility 

in a car-centric urban environment.  

 The second term I wish to clarify is “participatory planning”. Participatory 

planning, in this work, refers to a bottom-up planning approach which: employs non-

traditional engagement techniques, combines citizen knowledge and professional 

knowledge, promotes open dialogue, and involves community members throughout all 

phases of the planning process. My understanding of participatory planning has 

theoretical roots in communicative planning theory, which will be discussed in section 
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2.3. The specific activities and approaches that are a part of the Active Neighbourhoods 

Canada participatory planning approach will be discussed in sections 2.1 and 3.2.2.1.  
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Chapter 2 Research Context 

The following chapter provides the context for my research, including an overview of the 

Active Neighbourhoods Canada project [ANC] project, and a discussion of the literature 

regarding public participation in planning and communicative planning theory.   

2.1 Background on the Active Neighbourhoods Canada Project  

The Stewart Street Active Neighbourhoods Canada project is a neighbourhood-based 

participatory urban planning project undertaken in the Stewart Street neighbourhood in 

Peterborough, Ontario. The Stewart Street ANC project is part of a national network 

projects under the Active Neighbourhoods Canada umbrella, which is “a national 

partnership of organizations bringing participatory planning to 12 communities in 

Alberta, Ontario and Quebec” (Martin et al., 2015, p. 3). The ANC project is particularly 

interested in engaging marginalized community members, who are more likely to be 

excluded from traditional planning processes (Holgersen & Haarstad, 2009; Listerborn, 

2008; Martin et al., 2015).  

Within the national ANC framework, “the meaning of the word ‘active’ is 

threefold. The project works towards changes in the built environment that encourage 

active transportation, active public spaces and active engaged citizens” (Martin et al., 

2015, p. 3 [emphasis mine]). Each ANC project is divided into three phases, which are 

characterized as follows: 

Phase 1: Understanding [Portrait Phase]: The goal of the first phase is 

to understand the current context in the neighbourhood in order to identify 

potential improvements and constraints related to mobility. Different data 

collection methods are used to create a ‘Neighbourhood Portrait’. [Data 
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collection methods] include field surveys, documentation, and 

consultation activities.  

Phase 2: Exploring [Vision Phase]: The objective of Phase 2 is to 

establish a common vision, define priorities for action, and create design 

solutions that respect the local identity and practices of the 

neighbourhood. Examples of methods used during this phase include a 

Citizen’s Forum and workshops with professionals.  

Phase 3: Building [Plan Phase]: Local partners collaborate on a 

Community Plan outlining goals and design solutions. The plan is used as 

a tool to strategize and partner with local municipal officials, transit 

authorities, other levels of government, as well as institutions, retailers and 

individuals towards the incremental implementation of these goals (Martin 

et al., 2015, p.3). 

The Stewart Street ANC project is guided by a steering committee comprised of 

representatives from the neighbourhood, not-for-profits, the City of Peterborough, and 

Trent University, representing broadly the community sector, NGO sector, public sector, 

and academic sector. The organization that coordinates the ANC steering committee is 

GreenUP, a local environmental charity. The breakdown of organizations represented on 

steering committee is seen in Table 1.  
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Table 1 Organizations represented on the Stewart Street ANC Steering  

 Community Sector NGO Sector Public Sector Academic 

Sector 

 

 

 

Represented 

Organization 

The Stewart Street 

& Area Community 

Association 

GreenUp (local lead 

organization) 

City of 

Peterborough- 

Dept. of 

Transportation 

Demand 

Management 

Trent University- 

Faculty 

 

Individual non-

affiliated 

neighbourhood 

residents 

The Toronto Centre for 

Active Transportation 

(the ANC Ontario 

provincial lead) 

City of 

Peterborough- 

Dept. of Planning 

Trent University- 

Graduate Student 

(me) 

 Peterborough Community 

Garden Network 

The Peterborough 

County-City 

Health Unit 

 

 B!KE: The Peterborough 

Community Cycling Hub 

  

 Trent Community 

Research Centre 

  

 

In addition to the project partners on the steering committee, the Stewart Street 

ANC project is supported by a diversity of funding sources. The Public Health Agency of 

Canada funds the national ANC network, and provides funding to the Toronto Centre for 

Active Transportation to support two part-time staff people as provincial project 

managers. These staff people support the four ANC projects in Ontario, including the 

Stewart Street project. The Ontario Trillium foundation provides funding to GreenUP to 

support staff capacity, event and program expenses, and stipends for neighbourhood 

representatives on the steering committee. Lastly, the Social Sciences and Humanities 

Research Council of Canada funds the research component of the project, through a grant 

called Communities First: Impacts of Community Engagement.  
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2.1.1 Characteristics of the Stewart Street Neighbourhood 

This section provides some relevant physical and social characteristics of the Stewart 

Street neighbourhood, to give context for my research. A more detailed overview of the 

neighbourhood demographics, land use, and physical and social infrastructure is 

contained in the Portrait of the Stewart Street Neighbourhood document, of which I am a 

co-author. The full Portrait document can be found in Appendix 1.  

The Stewart Street neighbourhood is a mixed-use, medium density neighbourhood 

in the south end of downtown Peterborough. The neighbourhood encompasses roughly 20 

square blocks, with residential, commercial, and industrial zoning uses contained within 

the 20-block area. The street layout follows a traditional grid pattern (Martin et al., 2015, 

p.13). The land use mix, street grid layout, and proximity to downtown means that the 

neighbourhood is highly walkable and bikeable (Jabareen, 2006; Martin et al., 2015; 

Moscovich, 2003; Speck, 2012; Kennedy et. al., 2005). Figure 1 shows the location of the 

Stewart Street neighbourhood relative to the City of Peterborough as a whole, and also 

shows the street grid in the Stewart Street neighbourhood. 
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Figure 1: Map of the Stewart Street neighbourhood (Source: ANC 

Steering Committee)  

At the centre of the Stewart Street neighbourhood is a one-half square block 

public park. Until recently, this public park was underutilized, and was viewed as 

rundown and unsafe by neighbourhood residents (Martin et al., 2015), but in 2013 a 

group of residents created a community association to revitalize the shared public space. 

The association, called the Stewart Street and Area Community Association [SAACA]2, 

in collaboration with the Peterborough Community Garden Network, successfully created 

a community garden in the park, which enjoyed its first growing season in 2013 (Martin 

et al., 2015).  Furthermore, SAACA raised funds to build a play structure in the park, 

                                                 
2 Throughout the course of the ANC project, the Stewart Street and Area Community 

Association ultimately dissolved. The events that led to the dissolution of the Association 

are discussed in greater detail in subsequent chapters. 
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which was installed in fall 2015 (Martin et al., 2015). The community-driven momentum 

for positive change in public spaces, and the social infrastructure developed by SSACA, 

made the Stewart Street neighbourhood ideal for the ANC project to work with. In spring 

of 2014, SAACA partnered with GreenUp, a local environmental charity, to successfully 

apply to become one of the twelve ANC pilot projects.  

In addition to the social infrastructure in the neighbourhood, the Stewart Street 

neighbourhood has several demographic characteristics that led to its participation in 

ANC project. The ANC project seeks to engage marginalized community members in 

participatory planning, including people living in poverty, people with disabilities, older 

adults, and youth. The Stewart Street neighbourhood is home to many individuals who 

represent these groups, as is evidenced by the following statistics (drawn from the 

Portrait of the Stewart Neighbourhood, Peterborough, which used the 2006 Canadian 

Census, the 2011 Transportation Tomorrow Survey, and the 2014 Peterborough City & 

County Active Transportation and Health Indicators Report as data sources). The Stewart 

Street Neighbourhood: 

 Is one of the lowest-income neighbourhoods in the city of Peterborough, with 

35.35% of residents over the age of 15 considered low income (versus 13.10% for 

the city of Peterborough as a whole, and 14.70% for the province of Ontario), and 

with a median household income of $29,176 (versus $52,638 across the whole 

city of Peterborough) (Martin et al., 2015 p. 11); 

 Is the youngest neighbourhood in Peterborough, with 27.9% of residents between 

the ages of 15-29 (versus 19.8% across the city) (Martin et al., 2015 p.10); 
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 Is home to two seniors’ residences (Martin et al., 2015 p. 10), and one mixed-

income, city-subsidized housing complex that has accessible units for individuals 

with disabilities; 

 Has very low rates of home ownership, with only 32% of residents owning their 

home (versus 73% for the city as a whole) (Martin et al., 2015 p. 8); and 

 Has very low rates of vehicle ownership, with non-vehicle households 

representing 42% of households in the neighbourhood’s census tract (versus 12% 

in the city, and 8% in the region) (Martin et al., 2015 p. 16).  

A confluence of factors including income, age, street grid layout, land use, and 

density result in a neighbourhood that is heavily reliant on active transportation; 25% of 

neighbourhood residents use active transportation as their primary transportation mode 

for work trips, versus 10.1% of commuters using active transportation across the city as a 

whole (Martin et al., 2015, p. 16).  

However, despite the high use of active transportation, the neighbourhood has 

inadequate infrastructure for supporting active tranpsortation. For example, the city of 

Peterborough’s fifth most heavily trafficked cycling corridor, Bethune Street, runs 

through the neighbourhood. Bethune Street is the only corridor in the city’s top ten 

cycling corridors that does not inclue the provision of cycling-specific infrastrucutre 

(Salmon, Dawson, & Sauve, 2014). In fact, the Stewart Street neighbourhood does not 

contain any dedicated cycling infrastrucutre. Furthermore, pedestrian infrastrucutre is 

lacking in many areas, with some streets missing sidewalks, street amenities, and 

lighting. Figure 2, a map of a community street audit undertaken by the local ANC team, 
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highlights some gaps in pedestrian infrastructre in the neighbourhood. Shaded areas 

represent particularly problematic gaps in pedestrian infrastrucutre.  

 

While the neighbourhood currently lacks pedestrian and cyclist infrastructure, 

there are two major upcoming street redevelopment projects in the neighbourhood, which 

create potential for the ANC project outputs to inform City-led design and planning 

processes. One project is a proposed Complete Streets project proposed for the South end 

of George Street. A Complete Streets design approach involves designing roadways so 

that they are accessible to all users, including the most vulnerable road users (i.e., 

children, older adults, and people with disabilities). Therefore, a Complete Streets 

approach involves designing roadways with provisions for pedestrians, cyclists, transit 

Figure 2: Community street audit map (Martin et al., 2015).  
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users, and automobiles (“Backgrounder: Complete Streets Policy and Adoption in 

Canada and the U.S.”, 2012; Geraghty et al., 2009; McCann & Rynne, n.d.). The design 

for the Complete Streets redevelopment of George Street South is in the post-approval 

phase, and implementation is scheduled to begin in 2017.  

The second major street planned infrastructure project occurring in the 

neighbourhood is the Bethune Street redevelopment. As a part of the City of 

Peterborough Flood Reduction Plan, Bethune Street’s entire right-of-way will be torn up 

from curb to curb, in order to accommodate for a sub-surface flood mitigation strategy 

(City of Peterborough, 2005). The removal of the entire right-of-way presents a unique 

opportunity for residents to inform the redesign of the streetscape. As previously noted, 

the existing streetscape lacks provisions for cyclists and pedestrians, despite being a 

prominent active transportation corridor. The Bethune Street corridor also provides an 

opportunity to enhance the overall connectivity of Peterborough’s cycling network, as it 

joins major cycling facilities in the North, and proposed cycling facilities in the South 

(Martin et al., 2015). The design process for the Bethune Street streetscape is currently 

underway, and the ANC steering committee has been invited to participate in early 

conceptual design workshops and to present project outputs at a City-led public 

information session. Citizen consultation for the Bethune Street reconstruction began in 

May 2016, and development will begin in 2017 and will be competed within a five-year 

timeframe. 

The social infrastructure in the Stewart Street neighbourhood, the demographic 

character of the neighbourhood, current transportation trends, infrastructure gaps, and 

proposed infrastructure development in the neighbourhood made it an ideal candidate to 
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become one of the twelve communities engaged in the ANC pilot project. In addition, the 

Stewart Street ANC project was positioned to access a local network of active 

transportation expertise. In Peterborough, there are several organizations that do active 

transportation planning, education, and advocacy work. These organizations include: 

GreenUP, B!KE: The Peterborough Community Cycling Hub, the Active and Safe 

Routes to School Committee, and the Peterborough Bicycle Advisory Committee. In 

addition, the City of Peterborough has a Transportation Demand Management Planner 

who plays a significant role in developing active transportation infrastructure in the city. 

The local expertise reflected in these organizations meant that the city of Peterborough 

had a robust professional network to support an active transportation focused 

participatory planning project. 

2.1.2  ANC project problem statement and vision 

 

The Stewart Street ANC Steering Committee has articulated a project problem statement 

and vision that inform how the ANC project hopes to create change in the community. 

The problem and vision statement serve as a basis for the project Theory of Change 

document, which is a guiding document for my evaluation work. The project Theory of 

Change document was created in fall 2014 by the project coordinator (GreenUP) and a 

Carleton University graduate student, through a series of engagement sessions with the 

ANC steering committee. Relevant excerpts from the Theory of Change document are in 

Appendix 2. 

The problem statement articulated in the Project Theory of Change is as follows:  

Current planning practices do not consistently and meaningfully engage 

all citizens in the process of visioning and designing their communities 
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from start to finish. This results in public spaces and streets that prioritize 

certain populations and modes of transportation, while excluding and 

marginalizing others (Salmon & Pole, 2015, p.4). 

The local ANC vision, which arises to solve the aforementioned problem, is as follows: 

The Stewart Street Active Neighbourhoods Canada project hopes: 

That neighbourhood development and community planning become 

accessible and participatory processes that support the creation of healthy 

and vibrant public spaces and streets. With livable spaces and complete 

streets, people of all ages and abilities will travel actively, resident safety 

will be enhanced, and a sense of pride and inclusion will be fostered 

within the community (Salmon, 2015, p.4). 

2.1.3 Underlying Assumptions 

 

The Stewart Street ANC project approach is predicated on several underlying 

assumptions, which my research and review of the literature work to validate. I feel that it 

is important to make these assumptions explicit, because they influenence my my role as 

a participant-researcher in the ANC project, and impact my interpretation of data. These 

assumptions are also drawn from the Stewart Street Active Neighbourhoods Canada 

Projecy Theory of Change (Salmon & Pole, 2015, p. 7-8). 

The underlying assumptions are: 

1) Participatory planning approaches are needed; 

2) Citizens have a desire to engage; 

3) Certain populations should be prioritized, including neighbourhood residents and 

marginalized community members; 
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4) Public spaces need enhancement;  

5) Active transportation infrastructure is needed and desired; 

6) Residents identify with the neighbourhood; 

7) Sustained capacity exists to support partnerships; 

8) Organized and engaged people can excerice influence over planing outcomes; 

9) Citizen engagement can be sustained; 

10) The role played by community organizations is apprpriate. 

2.1.4  Personal postion 

 

I have personally been engaged in the Stewart Street ANC project as an embedded 

participant-researcher since May 2014. Chapter 3, Section 3.2.1 elaborates on how this 

role has informed my research methods and design. However, I believe that it is also 

relevant to briefly describe my personal position as a member of the ANC steering 

committee.  

Prior to undertaking this research, I worked in the active transportation field in 

Peterborough, as the Program Coordinator at B!KE: The Peterborough Community 

Cycling Hub. Therefore, at the onset of the research, I had existing professional 

relationships with individuals representing many of the community and public sector  

organiations on the steering committee. My professional and academic experience 

informed my desire to undertake this research.  I also had a personal friendship with one 

of the three neighbourhood residents on the committee, although I had no pre-existing 

relationship with the other two residents.  

 While I am not a resident of the Stewart Street neighbourhood, there are several 

ways in which I pesonally identify with residents of the neighbourhood. My income level 
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has historically been reflective of median incomes in the Stewart Street neighbourhood, 

although I acknowledge that my access to education may provide future higher earning 

potential. In addition, I do not own a home or a car, and I am young (in the 15-29 year 

old cohort that comprises a large portion of the Stewart Street neighbourhood), and rely 

on active transportation to meet nearly all of my transportation needs (with transit and car 

pooling making up the other portion). While these experiences are not universal to 

residents of the Stewart Street neighbourhood, and do not represent all of the ways that 

residents may be marginalized within planning processes and public spaces, these 

personal similarities to residents of the Stewart Street neighbourhood infomed my desire 

to work towards meaningful engagement of marginalized demographics in planning 

processes.  

2.2 Articulating a need for public engagement in planning 

 

This research stems from a recognition in the literature that public engagement in urban 

planning contributes to social cohesion and the quality of urban life (Booher, 2008; 

Jacobs, 1961; Laurian & Shaw, 2008; Sorensen & Sagaris, 2010), and that planning 

decisions and outcomes can be improved by incorporating local knowledge held by the 

citizens (Blanchet-Cohen, 2015; Innes & Booher, 2004;  Rowe & Frewer, 2000; Sorensen 

& Sagaris, 2010).  As Jane Jacobs expressed in The Death and Life of Great American 

Cities, “Cities have the capability of providing something for everybody, only because 

and only when, they are created by everybody” (Jacobs, 1961, p.312). When citizens are 

involved in planning processes, the benefit between citizens and planners is mutual; 

citizens benefit from improved quality of urban life, and planners benefit from stronger 

outcomes with greater community support.  
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Further, the literature acknowledges that public participation processes that 

involve a degree of power sharing between citizens and governments are an important 

element of deliberative democracy, and promote fair, transparent, and inclusive decision 

making (Arnstein, 1969; Booher, 2004, 2008; Healey, 1997, 2002; Innes & Booher, 

2004; Laurian & Shaw, 2008). Meaningful community engagement in planning can help 

to build trust between citizens and their governments, and in contrast, a lack of 

opportunities for citizens to meaningfully engage in planning can create discontent and 

mistrust between citizens and governments (Laurian & Shaw, 2008; Rowe & Frewer, 

2000).  

The literature also recognizes that many status quo methods of community 

engagement in urban planning are inadequate, inaccessible, and tokenistic, which can 

lead citizens feeling disempowered (Booher, 2008, Arnstein, 1969; Hou & Kinoshita, 

2007; Innes & Booher, 2004). According to Sorenson and Sargaris (2010), 

“contemporary practices of public participation [leave unaddressed] three main critiques: 

those that suggest that participation masks fundamentally unequal power relationships; 

those concerned with who initiates participation; and those addressing who actually 

participates” (Sorensen & Sagaris, 2010, p. 299).  

Shelly Arnstein’s (1969) foundational work in public participation positions 

methods of public engagement using a “ladder of public participation.” This framework 

classifies public engagement methods into an eight-step ladder, with each successive step 

representing an increase in the degree of power available to citizens within the 

engagement process (Arnstein, 1969). Arnstein’s ladder sub-categorizes types of 

engagement as “non-participation”,  “tokenism”, and “power sharing”. Consultation, one 
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of the most frequently practiced forms of public engagement in municipal transportation 

planning, lies at fourth level of Arnstein’s ladder, and is classified as a “tokenistic” form 

of engagement (Arnstein, 1969, p. 2). Consultation is an engagement method in which 

“information is conveyed from members of the public to the sponsors of the initiative, 

following a process initiated by the sponsor” (Rowe & Frewer, 2005, p. 225). A 

consultation method of engagement involves a one-way flow of information, rather than a 

dialogic exchange between the community and the sponsor (Arnstein, 1969; Rowe & 

Frewer, 2005), and thus is typified as tokenistic.  

In a local context, consultation is a frequently practiced method of public 

engagement. For example, according to the City of Peterborough Comprehensive 

Transportation Plan,  

Community and stakeholder consultation was conducted [during the 

development of the plan] in several capacities to solicit feedback and 

engage the community in the update process. In accordance with the 

Municipal Class EA Process, three points of public consultation in the 

form of Public Involvement Centres (PICs) were held. These PICs 

represented significant points of consultation where opinions were sought 

from members of the community, and progress on the study update was 

presented (City of Peterborough, 2012, p.4 [emphasis added]). 

As is evident in this passage, consultation is a public engagement mechanism employed 

in transportation planning in the City of Peterborough. 

Bailey and Grossardt (2010) argue that there is an “Arnstein gap” between actual 

and ideal levels of citizen engagement in transportation planning. They suggest that the 
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ideal level of citizen involvement is partnership, which lies at level six of Arnstein’s 

ladder (versus the actual level of engagement, consultation, which lies at level four) 

(Bailey & Grossardt, 2010; Blanchet-Cohen, 2015). Within a partnership form of 

engagement, “power is in fact redistributed through negotiation between citizens and 

power holders” (Arnstein, 1969, p. 9), and there is an ongoing exchange of dialogue. The 

public participation literature broadly recognizes that two-way flow of communication is 

an important element in creating meaningful and non-tokenistic forms of engagement 

(Arnstein, 1969; Brown & Chin, 2013; Halvorsen, 2001; Laurian & Shaw, 2008; 

Mannarini & Talò, 2012; G. Rowe & Frewer, 2000; Gene Rowe & Frewer, 2005; Rowe, 

G., Frewer, 2004).  

2.2.1 Evaluating public participation in planning 

In addition to facilitating communication, the literature suggests a broader set of criteria 

to evaluate the effectiveness of engagement opportunities (Brown & Chin, 2013; Crosby 

et al., 1986; Blahna & Yonts-Shepard, 1989; Petts, 1995; Carnes et al., 1998; Lauber, 

1999; Rowe & Frewer, 2000; IAP2, 2007b; Godschalk & Stiftel, 1981; Laurian & Shaw, 

2009). Brown and Chin (2013) have succinctly compiled evaluation criteria from the 

public participation literature into a table, included in this document in Table 2. The table 

divides evaluation criteria into process and outcome categories (Brown & Chin, 2013). 

While my evaluation of the ANC project activities uses a participatory evaluation 

approach, and therefore applies user-based (i.e., participant-derived) evaluation criteria3, 

the evaluation criteria frequently cited in the literature help situate my work within this 

body of literature, and therefore I found it valuable to include Table 2 for reference. 

                                                 
3 See section 3.2 for a definition of participatory evaluation, and my rationale for making 

this methodological choice.  
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Table 2: Criteria to evaluate public participation (from: Brown & Chin, 2013, pp. 565-

566) 

Process Criteria 

Criterion Description Sources 

Representative-

ness 

The participants should comprise a broadly 

representative sample of the population of the 

affected public'. 

(Crosby et al., 1986; Blahna & 

Yonts-Shepard, 1989; Petts, 

1995; Carnes et al., 1998; 

Lauber, 1999; Rowe & 

Frewer, 2000, p. 12) 

Independence 
‘The participation process should be conducted 

in an independent, unbiased way’. 

(Crosby et al., 1986; Lauber, 

1999; Rowe & Frewer, 2000, 

p. 13) 

Early 

Involvement 

‘The public should be involved as early as 

possible in the process as soon as value 

judgments become salient’. 

(Blahna & Yonts-Shepard, 

1989; Rowe & Frewer, 2000, 

p. 14) 

Transparency 

‘The process should be transparent so that the 

public can see what is going on and how 

decisions are being made’. 

(Lauber, 1999; Rowe & 

Frewer, 2000, p. 15) 

Resource 

Accessibility 

Participants should have access to the 

appropriate resources to enable them to 

successfully fulfil their brief’. 

(Rowe & Frewer, 2000, p. 15) 

Seeking out and 

involving those 

affected by 

decisions 

Public participation seeks out and facilitates 

the involvement of those potentially affected 

by or interested in a decision.' 

(IAP2, 2007b, p. 1; Godschalk 

& Stiftel, 1981; Blahna & 

Yonts- Shepard, 1989) 

Comfort and 

convenience  

The timing and place of meeting should be 

convenient to the participants' schedule. They 

should also feel comfortable’. 

(Halvorsen, 2001) 

Deliberative 

quality 

All participants should be given the chance to 

speak and provide their opinions. 

(Lauber, 1999; Halvorsen, 

2001) 

Level of conflict 
Public participation process should avoid or 

mitigate conflict 
(Laurian & Shaw, 2009) 

Seek input from 

participants in 

how they 

participate 

Public participation seeks input from 

participants in designing how they participate'. 
(IAP2, 2007b, p. 1)  

Task definition 
The nature and scope of the participation task 

should be clearly defined. 
(Rowe & Frewer, 2000, p. 16) 

Non-technical 

information 

The information provided to participants must 

be easy to understand and contain minimal 

technical language to prevent confusion. 

(Chakraborty & Stratton, 

1993) 

Communicates 

influence on 

decision 

Public participation communicates to 

participants how their input affects the 

decision'. 

(IAP2, 2007b, p. 1) 
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Outcome Criteria 

Criterion Description Sources 

Influence 
‘The output of the procedure should have a 

genuine impact on policy’. 

(Petts, 1995; Carnes et al., 

1998; Lauber, 1999; Rowe & 

Frewer, 2000, p. 14; 

Butterfoss, 2006) 

Increased 

Understanding 

Public participation should build mutual 

understanding between stakeholders and 

commit the public good identified 

(Petts, 1995; Carnes et al., 

1998; Laurian & Shaw, 2009) 

Consensus 

reached 

Decisions made as a result of public 

participation were based on consensus and 

mutual understanding. 

(Twight & Carroll, 1983; 

Innes & Booher, 1999) 

Increased trust 
Public participation should build trust and 

lasting relationships. 
(Laurian & Shaw, 2009) 

Workable 

solutions 

Public participation should create a 

compromise and acceptable solution. 
(Laurian & Shaw, 2009) 

Satisfaction 
Good public participation should result in high 

satisfaction amongst participants. 

(Halvorsen, 2001; Butterfoss, 

2006; Laurian & Shaw, 2009) 

2.2.2 Power, privilege, and marginalization in planning  

 

While inadequate methods of community engagement can impact all citizens, 

marginalized people are often disproportionality impacted. This is due in part to the 

power dynamics implicit in the citizen-professional relationship, which privileges 

technical knowledge over lived experience, and therefore places the majority of the 

power with the professionals (Holgersen & Haarstad, 2009; Kochtitzky, 2011; Listerborn, 

2008; Sorensen & Sagaris, 2010; Willson, 2001). For example, the highly specialized 

language of professional planning creates barriers for the layperson to understand and 

engage with planning processes, which leads to inequitable access to the planning 

process. While some community members hold sufficient power to have voice within 

traditional planning processes and community engagement opportunities, the intersection 

between social, political, and economic factors (e.g., class, race, gender, age, disability, 
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and access to education) contribute to the marginalization of other community members, 

and create systemic barriers to accessing power (Holgersen & Haarstad, 2009; Listerborn, 

2008). 

Holgerson and Haarstad (2009) discuss how “issues of class and economic 

antagonisms structure the planning process” (p. 349). They apply Lefebvre’s (1991) 

discussion of the production of space in the city to suggest that there is an antagonistic 

relationship between community “users” of space and capitalist “utilizers” of space 

(Holgersen & Haarstad, 2009, p. 352). Within the planning process, the capitalist utilizers 

of space have the potential to generate economic activity, and thus their voices are 

favoured in the planning process. In contrast, community users of space, especially 

community members that are visible minorities or are visibly poor, can be seen as 

negatively impacting the economic potential of a space, and thus their voices are 

marginalized in the planning process (Holgersen & Haarstad, 2009). The class 

antagonisms implicit in the planning process often go unacknowledged by those that are 

in a position of power, and thus it is difficult for those in positions of marginalization to 

break this systemic oppression (Holgersen & Haarstad, 2009; Listerborn, 2008).  

As a result of marginalization in the planning process, certain community 

members are also marginalized by planning outcomes. Lefebvre’s concept of the “right to 

the city” (1968) is applied by several scholars to illustrate the ways in which class 

antagonisms lead to the exclusion of certain individuals within urban space, creating a 

dynamic in which it is challenging for marginalized people to assert their right to occupy 

space in the city (Andres, 2012; Carless, 2009; Gilbert & Dikec, 2008; Lefebvre & 

Nicholson-Smith, 1991; Sorensen & Sagaris, 2010) Feminist geographers and political 
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economists J.K. Gibson-Graham (1996) also discuss how class dynamics and capitalism 

impact access to public space. Marginalized community members are relegated to 

peripheral areas of the city, and central spaces are reserved for privileged individuals 

involved in capitalist production (Gibson-Graham, 1996).  

Failing to include marginalized voices in the planning process results in planning 

outcomes that do not equitably consider the needs of marginalized community members. 

In terms of transportation equity, vulnerable populations, including people living in 

poverty, youth, older adults, and people with disabilities, are marginalized within urban 

transportation systems (Kochtitzky, 2011). The built form of North America cities 

typically favours the automobile as a transportation mode, and thus the designs of our 

cities and our transportation systems are automobile-centric (Danneberg et al., 2011; 

Pucher et al., 2010; Schiller, Bruun, & Kenworthy, 2010; Speck, 2012). The automobile 

is a transportation mode that privileges certain people over others; marginalized 

community members may not be able to choose this mode due to financial, legal, or 

mobility-related restrictions. When these voices are excluded from engagement 

processes, there is little impetus to create transportation systems that are responsive to 

their diverse mobility needs.  

The financial barrier to car ownership, in particular, disproportionately impacts 

people in the Stewart Street neighbourhood. In the city of Peterborough, an individual 

making less that the city-wide median employment income is three times more likely to 

walk, twice as likely to bike, and ten times more likely to ride transit than higher income 

community members (Salmon et al., 2014, p. 7). The average car commuter in 

Peterborough has a median income of $42,911, and the median income in the Stewart 
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Street neighbourhood is only $29,176, making car ownership inaccessible to many 

residents of the Stewart Street neighbourhood (Martin et al., 2015, Salmon et al., 2014). 

This is reflected in the very low rates of vehicle ownership in the neighbourhood 

(mentioned in section 2.1.1). The barriers to accessing vehicle ownership mean that the 

transportation systems in many North American cities (including Peterborough) further 

marginalize already vulnerable community members.  

2.3  Communicative planning theory 

 

Communicative planning theory arose in response to a desire to create a more inclusive 

planning paradigm (Healey, 1997, 2002). Communicative planning theory suggests that 

planning can occur as a dialogic exchange between all parties, and that conflict can be 

resolved through communication and efforts towards consensus building (Ataöv, 2007; 

Bailey & Grossardt, 2010; Healey, 1992, 1997, 2002; Hoehner, Brennan, Brownson, 

Handy, & Killingsworth, 2003; Holgersen & Haarstad, 2009; Innes, 1996; Willson, 

2001).  

Communicative planning theory applies Jürgen Habermas’ theory of 

communicative rationality (also referred to as discursive democracy) to a planning 

context (Healey, 1992, 1997, 2002; Innes, 1996; Willson, 2001). According to Willson, 

Habermas’ theory uses four criteria to understand the rationality of 

communication and ideal speech. They are 1) the comprehensibility of 

statements, 2) the accuracy of statements (their relationship to the 

objective world), 3) the legitimacy of the speaker (in relationship to the 

social world) and 4) the sincerity of the speaker (in relationship to the 

speaker’s subjective world) (Habermas, cited in Willson, 2001, p. 11). 
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The ideal of communicative planning, therefore, is to reduce barriers to communication 

and facilitate conditions that allow for the criteria above to be met within the planning 

process. Point three, which draws attention to the legitimacy of the speaker, is of 

particular importance when considering the involvement of marginalized voices in the 

planning process; the ANC process seeks to give legitimacy to voices that are not 

traditionally considered legitimate in planning processes.  

 While communicative planning theory calls for more community engagement, not 

all forms of public involvement are considered effective under communicative planning 

theory. In communicative planning, the focus of public involvement is dialogue, so 

effective engagement must involve two-way communication. In the words of Willson, 

“Communicative rationality places language as the core planning activity… [it] is the 

working out of claims, the interpretation of knowledge and values, and the sharing of 

facts and stories, while maintaining a critical self-awareness of the ground rules for 

communication” (Willson, 2001, p. 11). 

Proponents of communicative planning theory believe that it can build a planning 

paradigm based in discursive democracy (Healey, 1997, 2002; Innes, 1996). However, 

critiques of communicative planning theory have arisen within the literature to challenge 

the effectiveness of this approach. Section 2.3.1 discusses some prevalent critiques of 

communicative planning theory.  

2.3.1 Critiques of communicative planning theory  

 

One prevalent and sustained critique of communicative planning theory is that it fails to 

address the practical context of power within which planning occurs (Bailey & Grossardt, 

2010; Brown & Chin, 2013; Holgersen & Haarstad, 2009; Listerborn, 2008; McGurick, 
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2001). This critique states that socio-economic class structures perpetuate an inequitable 

power dynamic in planning processes (i.e., people of lower socio-economic classes have 

less access to the education and tools necessary to meaningfully engage in a 

communicative planning dialogue) (Holgersen & Haarstad, 2009). Privileging 

communication “at the expense of [acknowledging] wider social and economic contexts” 

(Hou & Kinoshita, 2007, p.303) results in a failure to recognize, and change, the systems 

that perpetuate power and marginalization within planning processes. 

In addition to the broader social and economic contexts that structure power 

relations in planning, there is a tangible way in which the sponsors of engagement 

activities are afforded power over the citizen participants in these activities. In many 

instances the state (i.e., government) is the sponsor of engagement activities, and, 

therefore, the state unequally directs the conversation by selecting if, when, and how 

citizens are invited to participate, and who is given relevant information to meaningfully 

participate in the engagement activities. The critique suggests that “many participation 

processes are state run... and the fundamental discourse remains that of the state, not of 

the communities it seeks to engage” (Sorenson & Sagris, 2010, p. 299; Mathers, Parry, & 

Jones, 2008). According to this critique, because government representatives (rather than 

the citizen users of space) facilitate public engagement activities, communicative 

planning can never truly be participatory, discursive democracy. 

In addition to the state power that influences public engagement in planning, 

planning professionals have also attainted a degree of power that informs the equity of 

planning processes. Planning professionals often use complex, professionalized language 

to conceptualize planning processes, and some citizens face barriers to understanding and 
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communicating in this language. Therefore, some citizens face barriers to contributing to 

planning processes, because there is an expectation that they will participate using the 

language of the planning profession. Because professional planners are primarily in 

charge of facilitating engagement opportunities, they occupy a place of inherent privilege 

as the facilitators of communication, and the language and tools they are accustomed to 

prevail over the language that citizens may wish use to communicate their lived 

experiences (Brown & Chin, 2013; Hoehner et al., 2003; Holgersen & Haarstad, 2009; 

Listerborn, 2008; Willson, 2001).  

Another critique of communicative planning theory is that promotion of the 

communicative ideal can be used to mask the advancement of neoliberal ideology in 

planning.  Some scholars assert that neoliberalism (i.e., liberal market-driven capitalism) 

is hegemonic in planning, and thus planning processes are a mechanism to translate 

neoliberal ideology into physical spaces that prioritize privatization and market-driven 

development approaches (Roy, 2015; Farhat, 2014; Gunder, 2010; Perkins, 2013; Sager, 

2014; Purcell, 2009). According to Gunder (2010) communicative planning can uphold 

neoliberal ideologies in planning: 

[communicative] planning has been deployed… with a promised focus on 

ensuring local community inclusion; this has, at best, resulted in an 

‘inclusion’ that largely depoliticized conflict, neutralized dissent, and 

legitimized the values of both government and private-sector pro-

development interests (p. 302). 

Neoliberal ideology, I argue, is an underlying cause of the economic and social 

marginalization experienced by residents of the Stewart Street neighbourhood. Therefore, 
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this critique is concerning to me because it suggests communicative planning reproduces 

an ideology that further engrains this marginalization.  

However, Sager (2015), finds that neoliberalism, while present in communicative 

planning, is not hegemonic. He employs a case-study approach to examine the 

ideological traces that are found in communicative planning processes and outcomes, and 

finds that neoliberalism is not a hegemonic force. He asks, “Are [critical bottom-up 

planning initiatives] predetermined to unintentionally serve neoliberal interests, or do at 

least some of them have the potential to engender real political change?” (Sager, 2015, p. 

269). Sager finds three dominant ideological underpinnings in the municipal plans he 

examined. These include neoliberalism, participatory democracy, and environmentalism 

(Sager, 2015). He writes, 

The strategic municipal plans do not suggest that neoliberalism has a 

strong position among politicians and planners in Trondheim. They do 

show, however, that the longstanding goal of pursuing economic growth 

as a road to prosperity has been coupled to newer ideas that are common 

elements of neo-liberal urban policy… [including] public–private co-

operation, city marketing, attracting the ‘creative class’, encouraging 

individual responsibility and emphasizing participation as consumers and 

clients instead of as citizens…. Nevertheless, the ideologies of 

participatory democracy and environmentalism are also easily 

recognizable in the goals and objectives of the strategic municipal plans 

(Sager, 2015, pp. 284-285). 
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Sager’s work is supported by a school of thought which suggests that neoliberalism is not 

the sole hegemonic ideology in planning (Baptista, 2013; Parnell & Robinson, 2012) and 

that “to cast planning as having been neoliberalised is an over-simplification” (McGurick, 

2005, p. 67 qtd. in Sager, 2015). Shevallar, Johnson, & Lyons (2015) consider 

community-based coalitions (similar to the one found in the ANC project) as a means to 

empower communities and respond to the constraints of planning within a neoliberal 

policy setting, and emphasize other ideological discourses, such as direct democracy and 

environmentalism. Nevertheless, in this thesis, it is important to be aware of the potential 

for communicative planning to reproduce neoliberal ideologies, and to consider how 

differing ideological underpinnings inform the planning process.  

Henk Voogd (2001) introduces social dilemma theory to frame a fourth critique of 

communicative planning theory (Bailey & Grossardt, 2010; Blanchet-Cohen, 2015; 

Voogd, 2001). Voogd’s critique, which he calls the communicative planning paradox, 

states that “conflicts between individual self-interest and group interest could not be 

resolved by communicative planning approaches” (Bailey & Grossardt, 2010, p. 69) 

because a mechanism does not exist with which to incentivize individuals for protecting 

the interests of broader society (Bailey & Grossardt, 2010; Blanchet-Cohen, 2015; 

Voogd, 2001). Therefore the protection of group interests requires a guiding body, which 

Voogd suggests is often the state (Voogd, 2001). The paradox, then, is that while 

communicative, bottom-up planning approaches are more equitable, they are not viable 

because “top-down” approaches are needed to protect collective interest (i.e., if 

individuals are given more voice in the planning process, they will prioritize their 

personal interests, and collective interest will suffer) (Voogd, 2001; Blanchet-Cohen, 
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2015). Governments are often the guiding body tasked with building collective interest, 

and, therefore, the role (and power) of the government in planning processes is necessary 

to safeguard the interests of broader society.  

Blanchet-Cohen, however, challenges the communicative planning paradox by 

suggesting that community-based organizations, rather than governments, can build 

collective interest, while remaining an effective channel to engage citizens in a 

communicative planning process (Blanchet-Cohen, 2015). Blanchet-Cohen uses the 

Green, Active, and Healthy Neighbourhoods program in Montréal (which the national 

network of ANC projects is based on) to examine how community organizations can 

“activate citizen engagement” through four primary dimensions: “1) Mobilization to 

generate awareness and interest; 2) Giving voice to problems and solutions; 3) Pooling 

citizen and professional expertise; 4) Maintaining participation and implementation” 

(Blanchet-Cohen, 2015, p. 269). By mobilizing citizens, pooling expertise, and 

maintaining citizen participation, community organizations become a tool for building 

collective interest, while occupying a more power-neutral position in the planning 

process (relative to governments).  

Cohen-Blankshtain, Ron, & Perez (2013) also examine the role of NGOs in 

facilitating participatory planning, noting that NGO’s are often “a driving force in 

demanding participation processes, experimenting with and inventing a range of new 

participatory mechanisms” (p. 62). They discuss two forms of power present in planning 

processes: one form of power is the “official administrative authority of the state” to 

initiate and approve planning processes, while the other form of power is the capacity of 

community organizations to empower citizens, collectivize interest, and build capacity 
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within the community (Cohen-Blankshtain et al., 2013, p. 62).  NGOs, the authors 

suggest, can be a meaningful broker of power, because they exist “at the juncture of the 

two different mediums of power, and that the NGOs’ role can be understood as one of 

exchanging between the two mediums” (Cohen-Blankshtain et al., 2013, p. 62).  

 Sorenson and Sagaris (2010) also find that community organizations play a 

critical role in facilitating meaningful public participation processes. They suggest that 

public participation can be “either a valuable and in-need-of-improvement planning tool, 

or a deeply troubling manipulative process” (Sorenson & Sagris, 2010, p. 298), and that 

one way to improve the process and ensure that it is less manipulative is to undertake 

planning processes that are led by citizens’ groups (i.e., community organizations or 

neighbourhood associations). This is because citizens’ groups are autonomous and self-

managed, and have their own defined set of goals, separate from the interests of 

governments (Sorenson & Sagris, 2010). They can be an effective tool in fostering skill 

development and creating opportunities for people to engage in planning, while building 

collective power amongst citizens (Sorenson & Sagris, 2010).  

Sorenson and Sagris also suggest that the neighbourhood-level (defined as an area 

of approximately one-square mile) is an appropriate scale for participatory planning 

exercises. The face-to-face connections and shared daily experiences of people living in a 

neighbourhood help build common goals and communal respect, create spaces of 

communication, and foster communities of learning (Sorenson & Sagris, 2010, p. 301), 

making it relatively easier for community organizations, neighbourhood associations, and 

community groups to build collective goals and empower citizens to participate in 

planning processes. 
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In addition to addressing the communicative planning paradox by creating an 

alternative mechanism to build collective interest, the community-led participatory 

planning approach explored by Blanchet-Cohen, Cohen-Blankshtain et al., and Sorensen 

and Sagaris addresses the other critiques of communicative planning theory. Recalling 

Arnstein’s classification of partnership as a “power sharing” method of public 

participation (Arnstein, 1969), grounding communicative planning practice in a 

partnership between citizens, community organizations, and governments can help to 

expose the power context, and lead to a more equitable distribution of power. Situating 

community organizations as sponsors or co-sponsors of engagement opportunities can 

also lessen the power imbalances arising from state-sponsored community engagement, 

and can lead to the creation of engagement events that are accessible to a diversity of 

community members, and place greater value on community knowledge and expertise.  

2.4 Situating the Stewart Street ANC project  

 

While my primary research specifically evaluates the Stewart Street ANC project, this 

work is situated within the public participation and communicative planning literature. 

The ANC project structure follows a partnership model of engagement, which Bailey and 

Grossardt (2010) find is the ideal level of engagment for transportation planning and 

Arnstein (1969) suggests is a form of power sharing between citizens and governments.  

Similar to the Green, Active, and Healthy Neighbourhoods program explored by 

Blanchet-Cohen (2015), a partnership-based approach to engaging the community in 

planning, in which NGOs build collective interest, can mitigate some of the critiques of 

communicative planning theory, while maintaining a participatory and discursive 

element. As suggested by Sorenson and Sagaris (2010), the ANC project operates at the 
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neighbourhood level, and uses goals defined by the community to guide the participatory 

planning process, which mitigates the critiques of communicative planning theory by 

situating power with community groups. 

In addition to the ways in which the ANC project responds to the critiques of 

communicative planning theory, the project also prioritizes the inclusion of marginalized 

community members. Involving youth, older adults, people with disabilities, and low-

income community members in planning exercises works to shift the legacy of 

marginalization experienced by certain populations (Holgersen & Haarstad, 2009; 

Listerborn, 2008) and create access to the planning process for those that are historically 

marginalized.  

The following chapters evaluate the ANC process, and find that the community-

led neighbourhood participatory planning approach employed in the ANC project is 

effective based on community-defined evaluation criteria. Because the evaluation finds 

the approach is effective, I also provide strategic recommendations to expand the ANC 

participatory planning approach in Peterborough.  
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Chapter 3 Research Approach 

3.1  Research design 

This study employs a community-based qualitative case study approach to explore, in 

depth, the Active Neighbourhoods Canada project (Creswell, 2003, p. 15).  The study 

also employs a participatory evaluation approach, which is an evaluation approach 

characterized by the ongoing involvement of all stakeholders in the design, 

implementation, and interpretation of evaluation activities (Campilan, 2000; Chouinard, 

2013; El Ansari, 2005; Guijt, 2014; Guijt & Gaventa, 1998; Plottu & Plottu, 2011; Sette, 

2016).    

The purpose of the study was to understand the efficacy of the ANC project 

approach, and to use the project as a context to explore participatory planning as an 

emerging field of interest in Peterborough. Further, the study was designed to understand 

the barriers to integrating participatory planning into municipal planning contexts, and to 

work with planning professionals to develop a set of strategies to incorporate 

participatory planning into municipal processes in Peterborough, Ontario. 

A single-case design was employed, because the study was community-based and 

responsive to a particular local context, and therefore explored phenomena that are 

unique to this particular case (Yin, 1994). Qualitative approaches were selected because 

this type of inquiry allows the researcher to “explore new phenomena and to capture 

individuals’ thoughts, feelings, or interpretations of meaning and process” (Given, 2008, 

p. xxix). Thus, qualitative inquiry is appropriate to explore the newly emerging field of 

participatory urban planning.  
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3.2 Participatory Evaluation  

 

Given the community-led and communicative approach to planning employed during the 

ANC process, the design of my research employs a participatory evaluation approach. 

Participatory evaluation is characterized by involving all key stakeholders, including 

local residents, in the process of designing, implementing, and interpreting the results of 

the evaluation process (Campilan, 2000; Chouinard, 2013; El Ansari, 2005; Guijt, 2014; 

Guijt & Gaventa, 1998; Plottu & Plottu, 2011; Sette, 2016).  Participatory evaluation, 

much like participatory planning, focuses on the integration of local knowledge and the 

inclusion of voices traditionally left out of evaluation processes. Therefore, the 

underlying principles of participatory evaluation reflect the principles and values of the 

ANC project, so I felt that participatory evaluation was the most effective and context-

sensitive evaluation approach to apply within this research.  

 

Participatory evaluation differs from conventional evaluation in several key ways, 

including: “why the evaluation is being conducted, how the evaluation is done, who is 

doing the evaluation, what is being evaluated, and for whom the evaluation is being 

done” (Campilan, 2000, p. 40; Sette, 2016). Within a conventional evaluation approach, 

the evaluation is most often being conducted by external “expert” evaluators for funders 

and program monitors, for reasons related to accountability, or as a way “to legitimize… 

activities, ensure cost-effectiveness, and enhance managerial decision making” 

(Chouinard, 2013, p. 238; Campilan, 2000; Sette, 2016). In contrast, participatory 

evaluation is conducted by project participants and stakeholders, and involves all 

stakeholders in deciding collaboratively how progress should be measured, which 
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indicators should be used to determine program efficacy, and how evaluation results 

should be interpreted and used (Guijt & Gaventa, 1998; Campilan, 2000; Guijt, 2014; 

Sette, 2016, Chouinard, 2013). The results of a participatory evaluation are intended for 

use by local project partners and community members, rather than for the use of external 

monitoring agencies.  

  

Since participatory evaluation processes are community-driven, the specific 

criteria and methods applied during the evaluation will differ from context-to-context. 

This allows flexibility for the evaluation to address the particular needs identified by the 

community, and allows the participants to dictate which processes, criteria, and indicators 

they find relevant to meet their objectives. In addition, this context-specific approach to 

evaluation allows for the prioritization of local knowledge in the development and 

implementation of the evaluation strategy, which results in the inclusion of a more well-

rounded, inclusive, and broad-base of knowledge within the process (Campilan, 2000; 

Chouinard, 2000; Guijt, 2014). Campilan (2000) suggests that another benefit of 

participatory evaluation is that it is more ethically sound than conventional external 

evaluation, because it directly engages the people that are most impacted by program and 

evaluation outcomes (Campilan, 2000, p. 43). 

 

Within this research, I have applied the principles of participatory evaluation 

throughout the development, implementation, and interpretation of the evaluation 

activities. The research methods and the evaluation process were developed in 

collaboration with the other members of the ANC steering committee, and the results of 
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the evaluation are intended for the steering committee and neighbourhood residents to use 

in understanding program impacts, and in refining the participatory planning approach for 

future use in the Peterborough community. The Project Theory of Change document, 

which guided my evaluative research, was also developed through a participatory process 

led by the project coordinator, with robust participation from the ANC steering 

committee. Furthermore, as will be discussed in section 3.3.2, my research uses user-

defined evaluation criteria (Brown & Chin, 2013), which were developed collaboratively 

by Stewart Street neighborhood residents, to evaluate the ANC process and outcomes. 

Subsequent sections will detail the specific methods employed within my research 

approach, and will highlight how different stakeholders were engaged in the participatory 

evaluation of the Stewart Street ANC project.  

3.3 Methods 

Within the participatory evaluation case study, methods of inquiry include embedded 

participant-research and focus groups (Creswell, 2003; Given, 2008), which were 

conducted using participatory action research methods [PAR] (Chevalier & Buckles, 

2013). The subsequent sections will elaborate on each of these approaches.  

3.3.1 Embedded participant-research  

From the onset of the ANC project, I have been embedded in the project as a steering 

committee participant, and my role as a project participant is primary, and my research 

and observation role is secondary (Creswell, 2003, p. 186). I was recruited as a researcher 

to the steering committee as it was being formed, so my role as a researcher was 

transparent to all other steering committee members and project partners from the 
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beginning of the project. All steering committee members signed an informed consent 

form, approved by the Trent University Research Ethics Board [see Research Ethics 

Board Consent Form, Appendix 3]. 

 In my role as an embedded participant researcher, I supported the project in 

multiple capacities over a twenty-four month period, from May 2014 to May 2016. I sat 

on the project steering committee, and attended a total of eighteen steering committee 

meetings. I also helped to coordinate and facilitate a total of fourteen ANC engagement 

events (see section 3.2.2.1 for examples), which engaged an estimated total of 500 

community members. During several of these engagement activities, I helped collect data 

that contributed to the development of the Portrait of the Stewart Street Neighbourhood 

and Vision for the Stewart Street Neighbourhood documents, which were the two primary 

project outputs. I also supported a team of Ryerson University Masters of Planning 

students, who helped develop the Vision document for their client-based final studio 

course. I attended four meetings at Ryerson University, coordinated one neighbourhood 

walk-about with the Ryerson studio team, and supported the students in developing and 

hosting one citizen’s forum engagement event. In addition, I presented about the project 

at a total of three conferences, five local events, and one national ANC community of 

practice meeting. I also attended a total of three ANC evaluation sub-committee 

meetings, in order to align my research and evaluation goals with the project needs. 

Lastly, I facilitated a total of four focus groups, which represent a portion of the data 

collected for this thesis, and will be discussed in greater depth in subsequent sections. See 

Appendix 4 for a chronological log of my participation in ANC events and activities.  



 41 

Throughout my sustained participation in the project, I have been observing, 

discussing, and engaging with emerging trends, tensions, successes, and challenges in the 

project. This method of inquiry provides several advantages to the study. Foremost, my 

ongoing role in the ANC project developed a level of trust and rapport between myself, 

the other steering committee members, and the residents of the Stewart Street 

neighbourhood. This was advantageous, because it created a level of comfort that allowed 

participants to express themselves freely in my presence (Creswell, 2003). Thus, it 

allowed me, as the researcher, to participate in “exploring topics that may be 

uncomfortable for participants to discuss” (Creswell, 2013, p. 186), and it allowed me to 

observe unusual or unexpected elements of the project as they unfolded. This approach 

also gave me a nuanced and intimate understanding of the ANC case, which provided a 

rich interpretation of the results. 

This approach, however, also had some limitations. The inter-personal 

relationships that I developed with my fellow steering committee members (i.e., research 

participants) made it challenging, at times, for me to express critical reflections on the 

project and the processes we undertook collectively4.  Similarly, I feel that it was 

challenging, at times, for research participants to express their criticisms of the process or 

of my role in the project. The extent to which I was embedded in the project created a 

lack of separation between the research participants and myself, which carries both 

advantages and limitations. To address the limitations of this approach, I have worked to 

                                                 
4 For example, it has been challenging for me to openly discuss instances in which I have 

observed the ANC project perpetuating inequitable power relations, because I am 

sensitive the emotional impacts of calling out someone’s behaviours, or harming the 

group dynamic. I will discuss these instances in greater depth in subsequent chapters.  
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represent my observations fully and accurately in this thesis, and have also supplemented 

my participant-observation with four participatory action research focus groups, which 

have generated additional data sets.  

3.3.2 Focus groups 

A series of four focus groups were conducted as a part of the research [see Research 

Ethics Board Consent Form, 3].  

Two focus groups separately targeted neighbourhood residents and ANC steering 

committee members to evaluate the participatory planning practices employed in the first 

two phases of the ANC project, in order to address research questions 1 and 1a:  

1) Is the participatory planning process employed in the ANC project an effective 

method of engaging marginalized community members in planning, based on 

evaluation criteria generated by Stewart Street neighbourhood residents and 

validated by the literature?  

a. Of the participatory planning activities undertaken during the ANC 

process, which engagement activities are perceived as most effective, from 

the perspectives of: 

i. Stewart Street neighbourhood residents; and 

ii. The Stewart Street ANC project steering committee? 

A second set of two focus groups engaged professional planners and City of 

Peterborough staff people in order to understand the benefits of participatory planning to 

the planning profession, and to discuss the barriers and enablers to incorporating 

participatory planning into professional practice, in response to question 2: 
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2) How can professional planners benefit from using participatory planning 

processes, and what are the barriers and enablers to incorporating participatory 

planning processes into professional practice? 

These two focus groups also provided a foundation to suggest strategies to incorporate 

participatory planning approaches into City of Peterborough planning processes, in order 

to address question three: 

3) What are some recommendations to operationalize participatory planning 

processes in the municipality of Peterborough, Ontario?  

 All of the focus groups employed participatory action research methods, which 

are methods “characterized by three key qualities: (1) a focus on problem solving, (2) an 

emergent nature, and (3) a collaborative effort between researchers and participants” 

(Davis, 2008, p. 139). Given the community-based and participatory nature of the ANC 

project, and the diverse backgrounds of research participants, participatory action 

research methods were selected in order to create a research approach that was 

collaborative, reflective of the project goals, and accessible to all participants (Chevalier 

& Buckles, 2013a; Chevalier & Buckles, 2013b; Davis, 2008). The specific methods and 

process employed for each focus group were developed in collaboration with the ANC 

Steering Committee Evaluation Sub-Committee. The methods used in each focus group 

are outlined below.  
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3.3.2.1 Neighbourhood resident focus group 

The purpose of the resident focus group was to generate a set of user-based evaluation 

criteria, and to use these criteria to assess the residents’ perceived effectiveness of the 

participatory planning activities offered within the first two phases of the ANC project5.  

 The prerequisites to participate in the focus group were that: a) participants lived 

within the Stewart Street neighbourhood, and b) had participated in a majority (at least 

four) of the ANC portrait phase activities. Participants were identified using a snowball 

sampling method, which “uses a small pool of initial informants to nominate other 

participants who meet the eligibility criteria for a study” (Morgan, 2008, p. 815). A 

neighbourhood resident that sits on the ANC steering committee and evaluation 

subcommittee was the key informant from whom the resident participants were 

identified. The key informant and I invited individual participants, via a paper invitation 

delivered door-to-door to approximately 15 individuals who met the eligibility criteria. 

The focus group took place on December 1, 2015, and lasted for a two-hour duration. 

Food and childcare were provided as incentives to participate, and to increase the 

accessibility of the event. Six eligible participants attended the focus group, and informed 

consent was sought at the onset of the session. Figure 3 shows the invitation that was 

handed out door-to-door. 

 

                                                 
5 Due to the time constraints of my academic program, I was not able to conduct a 

summative evaluation of all three phases of the ANC project. Therefore, this evaluation 

focuses on the first phase (building the community portrait) and second phase (building 

the community vision).  
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Figure 3: Invitation to the resident focus group 

 The focus group started with a review of the specific participatory planning 

activities undertaken during the ANC portrait and vision phases, along with a 

presentation of the Portrait of the Stewart Street Neighbourhood document. For 
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reference, the activities undertaken during these two phases and evaluated during the 

focus group are as follows: 

1. Community Asset Map: Using a tabletop sized three-dimensional scaled 

neighbourhood model, participants in this activity were invited to identify areas of 

significance in their neighbourhood. By placing push pins of various colours, 

participants identified places where they: shop, play, live, work, feel proud of, or 

feel afraid of. The map was also used to identify roads that people frequently use 

to commute to work or school. The goal of the activity was to create a visual 

representation of the assets and infrastructure gaps in the neighbourhood. The 

community asset mapping activity was present at various neighbourhood events 

from February 2015 to October 2015. In total, this activity engaged an estimated 

250 community members. Figures 4 and 5 are photos of the three-dimensional 

map, populated with pins from various community engagement activities.  
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Figure 4: Three-dimensional asset map 

 

 
Figure 5: A community member engages with the asset mapping activity 
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2. Street and Travel Survey: The street and travel survey was used to identify 

travel patterns in the neighbourhood. The goal of this activity was to illustrate 

strengths and weaknesses in active transportation infrastructure in the 

neighbourhood, from the perspective of community members that frequently use 

the infrastructure. The survey also sought to understand some relevant 

demographic information in the neighbourhood, including age, home ownership 

rates, and vehicle ownership rates. The survey was administered by ANC steering 

committee members (including me) at community events between February 2015 

and September 2015, and was also administered door-to-door in the 

neighbourhood. In total, this activity engaged 87 community members. While the 

survey results are not statistically significant, they informed the Portrait of the 

Stewart Street Neighbourhood document, and gave locally relevant information to 

supplement more robust data sets in the development of the Portrait document 

(i.e., the Census and Transportation Tomorrow Survey data).  

3. Stewart Street Play Streets Event: Stewart Streets Play Streets was an ANC-led 

event in which a section of Stewart Street was closed to vehicular traffic for a 

Saturday afternoon. In lieu of vehicular traffic, the street was used for a variety of 

things to see and do, including: a pilot cycle track, a kids’ bike playground, a 

kids’ bike swap, a community garden party with performance art, a free barbeque, 

the ANC community asset map activity, having people complete the ANC street 

and travel survey, and giving free bike helmets to low-income youths. The 

intention of the activity was to celebrate public space, reclaim space that is often 

occupied by vehicles, and illuminate infrastructure possibilities (i.e., putting a 
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cycle track on Stewart Street). The event occurred in late May 2015, and (despite 

rainy and cold weather) an estimated 200 community members participated in the 

event. Figure 6 shows a child enjoying the Play Streets event. 

 

Figure 6: A child enjoys the Play Streets event 

4. Ontario Professional Plannersô Institute Workshop: The Ontario Professional 

Planners’ Institute [OPPI] was an ANC-lead full-day professional development 

workshop offered to OPPI members in the Lakeland District (Peterborough and 

surrounding areas). This event was the first time that the project directly engaged 

professional planners. The day consisted of a resident-led neighbourhood walk-

about, a presentation on the participatory planning approach applied in the ANC 

national projects, a presentation on the local ANC project, and a focus group 


