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Abstract 

This study explored the perceptions of community housing residents related to their 

social interactions and sense of belonging in the public and shared spaces of their 

building and neighbourhood in a master-planned complete community in Richmond, BC.  

To investigate this, I reviewed the existing planning and development documents of the 

case study and a resident survey and conducted a participatory and collaborative online 

geographical mapping exercise followed by semi-structured interviews with residents.  

This research found that values more than the built environment considerations of the 

plan and development impact the completeness of a neighbourhood and residents’ 

choices in public and shared spaces for necessary, optional, and social activities, and 

their sense of neighbourhood belonging. These factors include rules of behavior and 

regulation, perceptions of fairness in socioeconomically mixed contexts, appeal based 

on cultural and lifestyle preferences, appeal based on social environment, and 

attachment to places and people over time. 

Keywords:  Community housing; Complete community; Public realm; Social 

interaction; Sense of belonging; Participatory mapping 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

In this study, I explored the research question: How do the public and shared 

spaces of a ‘complete community’ achieve the social goals of cultivating social 

interactions and sense of belonging among community housing1 residents? 

To address this overarching question, I have broken it into the following sub-

questions: 

How do Rivermark residents use the neighborhood shared and public 
spaces and amenities?  

How do their perceptions and uses of these spaces align with the 
projected/expected social value of these spaces in the community and 
development plans?  

What are the values expressed by residents for aspects of these complete 
communities that are not expressed in the city’s plans and development 
documents? 

The development of mixed-income suburban master-planned2 communities in 

Canada has taken up the key principles of medium density form and mixed land uses 

that have already been adopted in city centre redevelopments (Grant & Scott, 2012). 

They aim to increase high quality housing options for low to middle-income residents at 

the same time as they attract middle to upper income residents, using a policy concept 

of social mix. Through the provision of affordable housing in relatively higher-income and 

higher-density neighbourhoods with good access to different on-site and off-site 

amenities and high standard common spaces, the intent is to improve subjective social 

outcomes and quality of life for both income groups. These matched policy goals and 

built form approaches have been cast under the goal of complete communities, or 

alternatively 15-minute neighbourhoods; areas where people can conduct the majority of 

their activities of daily life, work, and play within a 15 minute walking radius (Caselli et 

 
1 Community housing refers to “community-based housing that is owned and operated by non-
profit housing societies, housing co-operatives or public housing owned by provincial, territorial or 
municipal governments” (CMHC, 2018). 
2 Master-planned neighbourhoods are large scale projects designed and constructed according to 
an intended development concept (Rosenblatt et al., 2009). 
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al., 2022; Pozoukidou & Chatziyiannaki, 2021). For instance, goal 4 of the Metro 

Vancouver Regional Growth Strategy seeks to develop complete communities with a 

range of housing choices for residents of all socio-demographic groups and to support 

easy access to services and amenities (Greater Vancouver Regional District Board, 

2020).  

Affordable housing thus gets incorporated into large and high-density 

development as a result of density bonusing and/or as a requirement of rezoning in 

Richmond, as in a growing number of Canadian municipalities, as a key idea to address 

the need and responsibility to provide housing for low to middle-income people. 

However, providing affordable housing options is not the only intended outcome. 

Locating this housing in high amenity areas such as city centres and suburban 

masterplan redevelopment areas purports to provide added benefits of an inclusive set 

of amenities at arm’s length to residents of these new developments. These 

neighbourhoods also aim to provide a public realm, community amenities, and high-

standard shared and small-scale commercial spaces for neighbourhood residents not 

only to access the services but also to enhance social interactions and sense of 

belonging as suggested in the Richmond’s Social Development Strategy and Official 

Community Plan. For example, goal 3 of the Social Development Strategy is to build on 

social assets and community capacity through strengthening social infrastructure, 

providing high quality recreation, arts, cultural and wellness opportunities, and facilitate 

strong and safe neighbourhoods (City of Richmond, 2009, 2013).  

This tying together of built form, socioeconomic mixing, and amenity provision is 

proposed to serve interrelated subjective social outcomes; for instance, contributing to 

resident well-being, social trust and community belonging, and reducing the negative 

impacts of loneliness (Aelbrecht, 2016; Fiorillo, 2011; Mak et al., 2009; Prezza et al., 

2001). In addition to the amenities provided within mixed income housing projects 

themselves, also key to these integrated objectives is the provision of a high-quality 

public realm. The public realm of these redevelopments is often conceived as being 

optimized to the extent that elements of both public and private spaces are incorporated, 

via the concept of third places, the informal socio-spatial territories in cities such as open 

spaces, libraries, recreation centres, and also privately-owned public spaces such as 

cafés and restaurants. Together, this web of spaces is defined by designers and 

planners as key settings for increasing social interaction and sense of belonging in urban 
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neighbourhoods (Lofland, 1998; Oldenburg, 1989). This proposed web of built forms, 

social factors, and amenity considerations are planned and paid for by public and private 

sectors alike within the process of redevelopment, through on-site and off-site 

infrastructure requirements, community amenity contribution schedules and other 

required and negotiated financial arrangements, based largely upon the social benefit 

promises made about these arrangements. 

While the logic of these leaps from higher density, mixed use redevelopment 

projects, to socio-economic mixing, to complete community design and rich amenity mix, 

appears to be widely accepted within planning and policy, including that in effect in 

Metro Vancouver, the social outcomes given by these socially experimental places are 

scarcely studied after they open for inhabitation, and remain contested. This study seeks 

to fill in this empty space of understanding in the case of one master planned suburban 

centre development in an inner-ring suburb of Metro Vancouver. The occupancy phase 

of a neighbourhood can offer very different lessons from those that can be observed and 

learned during the planning and development phases, in particular those related to 

social use and outcomes. Perceptions of what does and does not constitute an amenity, 

a complete community, and an inclusive space need to come from residents themselves, 

once they are in place and have considered and adapted daily life behaviours and habits 

to match what is on offer in this new environment said to offer high quality of life. This 

study undertakes to understand the lived experiences of the residents of affordable 

housing in using their new mixed, complete community, via study of how they perceive 

social interactions and the sense of belonging they have been able to develop in these 

socio-spatial settings.  

In undertaking this study, I supposed that community housing residents' 

experiences might or might not accord with the intended goals of the master plans. A 

few possible examples could be the availability of high standard recreational centres in 

the proximity of housing but offering services at a price considered unaffordable by 

residents. Also, there might be walkable areas in the neighbourhoods for the residents to 

walk to their workplaces, but the affordable housing residents might need to commute to 

their workplaces far away from their homes and as a result, the chances of 

neighbourhood social encounters become minimized. These are possibilities that may 

limit the benefit residents receive from the public realm, especially for residents whose 

choice to live in the community was constrained primarily by affordability and was not 
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entirely free of constraints. To examine these and other possible social outcomes of life 

for affordable housing residents, I conducted qualitative research on the perceptions of 

the residents of affordable multi-unit rental housing in the City Centre area of Richmond, 

BC. 

1.1. Context  

The city of Richmond is one of 23 local areas in the Metro Vancouver Regional 

District (figure 1). The population of Richmond in 2021 was estimated at 224,425 while 

the enumerated population was 209,937 (City of Richmond, 2021). This compares to the 

City target of 212,000 people by 2021, as per the Official Community Plan (OCP) 

Regional Context Statement (RCS) and Livable Region Strategic Plan (LRSP) policies 

(City of Richmond, 2009). Population growth since 2016 (N=198,309) is 5.9% over these 

five years, which was faster than the population growth over the five years 2011-2016, at 

4.1%. The current population of Richmond makes it the fourth most populous 

municipality in British Columbia, after Vancouver (662,248), Surrey (568,322) and 

Burnaby (249,125), according to the 2021 Census. The land area of Richmond is 128.87 

square kilometers and the population density was 1629.0 people per square kilometers 

Figure 1. Location of Richmond within the Greater Vancouver 
Regional District (Reference: City of Richmond, 
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in 2021, which is on par with other high-density inner-ring regional suburbs like Surrey 

(Statistics Canada, 2022). 

According to the 2016 Census, 60.2% of Richmond residents were immigrants 

and 3.3% were non-permanent residents (a person from another country who holds a 

work or study permit, or who is a refugee claimant). Among the immigrant population, an 

estimated 15,245 were recent immigrants, coming to Richmond between 2011 and 

2016. This number makes Richmond the fourth destination municipality in Metro 

Vancouver for recent immigrants, after Vancouver, Surrey, and Burnaby. In 2016, the six 

leading countries of origin were China (59%), Philippines (14%), India (4%), Hong Kong 

(3%), Taiwan (3%), and Pakistan (2%) that represent 84.4% of the total recent 

immigrants to Richmond. Also, the top languages spoken at home rather than English 

for Richmond residents were Cantonese (22%), Mandarin (20%), Tagalog (4%), and 

Punjabi (3%) (City of Richmond, 2019a, 2019b). 

 Richmond is divided into 15 Planning Areas and the Official Community Plan 

provides a framework for management and future of the planning areas. City Centre is 

the case study area of this project (figure 2).  

 

Figure 2. Richmond’s Planning Areas Map (Reference: City 
of Richmond, 2021). 
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Between 2011 and 2016, City Centre was one of the fastest growing planning 

areas in Richmond with an annual population growth rate of 2.5%, accounting for more 

than 75% of the annual population growth within the city. The City Centre population was 

54,280 in 2016 (City of Richmond, 2021). The City Centre population is estimated to 

have been growing with the overall city population rise in the Census 2021, to be 

confirmed when these Census details are released in 2022-2023. In the meantime, the 

population target provided in the OCP Regional Context Statement for the City Centre 

Area in 2021 is 62,000 people (City of Richmond, 2009). In the 2016 Census, City 

Centre was not only the most populous Richmond planning area, it also was home to the 

highest number of recent immigrants, coming mostly from the six leading countries of 

origin:  China, Philippines, Hong Kong, Taiwan, India and Pakistan (City of Richmond, 

2019c, 2021).  

Directed by the Metro Vancouver Regional Growth Strategy, the Official 

Community Plan (OCP) and the City Centre Area Plan (CCAP) provide a development 

framework focusing on four main visions 

including: healthy urban living; 

opportunities for people to live, work, and 

play in a sustainable, high-density 

amenity environment; reducing sprawl 

and pressure on Richmond’s suburban 

neighbourhoods by directing growth 

towards the City Centre; developing a 

series of compact and engaging, higher-

density urban villages with a range of 

high-quality amenities, and affordable 

housing. According to these visions, the 

City Centre area and its villages have 

been developing to achieve four 

overarching goals to be embedded into 

policies including: building community; 

building green; building economic vitality; 

and building legacy. The CCAP also 

incorporates two key principles of 

Figure 3. City Centre Village & Sub-
Area Map (Reference: 
Official Community Plan, 
City of Richmond, 2009). 
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sustainable community planning including compact and complete communities, and 

transit-oriented development (City of Richmond, 2009). 

One of the considerations in response to the growing population of City Centre 

area and its villages has been providing housing and developing surrounding 

neighbourhoods and public realm that respond to the needs of the communities living 

there. In this regard, Richmond’s Affordable Housing Strategy, first adopted in 2007, 

provides guidance and strategic direction to maintain and create safe, suitable, 

affordable housing options. Rivermark, the case study of this research, is located in the 

Oval Village, one of the six City Centre villages (figure 3) and is classified within 

Richmond’s Affordable Housing Stratehy as Low-End Market Rental (LEMR) housing 

and launched with the first Housing Strategy in 2007. The City of Richmond’s Housing 

Continuum, shown in Figure 4, represents the City’s understanding of the mix of housing 

options available, ranging from the emergency shelters to market homeownership, and 

the position of LEMR in this continuum.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Although Affordable Housing Strategies are directed by the broader Metro 

Vancouver Regional Growth Strategy, specifics of policies, strategies, and requirements 

Figure 4. City of Richmond Housing Continuum (Reference: Affordable 
Housing Strategy 2017-2027, City of Richmond). 
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for provision of affordable housing in each municipality is different and set by the 

municipal governments. As shown in Figure 4, City of Richmond’s Affordable Housing 

Strategy has two strategic directions to address the need for long-term affordable 

housing, which include providing non-market/social housing and LEMR each having their 

own requirements, arrangements, and targeting certain demographics. LEMR is a 

housing type secured through the City's inclusionary housing policy3 to encourage a 

diverse mix of housing types and tenures through using the City’s regulatory tools, such 

as long-term land use planning, review of development applications, and developer 

contributions towards affordable housing. LEMR is affordable community housing for 

low-to-moderate income households, persons with disabilities, seniors, and vulnerable 

groups (City of Richmond, 2018).   

In the Affordable Housing Strategy’s most recent update, the proportion of LEMR 

mandated to be included in rezoned multi-unit housing developments was increased 

from 5% to 10% of total residential floor area. The threshold for application of this 

inclusionary approach decreased from 80 units to 60 units, meaning that all 

redevelopment projects with a density of 60 units or more, that are subject to rezoning, 

must include LEMR units in the development; these units may be either clustered or 

dispersed in the development. Also, the minimum unit size targets are set so that LEMR 

units are not smaller than the average size of a comparable market unit in the 

development. LEMR are not subsidized units. The affordability of LEMR rental rates is 

secured in perpetuity via a legal agreement on title, which restricts the maximum rent 

and tenant eligibility based on comparing tenant household income with the provincial 

Housing Income Limit. The maximum rents for LEMR units are set annually by a vote of 

City Council, based on a level of rent affordable for those at 10% below BC Housing's 

Housing Income Limits (HILs)4 (City of Richmond, 2018, 2022a). For example, if the 

HILs for a two-bedroom is $69,000 per year, 10% below this amount would be $62,100 

 
3 Inclusionary Housing (Zoning) Policy by City of Richmond requires on-site affordable housing 
contribution in exchange for density bonus in new residential developments with greater than 60 
units. For developments less than 60 units, townhouse developments, and single detached 
rezoning, a cash-in-lieu contribution is required (City of Richmond, 2018). 
4 “Housing Income Limits (HILs) represent the maximum gross household income for eligibility in 
many affordable housing programs. The HILs are based on figures established by CMHC and are 
intended to reflect the minimum income required to afford appropriate accommodation in the 
private market.”(BC Housing, 2021). 



 

9 

maximum annual income ($5,175/month), which is the base for setting the maximum 

rent of a two-bedroom LEMR unit. Based on CMHC, housing is affordable if a household 

pays 30% or less of their monthly gross income towards rent. In this case, 30% of 

$5,175 would be $1,552.5 which is the maximum monthly rent that would be set for this 

two-bedroom LEMR unit.  

As of February 2022, LEMR has secured more than 800 new affordable housing units 

for Richmond residents, 395 of which are constructed and under occupancy, in 37 

different buildings in different parts of Richmond (City of Richmond, 2022a, 2022b). 

Figure 5 shows the locations of the 27 of these LEMR buildings that are in Richmond 

City Centre, drawn from a complete list of available LEMRs through the City of 

Richmond Affordable Housing Guide5.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 The map in figure 5 only shows the 27 LEMRs in the City Centre and four others outside City 
Centre. The six other LEMRs points are in areas of Richmond not shown in the map. This map 
has been zoomed in to make the focus area more legible. 

Figure 5. LEMR locations in the City Centre area in February 2022 
(Created by author in ArchGIS Online). 
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Rivermark is a 6-storey LEMR building with 31 units of affordable housing 

located in the Oval Village, City Centre area in Richmond and is in occupancy as of June 

2020. A non-profit housing provider, Catalyst Community Development Society, owns 

and operates Rivermark. FirstService Residential manages this property. Development 

and design of Rivermark took place as a partnership between Intracorp, the developer of 

the market rate component of the development and Catalyst. Operating as a non-profit, 

Catalyst develops, owns and operates a growing number of multi-unit rental buildings in 

BC, in a range of different kind of partnership models that assist for-profit developers 

and cities to meet their affordable housing goals and targets. Catalyst provides low to 

middle-income housing (10%-40% below market) while partners may provide market 

rate apartments within the same development. As part of their business and operating 

model, Catalyst has conducted Town Hall meetings with residents, annual surveys, 

Community Connections Programming, and other initiatives to enhance social well-being 

of residents. 

This building was part of the second 

phase of a two-phase high-rise, mixed-use 

development and master-planned 

community, called River Park Place, at 6900 

Pearson Way. This phase of the 

development includes 300 residential 

dwellings made of: 269 market homes in two 

towers, a mid-rise building, five townhouses 

and 31 LEMR units in four floor of a six-

storey stand-alone building (City of 

Richmond, 2016). Figure 6 shows the site of 

phase two of the River Park Place 

development. At the time of development, 

5% of the total residential floor area was 

required for LEMR.   

Figure 6. River Park Place phase 
2 and 3 site (Reference: 
Rivermark Development 
Permit, City of 
Richmond, 2016). 
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Figure 7 shows phase one and two of the River Park Place development and 

Rivermark’s position within the development. Rivermark and the market housing share a 

rooftop garden and some infrastructure such as a barbeque space in this rooftop garden. 

However, indoor amenities for market housing and LEMR residents are located 

separately in each building. The market rate side of the development also employs a 

different property management company, not FirstService Residential.  

According to this background context and rationale, I studied how Rivermark 

residents perceived and experienced the complete community that had been planned 

and provided for their benefit, along with aspects of their social interactions and sense of 

belonging, both within their building and in the Oval Village area. This study also 

connects to broader urban research including mixed-income neighbourhood social 

outcomes, community satisfaction of affordable housing residents, and the performance 

of the complete community planning idea as put in place in this development. 

Figure 7. River Park Place Development (Reference: Rivermark Development 
Permit, City of Richmond, 2016). 



 

12 

Chapter 2. Conceptual framework and literature 
review 

In this chapter, I identify and synthesize research related to my conceptual 

framework, to answer the research question of this study: How do the public and shared 

spaces of a ‘complete community’ achieve the social goals of cultivating social 

interactions and sense of belonging among community housing residents? 

The three bodies of literature I have chosen to bring to bear in responding to my 

research question include “Social Practice Theory”, "Social interaction and sense of 

belonging", and "Public realm and third places". The first body of literature, Social 

Practice Theory, helps to understand the extent to which the practices of living in mixed-

income developments in master-planned complete neighbourhoods have seen success 

or failure in terms of the lived behaviours in the lives of residents. It frames my research 

question in terms of the importance of studying the lived experiences of new 

experimental social mixing and complete community redevelopment projects in order to 

reflect on the social outcomes of these experiments, in practice and in their 

neighbourhood context. Second, social interaction and sense of belonging to 

neighbourhood are the main social outcomes I am exploring in my research. Scholarship 

in these areas will allow me to establish the importance of key components of social 

well-being of individuals and societies to affordable housing provisions and policies 

within suburban redevelopment. Also, clarifying my understanding of social interaction 

and sense of belonging was key to framing my data collection strategy around these 

intangible notions. Finally, concepts of the public realm and third places provide 

theoretical understanding of the importance of the public and semi-public social settings 

and physical space elements that shape levels and types of social interaction and sense 

of belonging experienced by residents, which frame the socio-spatial scope of my 

research. I rely on all three of these intersecting bodies of research in order to build the 

conceptual framework for the present study which situates the social uses and outcomes 

derived from the relationship between affordable housing and the public realm in a 

mixed-income master-planned complete neighbourhood. 
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2.1. Social Practice Theory 

Social practices refer to everyday practices and activities (e.g., going to work, 

shopping) and the way these are typically and habitually performed in a society. These 

activities have a large impact on a society's resource use and understanding them has 

been receiving growing attention to enhance the possibilities for behavioural change 

towards reduced use of resources (Holtz, 2014). Social practice theory asks what it 

takes to perform a practice within larger temporal-spatial patterns of everyday life, rather 

than looking at material elements placed within the physical environment and individuals’ 

interests, attitudes and choices as if they exist in isolation (Huber, 2022). Based on 

social practice theory, rules and actions are the mediating factors that can facilitate or 

inhibit behaviour changes by particular people in particular contexts and configurations. 

Social practice theory thus can be contrasted with the utilitarian approach to 

understanding the provision of resources and resulting behaviour change. In the 

utilitarian understanding, people can be expected to encounter a new resource, like a 

new park or way to get to work, absorb information provided about the prescribed 

benefits of changing their behaviour to make efficient and effective use of this resource 

in the manner prescribed, and change their behaviour as a matter of rational choice. 

Social practice theory recognizes that, given the diversity of social, cultural and 

information and knowledge arrangements, such a clear adoption of behaviour change 

that is purported to be in one’s best interests, cannot be expected.  

In this study, I elaborate upon the ways in which social practice theory may help 

us understand the extent to which complete mixed-income communities have led to 

successful outcomes of social mixing and high quality of life or the opposite case, failed 

attempts at social behaviour change. I seek to understand how neighbourhood spaces 

and places impact people’s everyday lives, how people are adapting to their new 

neighbourhoods and how much to expect from complete communities when it comes to 

influencing behaviour change among residents. Through this, I also learn what other 

values are important and what lifestyle habits and patterns interest them, based on the 

observations of lived experiences of the residents in my case study. Also, understanding 

the residents' perception of these public and shared neighbourhood places leads to 

discovering what social features activate or restrict their experiences and play the role of 

community asset for them. 
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2.1.1. Understanding social outcomes of mixed-income developments 
in master-planned neighbourhoods 

“Complete communities,” referred to more recently as “15-miunte 

city/neighbourhood” or “city of short distances” find their roots in the Garden City 

Movement of urban planning theory (Howard, 1902). Mixed-income developments were 

primarily a model of urban revitalization that emerged in the UK and US in the 1970s and 

later in Canada, as a general strategy for urban redevelopment and redistribution to 

different neighbourhoods of concentrated poverty from the downtown core areas. These 

developments happened through the demolition of existing public housing projects and 

their replacement with a mix of social and market housing (e.g., the redevelopment of 

Regent Park Housing in Toronto). The assumption was that changing the physical 

design and social composition of housing developments for the needy in order to mix 

people in need of social housing with residents of private market housing would 

engender social and behavioural changes that would ultimately improve the lives of 

tenants in areas such as safety, health, and civic engagement (August, 2016; Joseph et 

al., 2007; Levy et al., 2010). 

Many such efforts have been made in the past decades, with goals that have 

included the relocation of low-income households into relatively higher-income 

neighbourhoods toward the promotion of "complete communities", to generate 

socioeconomic diversity in a targeted geographic area, to promote social interaction and 

resilience, and to ensure equitable access to services and community amenities for 

everyone (Briggs et al., 2009; Grant & Perrett, 2009; Perrin & Grant, 2014). It is 

supported by a diverse mix of land-use and housing types, where people live, work, and 

play, and walking and public transportation are alternatives to private cars (Grant & 

Scott, 2012). This study focuses on this type of development in a case study located in a 

suburban mixed-income master-planned community in the City of Richmond. 

Suburban housing patterns in municipalities like the City of Richmond have also 

taken up this trend and orthodoxy, introducing compact forms of multi-family housing 

and a mix of housing types and tenures when pursuing master-planned and complete 

communities (Grant & Scott, 2012). In Metro Vancouver, this objective is supported in 

regional planning within goal 4 of the Metro Vancouver Regional Growth Strategy, which 

seeks to provide for the creation of complete communities in which the diverse mix of 
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housing types and tenures respond to the needs of a full range of household types and 

incomes. This becomes activated by municipalities in their Official Community Plans and 

development processes, through increasing the supply of affordable rental units for 

households with low to moderate incomes using policies, such as density bonus 

provisions, inclusionary zoning, or other mechanisms in the city centres. In addition, the 

creation of the public spaces and other community amenities in proximity to and also on 

the affordable housing sites through zoning and development permit review processes 

are aimed to enhance the social benefits. These seek to promote potential settings for 

social interactions among diverse populations. One of these efforts noted within Metro 

Vancouver's Regional Growth Strategy 2040 is strategy 4.2 to provide public spaces and 

other place-making amenities for increased social interaction and community 

engagement (Greater Vancouver Regional District Board, 2020).  

This study argues that the predicted social outcome of the development of 

affordable housing in master-planned neighbourhoods, along with such on-site and off-

site, public and semi-public spaces, depends at least in part upon the experiences of the 

residents themselves. Accessing reports and impressions of some of these experiences 

is the approach taken in this research.   

Municipalities such as Richmond create, establish and pursue urban 

development and change through an Affordable Housing Strategy, Official Community 

Plan, zoning by-law, neighbourhood plans, development permits, and other documents, 

all of which are intended to support each other and contribute to achieving the broader 

goals of the Regional Growth Strategy mentioned above. For example, Richmond’s OCP 

supports locating affordable housing choices close to transit, shops, and services and 

accommodating the housing needs of a diverse future population in Richmond’s five 

Village Centres. Also, building an inclusive community through these housing choices, 

providing high quality public spaces in the neighbourhood, and creating guidelines and 

policies for the design of both on-site and off-site common spaces through rezoning and 

development permit review processes are recommended in the City of Richmond OCP 

and the City Centre Area Plan (City of Richmond, 2009). More specifically, Richmond’s 

Affordable Housing Strategy and its strategic direction 1 seek to use the City's regulatory 

tools to encourage a diverse mix of housing types and development of mixed-income 

communities through the development of Low End of Market Rental (LEMR) housing as 

one of the priority policies in this regard. Co-location of community facilities and amenity 
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spaces such as childcare and recreation with the affordable housing on one site 

(strategic direction 4) has also been recommended not only for increasing access by 

residents but also with the more ambitious social goal to create positive impacts on 

community building and social interaction among the residents and others in the 

neighbourhood (City of Richmond, 2018). These examples show the importance of 

studying the local and planning documents and lived experiences in the Oval Village 

area in Richmond and the case of the Rivermark building to understand what practices 

and plans are in place, and more importantly to interpret the broader and more 

ambiguous goals of complete communities. 

Although income-mixing is a strategy that is supported by planners, manifested in 

neighbourhood master plans and community planning and other city and regional 

strategies mentioned above, and put into practice by developers, the actual social 

outcomes of mixing, as experienced by residents, remain largely unproven. For instance, 

neighbourhoods could be spatially but not necessarily socially integrated (Sin & Krysan, 

2015). A study of the social outcomes of a master-planned community in Australia 

showed that high levels of attachment to place and sense of community were reported 

by residents, but actual social interaction among residents was not extensive 

(Rosenblatt et al., 2009). Another study on the perceived outcomes of the mixed-income 

Olympic Village neighbourhood in Vancouver, which includes a diverse mix of private 

condo owners, rental tenants, co-op members, and low-income renters, reported some 

significant positive changes in the daily practices and social well-being of residents, but 

these were attributed to the physical location, design, and overall connectedness to the 

rest of the city. While the Village's amenities were well-received by many, the high price 

point in local shops and services excluded lower-income residents from accessing them, 

and by extension appeared to limit the extent of their social contact with the fullness of 

the neighbourhood (Westerhoff, 2016). 

It is crucial to see how social outcomes in mixed-income development and 

neighbourhood are perceived by low-income residents. The social outcomes of every 

neighbourhood may be distinctive. Assessment of living conditions after occupancy may 

provide a better understanding of how well the plans have worked during the course of 

implementation. Therefore, in Oval Village, Richmond, which is a master-planned 

suburban area supported by community plans, the social community goals in the 

planning and development documents, and the social as well as physical amenity 
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attributes experienced in the neighbourhood by residents, will be investigated here en 

route to a better understanding of the social outcomes of mixed-income high density 

developments. 

2.2. Social interactions and sense of belonging to 
neighbourhood 

There is growing attention to the social dimensions of well-being and how social 

interaction and sense of belonging contribute to the quality of life, happiness, physical 

and mental well-being of individuals and societies (Fiorillo, 2011; Mak et al., 2009). Also, 

research suggests that social contacts and encounters and sense of belonging are 

crucial to overcoming ethnic and cultural differences, social isolation, and loneliness 

(Aelbrecht, 2016; Prezza et al., 2001). In the Canadian context, a survey by the 

Vancouver Foundation in 2012 about connection and engagement found out that 25% of 

residents in Metro Vancouver spend more time alone than they would like and there was 

a link between this and poor health. According to this survey, young people between the 

ages of 25 to 34, newcomers to neighbourhoods, people living in apartments, and 

renters feel more alone and have less feeling of belonging to the neighbourhood than 

other groups (Vancouver Foundation, 2012). These pieces of evidence show the 

importance of social interaction and sense of belonging to the well-being of communities. 

In this regard, the Hey Neighbour Collective’s community of practice - multi-unit rental 

housing providers in BC and SFU researchers - have been proactively putting efforts 

toward measuring and enhancing social connections and resilience in these buildings 

(Akbarnejad et al., 2022; Holden et al., 2021). In this project and in the specific context 

of Rivermark, newcomers to this multi-unit and mixed-income rental building and to the 

Oval Village neighbourhood are investigated for signs of social interaction and sense of 

belonging, at this early phase of living in the area.  

Social and physical settings in which people conduct their daily activities have a 

significant impact on how people interact with each other and their perceived sense of 

belonging to their neighbourhood. In this regard, the research shows a correlation 

between neighbourhood settings, and these two social dimensions of well-being (Farrell 

et al., 2004; O’Campo et al., 2009). In the survey by the Vancouver Foundation, people 

reported that the biggest obstacle to knowing residents on the floor of their building or on 

their street is that they rarely see each other (Vancouver Foundation, 2012). Apart from 
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personal reasons, this could be due to a lack of physical settings to make these 

connections happen. On the other hand, when residents spend more time in outdoor and 

public spaces, there are more possibilities and opportunities for meeting, having 

conversations, and developing connections (Gehl, 2011).  

Social interaction and sense of belonging to neighbourhood are two interrelated 

concepts. To have a framework to explain these and to utilize it for the data collection 

and analysis of this research, a clear definition is necessary. First, to define social 

interaction, I adapt Aelbrecht's (2016) framework for informal public social interaction 

and that of Jan Gehl (2011) on different types of outdoor activities. Accordingly, social 

interactions in this research are those activities that depend on the presence of other 

people in the socio-spatial setting, and could be passive (e.g., people-watching, public 

solitude) or active (e.g., conversations, doing shared activities), without advocating for 

any ideal types of interaction. Similar to these definitions, social interactions can also be 

defined based on engagement level. These include “encounter” which refers to eye 

contact and bumping into each other, “greeting” which refers to saying hi to each other, 

and finally “conversation” which is a deeper level of interactions. All of these can be pre-

planned “social activities” as defined by Gehl or unplanned social interactions as a result 

of “optional” or “necessary” activities such as when people walk to work, but also window 

shop or meet a friend on their way home (i.e., chance encounters). Jan Gehl, the Danish 

architect and urban designer, defines necessary, optional, and social types of outdoor 

activities, in his book Life between buildings: using public spaces. Necessary activities 

occur without any specific choice and are part of everyday tasks (e.g., commuting to 

work). Optional activities occur by desire and if time and place make it possible (e.g., 

going for a walk, taking fresh air). Social activities occur when people gather and 

socialize and could be a result of either of the two other forms of activities (e.g., meeting 

a friend) (Aelbrecht, 2016; Bartlett Sears, n.d.; Gehl, 2011). 

Second, sense of belonging to neighbourhood as defined by LaGory et al (1985) 

and Bolan (1997) is the outcome of objective neighbourhood and (natural and built) 

environment qualities and the subjective perception of neighbouring and neighbourhood 

by residents. These are influenced in turn by their physical and psychological state and 

incorporate different dimensions. These include attachment to the community, 

interactions with other individuals, and the quality of the contacts, participation, and 

involvement in community activities, and personal safety or fear of crime (Bolan, 1997; 
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LaGory et al., 1985; Young et al., 2004). This research looks at these components and 

factors of sense of belonging to qualitatively report on the extent to which residents of 

Rivermark feel welcome and have a good chance of developing a sense of belonging to 

their neighbourhood. Research argues that the more we participate in a community, the 

more we feel we belong and the stronger our feelings of belonging are, the more willing 

we are to contribute to the community. In this regard, not only social activities but also 

optional activities in public and semi-public spaces affect the sense of belonging to the 

place and community as they happen in a social setting. According to these definitions 

and rationales, I will explore both the planning and development documents in relation to 

these two social outcomes of the neighbourhood. However, the primary intention of this 

body of literature is to investigate the ways Rivermark residents experience social 

interactions and sense of belonging in their neighbourhood setting.  

2.3. Public realm and third places 

Social interactions and sense of belonging that residents experience occur daily 

in the shared and public spaces and in both cases are very dependent on the spatial 

(e.g., public open spaces) and social context (e.g., rules of behaviour and type of user). 

In this research I differentiate between public and semi-public/semi-private spaces 

according to the ways they are owned and accessed. Thus, public spaces refer to 

certain shared spaces that can be used and accessed by the public and are owned by 

the government (e.g., neighbourhood park) or private sector (e.g., café). Semi-

private/semi-public spaces are those shared spaces that are accessed by a certain 

community who are living there (e.g., shared rooftop garden), whereas people outside 

that community are not allowed to access and use them without permission. To 

contextualize the settings in which social interactions occur and the relationship of sense 

of belonging to the relationship between place and community, we draw upon research 

into social perspectives and theories of the public realm by Lofland (1998) and third 

place by Oldenburg (1989). This body of literature helps to explore different perspectives 

on shared spaces.  

 Lofland defines the public realm as a social territory and those spaces in the city 

which tend to be inhabited by strangers or those who know each other in terms of 

occupational/non-personal identity categories, such as customer and bartender. Lofland 

also defines the parochial realm with a quote from Albert Hanter (1985) as a place that is 
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"characterized by a sense of commonality among acquaintances and neighbors who are 

involved in interpersonal networks that are located within communities" (Lofland, 1998, 

p. 10). An inclusive and lively public realm is the place where people are brought 

together without fear of the stranger (Aelbrecht, 2016). These definitions highlight that 

the public realm does not exclude any kinds of users at all times, as a matter of law. 

Also, according to the definitions of public and parochial realms, the scope of this 

research incorporates both, as social interaction has been defined broadly among 

neighbours, strangers, and other occupational identity categories in these realms. 

Ray Oldenburg was first to use the term "third place" and point out its importance 

to the well-being of individuals and societies, in his book The Great Good Place. The 

third place is a generic designation for a great variety of public and quasi-public places 

that host the regular, voluntary, informal, and happily anticipated gatherings of 

individuals beyond the realms of home and work as “first” and “second” places, 

respectively. First place is “home”, defined as the most important place of all. Home is 

characterized as a regular and predictable place, an impactful environment for children’s 

development, and a core place for individuals before finding a workplace that is 

interested in them and after they retire. Second place is defined as the work setting, 

which gives individuals a singular, productive role, motivation to rise in social and 

economic standing among peers, and provides a material quality of life (Oldenburg, 

1989, p. 16). Considering changes in housing and household arrangements and work 

arrangements, including the possibilities of working from home currently, especially with 

the onset of Covid-19 pandemic, these distinctions between place of residence and work 

environment are not as strict as they once may have been. However, in broad strokes, 

the social and temporal distinctions Oldenburg emphasized to distinguish first and 

second places continue to do an adequate job of characterizing the roles of these types 

of places in the lives of many.   

Oldenburg states that third places contribute to one's sense of belonging to the 

community through membership in these places and a remedy for loneliness. He 

characterizes third place with eight main attributes including a home away from home, a 

place where conversation is the main activity. It is also easy to access and 

accommodating of different activities, a place for regular users, low profile and informal, 

a neutral and common ground place, that strives to be inclusive and has a playful 

atmosphere (Oldenburg, 1989, p. 20). In this characterization, neighbourhood public and 
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semi-public places such as cafes, coffee shops, bookstores, park, bars, hair salons are 

third places, a regular, safe, and low-pressure environment that is predictably social to 

some degree. Public realm is a more general term that incorporates not only third places 

but other public spaces with a wider draw of occupants. Also, third places are places 

where people spend time voluntarily and purposefully to socialize or to relax while the 

public realm can be used for other necessary activities (e.g., sidewalks, public transit). 

Characteristics noted from Oldenburg's perspective contribute to an ideal third 

place but in a socio temporal context different than the current time. Therefore, in my 

opinion, not all third places have all these characteristics and the ideal third place is a 

fluid concept and can be differently perceived by various users in different societal 

contexts. In the following literature, I present examples of the third places that are 

important to some communities and especially whether the proximity of certain 

neighbourhood places is vital to residents’ quality of life. 

Similar to what Oldenburg characterizes as an easy-to-access place, Lane et al. 

(2020) found a robust association between proximity to third places and better social 

health for older adults. In another study of third places in six disadvantaged 

neighborhoods in Great Britain, Hickman (2013) found that shops, parks, and community 

centres are important third places in these contexts, especially among the retired, 

unemployed, those with poor health or those with children at home (Williams, 2019). 

Similarly, Cox and Streeter note that proximity and walking distance to community 

amenities including libraries, restaurants, and community parks contribute to social 

cohesion, trust, safety, and community satisfaction among residents (Cox & Streeter, 

2019). These findings suggest the importance of third place proximity to resident social 

well-being. As well, neighborhood socioeconomic status and population structure are 

important predictors of the sorts of places that assume the role of third places and the 

public realm.  

In the case of the Rivermark building in the Oval Village area, first I want to 

explore what planning and development decisions have been made in relation to the 

public realm and third places (both public and privately owned) to enhance social 

interactions and sense of belonging. These decisions and plans are similar to what I 

explained in the previous body of literature, including the strategies toward the goal of 

developing complete communities, such as the provision of free or affordable amenities 
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within walking distance of communities and creating private/limited common spaces 

through zoning and development permit processes. Second, this study seeks to 

understand how the residents of Rivermark perceive these settings and benefit from the 

third places and public realm of the Oval village area which will also add new meanings 

to the ideal characteristics of social spaces for demographic groups targeted in this 

study. Finally, from a broader perspective, this research reflects upon the performance 

of the planning and development decisions made within this case study. 
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Chapter 3. Research design, methodology and 
analysis 

The research was designed to reveal the experiences and perceptions of 

residents of the Rivermark building related to social interaction and sense of belonging 

that they experience in the public and shared spaces of their building and the Oval 

Village area in the City of Richmond and particularly, the relation of these findings to the 

community goals in the development and planning documents that resulted in the 

creation of Rivermark and this complete community in the first place.  

Data for this project was collected over a five-month period during the COVID-19 

pandemic (February to June 2021) using a mixed method approach that was a 

combination of two complementary data sources and one primary method of data 

collection. First, I reviewed policy and planning documents relevant to the regional, 

municipal, neighbourhood and housing context of this study. Second, I analyzed the 

existing data available from a resident survey implemented with Rivermark residents in 

Summer 2020 as part of the Hey Neighbour Collective Resident Survey. Finally, I used a 

primary in-depth qualitative method, using a participatory mapping exercise and semi-

structured interviews with the Rivermark residents. Before, during, and after the mapping 

exercise and interviews with residents, I did some informal on-site observation of the 

Rivermark building and the Oval Village area. Doing this, I aimed to familiarize myself 

with the research context, talk to the building manager and housing provider, and 

observe resident activities and the interventions and changes in the development (if any) 

to fill gaps in my understanding and verify some resident reports of their observations. 

Overall, this combination of methods was employed to offset the weaknesses of a single 

method approach with the strengths of a mixed-method approach (Gaber & Gaber, 

1997). My research design was a sequential process whereby the initial data analysis 

and interpretation phases sought to inform the subsequent data collection stages and to 

shape the mapping exercise and interview questions.  

I chose to do a case study on a single high-density community housing 

development (Low-End-of-Market Rental or LEMR) as the purpose of this research was 

exploratory investigation of the social outcomes of LEMR developments in relation to the 

neighbourhood amenities put in place as part of a master planned community 
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development. Also, this inquiry is very specific to one neighbourhood, which is 

somewhat unique among LEMR developments to date. Case studies aim to produce 

intensive, comprehensive, and in-depth accounts of a case, employing multiple methods. 

They are not method-driven, but question driven (Ylikoski & Zahle, 2019). 

Data collection for this project occurred during the physical distancing restrictions 

put in place at the time of the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, the research design and 

methods of data collection were adapted to conform with these safety measures. Use of 

existing data, online resources and data collection in a remote and online format were all 

part of my efforts as a researcher to follow the COVID-19 restrictions. At the same time 

as these may have affected the research results, these same shifts were imposed on 

research participants, Rivermark residents, seeking to engage and connect with their 

neighbours during this time.  

3.1. Secondary Data: Review of contextual planning and 
policy documents 

To get context-based information about this development and the 

neighbourhood, a review of relevant documents was necessary. This type of review is 

vital to grasp the geography and policy and planning context of the topic and the area as 

these are currently understood and provide a grounding for the primary data that will be 

subsequently collected as original research (Flowerdew & Martin, 2005). This review of 

secondary data accompanied and helped to design the primary data collection stage and 

questions (neighbourhood mapping exercise and semi-structured interviews). For 

instance, a piece of data from the version of the City of Richmond Affordable Housing 

Strategy (AHS) at the time of development of Rivermark in 2007, was a key input to 

primary data collection.  

Through this document review, I found out about the LEMR policies and how this 

is situated within my case study. Also, the community planning and social development 

documents helped provide the goals, policies and bylaws which exist in the City Centre 

Area when it comes to affordable housing and public realms. I reviewed the following 

documents which were available online on the City of Richmond’s website:  

- Richmond Affordable Housing Strategy, 2017-2027 (Update 2018) and 
2007: An action-oriented framework aimed at providing direction to the City 
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of Richmond and other stakeholders in response to the current and future 
affordable housing needs of Richmond’s residents. These include guides 
to maintain and create safe, suitable, affordable housing options. The 2007 
version of this document was applied at the time of Rivermark’s 
development, and the 2017 version is the most updated strategy.  

- Richmond Official Community Plan (OCP) and City Centre Area Plan, 
2031 & 2041 (2009, 2013): An OCP is a legally required City bylaw which 
enables City Council to plan, co-ordinate and manage the City's social, 
economic, urban design, land use, environmental, transportation, and 
servicing over the long term. An OCP reflects the overall values of the 
community by establishing a City vision, goals, objectives, and policies to 
achieve the vision. Richmond OCP also includes Area Plans and Sub-Area 
Plans which provide the portions of the 15 planning areas in Richmond and 
smaller areas within the planning areas aimed at addressing local 
neighbourhood issues. 

- Richmond Social Development Strategy, 2013-2022 (2013): The Social 
Development Strategy is consistent with OCP’s Social Inclusion and 
Accessibility objectives and aims to improve the well-being of Richmond 
residents. This strategy is intended to guide the City’s decision and 
resource allocation on social matters. 

Also, I reviewed the documents related to the Rivermark and River Park Place 

master-planned community developments which were available online from the City of 

Richmond, the developer and the housing providers Intracorp Homes and Catalyst 

Community Developments Society. I reviewed these to understand the rezoning 

requirements for this project, the way the development and its urban design are aligned 

with community planning in the area, to learn what amenities are included in the 

development, and to analyze spaces through the architectural maps and photos 

provided in these documents and websites. I reviewed the following documents: 

- Application by Hollybridge Limited Partnership (Intracorp) for a 
Development Permit at 6900 Pearson Way (2016): The permit incorporates 
information about the development, including details of residential units 
and amenities, architectural maps, urban design considerations, rezoning 
review and requirements, public hearing results, alignments of the 
development with City’s strategies, bylaws and policies (e.g., Affordable 
Housing Strategy, Official Community Plan).    

- Application by Hollybridge Limited partnership (Intracorp) for Rezoning at 
6888 River Road and 6900 Pearson Way from Residential/Limited 
Commercial (RCL3) to Residential/Limited Commercial (ZMU27)-Oval 
Village (City Centre) (July 2014): Before construction of a new building, 
changing the use, or density of the land, the property owner applies for a 
rezoning to ensure the new development can be rezoned and meets the 
requirements of rezoning (e.g., affordable housing contribution). 
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- Housing Agreement By Law No, 8995. Amendment Bylaw No. 9761 
(September 2017): An agreement is a form satisfactory to the City that 
limits the occupancy of the dwelling units to households that qualify for 
affordable housing based on their household income level and prescribes 
a maximum rental rate and if it is permitted for annual 
increase/adjustments. Additionally, the Rivermark housing agreement 
included language that secured unlimited access of the affordable housing 
tenant to the outdoor shared space and not passing any additional fees 
onto them. 

Additionally, through my visits to Rivermark, I took photos of the bulletin board 

posters and notices that included some current guidelines and rules for the use of 

building spaces, shared amenities and other building policies.  

- Pet Reminder notice (2020): A notice by the Rivermark building manager 
that limits access of pets to the shared rooftop garden of the building. 

- Social Distancing in the Elevator notice (2020): A notice by the property 
manager with recommendations on the maximum number of people using 
the elevator at a time, due to social distancing measurements. 

- Excessive Noise Complaints notice (2020): A notice by the property 
manager reporting that they have received several excessive noise 
complaints from the tenants inside suites and in common areas. This notice 
provides recommendations to keep the noise at a minimal level. 

- COVID-19 Building Protocol (2020): A Covid-19 building protocol from the 
property manager, requesting residents to follow guidelines in using 
contactless delivery systems, limit their use of common areas, and not 
inviting guests during this time to minimize the spread of virus. 

- Amenity Room Closure notice due to COVID-19 (2020): A notice by the 
property manager about the closure of building’s amenity spaces 
temporarily due to Covid-19. 

When reviewing these, I extracted any data that provided local context and 

narratives related to the social outcomes of this mixed-income development and 

particularly in relation to the public realm, and third places. I used a system of memoing 

to organize these findings in the documents and explored the way they could be used to 

inform the next stages of data collection and analysis.  

3.2. Resident Survey 

One additional piece of data I used in this research was the results of the 

Catalyst Tenant Survey which was conducted in the Summer 2020 as part of the HNC 
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research (in which I was directly engaged as a research assistant). I had access to the 

survey data as per SFU Department of Research Ethics approval for minimal risk 

research involving human subjects and through the HNC data use policy stating that 

anonymized data are available to HNC members and other researchers. This survey 

was sent to 31 units of Rivermark (one survey per unit), and it could be completed online 

through the SurveyMonkey platform. Overall, 13 residents participated in the survey. The 

survey was comprised of 39 open- and closed-ended questions, asking about 

demographic information, social connections, social isolation, loneliness, safety, trust, 

sense of belonging, housing choice factors and priorities, and the impacts of the COVID-

19 pandemic on residents’ sense of community and safety (see Appendix A). In 

presenting the findings of this study, the demographic data helped to describe the profile 

of Rivermark residents in addition to the interview participant profile. Also, I found out 

that survey questions that measured social connections, sense of belonging, safety, 

housing choice factors and priorities were relevant to the goals of my research. For 

example, the first question of the survey measured the social/neighbourly connections in 

Rivermark by asking residents the extent to which they knew their neighbours. I explored 

this topic further in the interview conversations to see how friendly the building is and 

how the neighbourly connections developed for some. Then, in presenting the results, 

along with the primary findings that came out of the mapping and interview activities, I 

demonstrated the results from the related variables. 

3.3. Rivermark Tenants Online Club: participatory mapping 
and follow-up semi-structured interviews 

To reveal resident perspectives concerning the social outcomes of accessing 

public realms within this mixed-income development in the Oval Village neighbourhood, I 

used an in-depth qualitative method. I invited Rivermark residents to participate in a 

combination of an online participatory and collaborative geographical mapping exercise 

and a follow-up semi-structured interview. Community-Based Participatory Research 

(CBPR) is an umbrella term used for this and other related methodologies, referring to 

participatory approaches in research including action research, participatory action 

research, and collaborative inquiry with roots lying in a number of progressive social and 

political movements of the 20th century. These are attempts to make research more 

relevant to the lives of community members by working with them to design research, 
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gather, analyze and present data to record and reflect on matters of concern in their 

communities, with a goal of positive experiences of change. What differentiates 

participatory research from other qualitative approaches is that it recognizes the ability of 

participants to direct the research (Castleden et al., 2008; Flowerdew & Martin, 2005). 

Public Participation Geographic Information Systems (PPGIS) that I used in this 

research project, is one of the methods of this kind that aim to understand location-

specific human values, perceived environmental qualities and problems, preferences, 

experiences, and behaviour patterns (Fagerholm et al., 2021). The specifics of the 

method employed evolved creatively, considering the social distancing limitations and 

community capacities and directions.  

The reason that I used this methodology as the primary component of my 

primary data collection is that the collaborative geographic mapping and photography 

activity associated with it both tested social experiences and encouraged social 

behaviours among Rivermark residents engaged in their building and neighbourhood-

level social infrastructures. The research method also provided participants with a place-

based platform to record their observations geographically and/or visually about their 

living spaces with others, ask them to look more closely into their living environment, and 

allowed me to understand how willing residents are to take up opportunities to share and 

build their sense of neighbourhood belonging. This method also minimized my bias in 

data collection as an outsider researcher who does not live and work in Oval Village, or 

in Richmond. This activity was followed by a semi-structured interview with participants 

that provided me with more depth to understand collected data. I had some 

communications with the housing provider in advance of designing the tool to make sure 

the method would be suitable, and that building residents are comfortable using internet 

and technology. I also offered an option to do one-on-one in-person sessions with those 

who were not comfortable using Zoom. I planned to do this in the shared rooftop garden 

of the Rivermark by following the COVID-19 physical distancing considerations. No 

participants opted for this. 

The process that I undertook to design and offer the participatory mapping 

exercise incorporated the steps shown in Figure 8. The steps included the meeting I had 

with the housing provider and property manager, participant recruitment, training 

session/tutorial for interested tenants, participant online mapping activity, preliminary 
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review of the submitted materials by the researcher, and follow-up semi-structured 

interviews with the participants.  

 

3.3.1. Meeting with housing provider and property manager 

Before starting participant recruitment, I scheduled a meeting with my connection 

at Catalyst Community Developments Society (Rivermark housing owner/provider) and 

the building managers from FirstService Residential (FSR). This process was 

straightforward due to my existing working relationship with Catalyst, and Catalyst 

facilitated participation of FSR. This meeting aimed to present the objectives, goals and 

approach of the community engagement activity, to seek some guidance and support, 

and to decide on the best tools for participant recruitment among Rivermark tenants. 

Also, the Rivermark on-site building manager and Catalyst staff agreed to grant me 

access to the building for field observations during the study. Upon discussion at the 

meeting, approval to distribute my recruitment materials inviting tenants to participate in 

the mapping exercise was obtained from Catalyst.  

3.3.2. Participant recruitment  

After the meeting with the housing provider and building manager, the building 

manager agreed to support participant recruitment by posting the invitation posters on 

the building lobby bulletin boards as well as by sending an invitation email to Rivermark 

tenants. A copy of the recruitment poster is available in Appendix B. Interested 

1. Meeting between 
researcher and housing 
provider/operator and 

property manager

2. Participants recruitment 
through property manager

3. Online information 
session and 

training/tutorial for 
participants by 

researcher

4. Online mapping 
activity by participants

5. Review of participants' 
submitted materials by 

researcher

6. Follow-up interviews 
with participants by 

researcher

Figure 8. Participatory mapping process and steps (Reference: 
author). 
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participants could reach out to me through the contact information provided on the 

posters. Participant recruitment occurred in two rounds to invite more tenants to the 

study and to use snowball sampling to improve participation. Overall, eight tenants 

participated in the project. Six participants expressed interest in the first round of 

recruitment, and one subsequently withdrew. The remaining five participants completed 

the mapping exercise. Among these, two were an older adult couple who were not 

proficient in English and their daughter represented them and facilitated their 

participation. Among the five participants, three of them completed the semi-structured 

interview as well as the online mapping activity. In the second round of recruitment, I 

encountered some challenges that delayed recruitment; these were due to staffing 

turnover that meant I needed to rebuild relationships on-site. Therefore, shaping new 

connections, introducing the project and re-planning the logistics of recruitment took 

more time and effort than initially anticipated. After the preliminary communications with 

the new staff people, I updated the poster design (Appendix C), and staff assisted by 

providing copies under the door of each unit. I also asked the first-round participants to 

encourage participation among any of their neighbours. As a result of these strategies, 

three more participants joined the project and completed the activities in this round. 

Additionally, although the in-person one-on-one option was offered for the project, 

participants all proceeded with the online format. 

3.3.3. Information session and tutorial/training 

I invited tenants to online information sessions to learn more about the activities 

and to have any questions answered. The details of these information sessions were 

also included on the recruitment posters. The information sessions happened online 

through Zoom. I walked the participants through an instruction booklet that I designed in 

advance, explaining the goals of the project and step by step activities and details for 

participants’ consideration. A copy of the instruction booklet can be found in Appendix D. 

To the interested participants who were not available to attend the information sessions, 

a PDF copy of the instruction booklet was sent via email. They could reach out to me if 

they faced any difficulties doing the activity; three participants reach out to me via email 

with their questions.  

I emailed the consent forms to participants before they started the research 

activity, to obtain their consent and their preferences on how they want their data to be 
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shared and credited. This was especially important to assure them that no identifying 

information will be shared with their housing provider or property mangers and that their 

participation would have no effect on their tenancy at Rivermark.  

3.3.4. Online mapping activity 

The base map for my project came from an online open source platform that 

included an online geographic map, showing the Rivermark location, neighbourhood and 

Richmond city area. I used Padlet Map as the platform for designing the Rivermark 

Tenants Online Club. The link to the mapping platform was shared with the participants 

in my email communications with them. Participants were tasked with creating a 

customized neighbourhood map that would: 

- Share places of joy, happiness, or daily experiences in their building 
(outside your unit), neighbourhood, and city; 

- Create a tangible display of the people, places, experiences, activities that 
make up their community; 

- Explain limitations/barriers to access and suggestions for amenities and 
improvement in the building (e.g., building common spaces such as the 
rooftop garden, amenity room, corridor, entrance, parking) and in the 
neighbourhood (e.g., cafés, grocery stores, streets, parks, seawall, 
church); 

- Share and learn about their neighbourhood community resources through 
maps; 

- Shape further connections with their neighbours, if they wanted to. 

The online map was collaborative, meaning participants could see others’ posts 

and had the option to comment on other participants’ comments. However, in order to 

protect participants’ privacy, the data were anonymous and only club members were 

able to access the map. Participants had the option to walk in their neighbourhoods and 

take photos of the places using their mobile/tablet devices and attach them to their 

location points on the map to improve the quality and depth of stories, using visuals. I 

called this map Rivermark Tenants Online Club, as I sought for the map to be more than 

only a data collection platform, but also as a space for community building and place-

based resource sharing. Participants were given 10 days to two weeks to finish the 

exercise. Below is the list of questions given to participants to consider while mapping, in 

the instruction booklet:  
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- What are the spaces in your building (outside your unit), neighbourhood 
and city that bring you joy? Also think of the walking routes you take. Think 
of your experiences since you moved to Rivermark. 

- What do you like or dislike about these places and routes? 

- How often do you go to these places? (e.g., once a day, twice a week) 

- What do you do in these places?  

- Who is your companion? (e.g., yourself, friend, stranger, family member, 
children, neighbour, pet)  

- What would you change about these places? (e.g., rules, membership, 
cost, furniture, lighting) 

- What are the places you do not go (but hope to in the future) and what 
stops you? 

- Provide your observations of other people using these places. 

Figure 9 shows an overview of the map with the pinpoints added by participants. 

The eight participants added 141 location pinpoints to the map, 138 of them included 

descriptions answering the questions in the instruction booklet. Also overall, they 

attached or sent 76 photos form neighbourhood and building places to the researcher. 

Figure 9. Rivermark Online mapping interface (Created by author 
exported from PadletMap). 
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In order to design this online map, I was inspired by two available mapping 

platforms, including Maptionnaire and Queering the Map. Maptionnaire is an online 

community engagement tool developed in Helsinki, Finland and includes a set of digital 

public engagement tools to design, collect, and analyze data (Maptionnaire, Community 

Engagement Platform, 2021). It has been used by municipalities and researchers for 

digitally-enhanced collaborative citizen engagement in urban planning and decision 

making. One of the strengths of this tool is that it has been designed to enable question 

design, data collection, and analysis through the built-in features. Also, it combines map-

based features with questionnaire options, to strengthen the quality of data collected 

with both spatial and survey response data types. However, it is primarily intended to 

facilitate large, representative sample research and does not provide for participant-

participant and participant-facilitator interactions or in-depth conversations that are 

possible with smaller sample studies. Also, this tool carries a subscription fee. Therefore, 

due to the exploratory and qualitative nature of my project, the scale of the research and 

the limited number of participants, and cost considerations, I opted not to use 

Maptionnaire.   

The other online mapping platform that inspired me is Queering the Map created 

by Lucas LaRochelle in 2017. It is a community-generated interactive mapping platform 

aimed at archiving the experiences of queer participants and preserving the histories of 

queer life in relation to physical space, anonymously in a digital format. It is not primarily 

intended for research, academic purposes, or making sense of the stories shared on the 

map, as there is only a glimpse of the experiences people share and not the full context 

of stories. It would therefore be inappropriate to draw conclusions from the maps 

themselves, as these would risk overlooking the stories’ complexities. LaRochelle calls 

Queering the Map a “database that refuses to make sense of its content into a linear 

structured or singular narrative.” This platform is not only a map of queer stories, but 

also a queer space (LaRochelle, 2021).  While I take the point from Queering the Map 

about not reducing complex individual stories to a singular narrative, my project aims to 

make sense of the stories for the group represented by my research participants. 

Taking these points of inspiration into account, I developed a tool using available 

free online platforms that provides the possibility of interactions between participants and 

between the facilitator and participants. This was also aimed to enable tracking the 

mapping data in order to do in-depth follow-up conversations with each participant. 
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Therefore, in the mapping tool of my thesis project, I added some features to the Padlet 

platform, to allow drawing meanings from the stories that participants shared. I enabled 

this by assigning a unique identifier code to each participant that only I knew. 

Participants added this code in the commentary part of their post. Therefore, I could 

follow up in conversation and explore the full context of the stories and comments they 

shared. The code also helped link together the stories and data shared by each 

participant to allow for the collection of disaggregated data.  

3.3.5. Review of participants’ submitted material 

After each participant finished mapping, they informed me of their availability for 

a follow-up interview. Before the interviews, I did a preliminary review and analytic 

memoing of the mapping data that each specific participant shared, using their identifier 

code to be able to follow up with some in-depth questions and fill any gaps. Therefore, 

the interview questions and directions differed slightly based on the data provided and 

were customized to some extent. 

3.3.6. Follow-up semi-structured interview 

Out of 8 tenants who participated in the mapping exercise, 6 of them continued 

with the interviews. The two people who did not join the interview had language barriers. 

Literature, contextual planning and developmental documents informed the interview 

questions and enabled in-depth conversations to compare them with the participants’ 

experiences. Additionally, tenant survey results allowed expanding the conversations on 

some of the descriptive findings. I also asked some demographic questions to provide 

more context with the participant responses and find out how their personal 

characteristics may have impacted their perceptions. A list of demographic questions is 

provided below: 

Interview demographic questions 

- Household composition: How many people live in your household, 
including any pets? 

- Previous housing and municipality: In what municipality and 
neighbourhood did you live just before moving to the Rivermark? And what 
was the housing model and characteristics of your previous home, 
including affordability, lighting, access, number of bedrooms)? 
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- Length of tenure: How long have you been living in Rivermark? 

- Current housing unit type and characteristics: What is your current unit 
type and characteristics? (E.g., number of bedrooms, location in the 
building, lighting, view) 

- Regular means of transportation: What is your regular means of 
transportation? 

- Ethnicity: What country are you from and what is your first language? 

- Employment: What is your employment status? 

Follow-up questions based on their mapping and the document review 

In neither mapping or interview research activities did I ask participants direct 

questions about their sense of belonging to their neighbourhood. I made this choice 

because the notion of belonging is an intrinsically subjective concept and the sense of 

belonging experienced by a group like residents of Rivermark may be more meaningfully 

perceived by outsiders in terms of their responses to questions about intermediary 

component concepts. With this in mind, I asked questions to understand the components 

of belonging to neighbourhood as described in the literature review to reveal their 

perceptions of this intangible notion. Questions included those about their connections 

and relationship to their neighbours, community aspects that they think are missing, their 

feelings of safety and their regular hang-out spots. Then, as a final question, I asked 

them about those features of public and shared places that lead to a welcoming 

environment from their perspectives.  

- How often do you go to the places you mapped? 

- Who are your companions? 

- Why do you go there? 

- How did you get familiar with/learn about this place? 

- What types of interaction do you have with people you see there? 

- What do you think of the amenities and common spaces that are part of 
your building’s development? Do you use them? Why? (e.g., access to 
shared rooftop garden, amenity room, lobby area) 

- What are the other regular places that you check and why? 

- What are some of your hang-out spots and why? 
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- How safe do you feel in your housing and neighbourhood? 

- How do you like the connection of your housing unit to the outdoor 
spaces? 

- What is missing in your neighbourhood/building and what would you 
change about it/improve? 

- How is your relationship and interactions with your neighbours in your 
buildings? Where do these interactions occur? 

- When you want to choose a place for having fun or enjoying your time or 
meeting friends, what are the features or characteristics that you look for in 
those places in order for you to go there more often? What actually 
welcomes you to go and use those places more? 

 Due to the time availability conflicts of participants, their privacy preferences, 

and because mapping was completed at different times, I interviewed each participant 

individually as opposed to having group conversations. Taking this approach reduced 

the community-building aspect of the research to some extent, but on the other hand, 

facilitated the uniqueness of stories and depth of the conversations with each participant. 

Each interview lasted between 50-70 minutes. Interviews occurred online through Zoom 

and sessions were recorded for transcription and data analysis purposes. I also took 

notes of the conversations during the meeting to back up the data, in case of any 

unexpected errors in the recordings. I obtained participants’ verbal consent in the 

beginning of the interviews. The recordings were deleted after the research was 

completed. 

3.3.7. Honorarium 

I provided $30 honorariums to each participant as an appreciation of the time 

they spent participating, using SFU Urban Studies Travel and Research Awards. I sent 

these to participants online after the exercise. Although the participant-led exercise 

consisted of two steps including the online mapping and the follow-up interview, the 

honorarium was not contingent upon completion of all parts. Therefore, the two 

participants who only took part in the online mapping portion of the project also received 

the full honorarium. 
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3.3.8. Other ethical considerations  

The Padlet platform enables anonymity, compared to other available online 

geographic maps such as Google My Map which requires participants to sign in with 

their accounts. All posts were scanned by the researcher (who served as the 

moderator/facilitator) after they were published to ensure there were no breaches of 

anonymity in the pins and descriptions.  

3.4. Data analysis 

3.4.1. Contextual documents and existing tenants survey 

Analysis of contextual documents helped my research by providing essential 

background about the development, master-planned community developments more 

generally in Richmond, and social planning of the Oval Village area, specifically in 

relation to the social amenities of the neighbourhood and Rivermark housing 

development. I extracted the relevant data from these documents to write the 

Context/Case study part of this research. These data also informed the mapping 

exercise and interview questions and were used to compare with the participants’ 

perspectives. These were the planning and development decision evidence that 

indicates there are settings for potential beneficial social and behavioural change 

outcomes through the development of mixed-income neighbourhoods and complete 

communities and development of affordable housing in the Oval Village area.   

Second, analysis of the Rivermark tenants survey informed the mapping exercise 

and interview questions and as a complementary piece of data for discussing the results. 

I used descriptive analysis of the relevant questions and a system of memoing to explore 

them further qualitatively.  

3.4.2. Mapping and interview data analysis  

The results of these analyses led to finding out the perspectives and perceptions 

of the residents of Rivermark on how they experience sense of belonging and social 

interaction in the shared and public spaces of their neighbourhood. This in turn enables 
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comparison of these experiences with the social benefits promises in the planning and 

development documents. 

The analysis of mapping exercise data consisted of a few stages and the first 

step was cleaning the data for analysis. After the online mapping, I exported the map 

data in different formats to allow for a mixed-method analysis. I exported a PDF copy of 

all the posts from the Padlet map which included texts and photos from the participants’ 

neighbourhood mapping. I also exported data in CSV format that included locations and 

spatial data as well as any text and/or photos attached to locations to enable spatial 

analysis. Padlet map does not have analysis features. However, textual, visual, and 

spatial data are available for further uses. After the follow-up interviews with participants, 

I started transcribing the recorded interviews. I used Microsoft Word Dictate function to 

automatically transcribe the recordings. In order to make the transcriptions more 

accurate, some edits were required due to accent recognition inaccuracy and recording 

quality. I did a second round of edits of the transcriptions by listening to the recordings 

again as well as looking at the notes I had from the interviews. This process cleaned and 

enhanced the quality of data. 

After preparing all the data, I imported the PDF file of Padlet posts and all the 

interview transcriptions into NVIVO 12 to code and organize textual as well as imagery 

data. As the interviews expanded and built on the online mapping data, and because I 

had the participants’ codes assigned to their data, it was straightforward and useful to 

combine these into one coding file to have a coherent analysis. To conduct thematic 

coding, I used predetermined categories of themes based on the literature review, 

contextual document analysis, and mapping exercise questions as the starting point. 

These included concepts such as experiences of social interactions, perceptions of 

sense of belonging, use of social spaces, and the barriers and facilitators of using these 

spaces to develop social relationships and belonging to the neighbourhood. Imagery 

files also were coded with text commentaries. Then, as the coding process developed, 

some new themes emerged and some of the pre-identified themes changed based on 

the main findings. Therefore, although I began coding using a deductive approach, I 

allowed the themes to be added and evolve as they appeared, inductively. Novek et al 

(2012) state that allowing space for an inductive analysis is critical for the validity of the 

analysis of qualitative data (Novek et al., 2012). Thematic coding of my research data 

was an iterative process. That is, after the first round of coding was completed, I 
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reviewed data and codes a few more times, and refined them according to the generated 

themes. 

In order to analyze the spatial data of the mapping exercise, I used ArcGIS 

online. This platform provides analysis features that allowed me to conduct proximity 

analysis. I used this to explore the performance of neighbourhood for residents through 

the concept of the 5-minute neighbourhood. One method that I used in order to observe 

the 15-minute neighbourhood from the residents’ perspectives, was buffer analysis. A 

buffer is an area that covers a given distance from a point, line, or area feature. There 

are two types of buffer analysis that are used in land use planning including circular and 

network buffer. However, the circular buffer fails to account for how the existing road 

network restricts the way that travelers access locations. Network buffer, on the other 

hand, considers the road and path network restrictions for pedestrians and works with 

more accuracy than the circular buffer analysis (Oliver et al., 2007). In this project, the 

source point was the Rivermark building location. This analysis sought to determine 

which pinpoints/locations that participants added to the map were within the 15-minute 

walking distance of their home, and whether people walk beyond this distance to get to 

their favorite places and why. In ArchGIS online, I used Proximity and Travel-Time Area 

features, to calculate the areas that can be reached within a specified travel time or 

travel distance along a street network, considering that walking is the travel mode of this 

study. I colour coded the pinpoints based on the category of places (e.g., Parks, Pet 

services) to present what each point stands for and observe the distribution of amenities 

participants added in the neighbourhood. I also used the Heat Map function of ArcGIS to 

present areas of high activity through participants’ geographical location points. These 

local indicators helped understand how close participants lived to amenities they added 

to the map. 

Additionally, ArcGIS online allowed me to explore other existing geographically 

referenced (geospatial) data sources that were available online to add to my map for 

further analysis. I employed this feature to add the map of median annual incomes of 

Richmond residents, to contextualize the case study of this research. 
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Chapter 4. Results: Planning goals and 
neighbourhood performance 

In this chapter, I present the results in response to the sub-questions of this 

research: How do Rivermark residents use neighborhood shared and public spaces and 

amenities? How do their perceptions and uses of these spaces align with the 

projected/expected social value of these spaces in the community and development 

plans?  

I present the planning requirements and goals of the City Centre Area Plan, and 

requirements of rezoning and development permit for Rivermark through the data drawn 

from the Official Community Plan and City Centre Area Plan, Social Development 

Strategy, Affordable Housing Strategy, and Rivermark Development Permit and 

Rezoning Applications. A high-level presentation of some of the planning requirements 

was included in the Introduction chapter to provide some context for the study. In this 

section, I present planning objectives of the area and the development in more detail, in 

order to understand the considerations and requirements in place to guide planning for 

this neighbourhood as a complete community and developing Rivermark as part of a 

mixed-income master-planned development. Then, I present the empirical evidence on 

how Rivermark and its neighbourhood perform in terms of the physical design specifics 

as well the sociability of places based on the experiences of the residents who 

participated in this study and the results of the Rivermark Tenant Survey. These lead to 

learning the extent to which particular planning goals have been met in the occupancy 

phase of this community housing case study.  

Richmond has 16 neighbourhoods and the City has designated the possible 

2041 planning concepts for each neighbourhood to guide current and future 

developments through principles, visions, goals, policies, and strategies. The City Centre 

Area Plan (CCAP) incorporates two key principles of sustainable community planning: 

compact and complete communities, and transit-oriented development. The CCAP 

framework focuses on four main visions including: healthy urban living; opportunities for 

people to live, work, and play in a sustainable, high-density amenity environment; 

reducing sprawl and pressure on Richmond’s suburban neighbourhoods by directing the 

growth towards the City Centre; developing a series of compact and engaging, higher-
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density “urban villages” with a range of high-quality amenities, and affordable housing. 

Urban village is another name for a compact, walkable, transit-centred community; this is 

the concept used to break the City Centre into identifiable pedestrian-scaled 

communities and to support and manage delivery of community services for the 

residents (City of Richmond, 2009). City Centre has six urban villages, each of which 

has a planning focus to guide their future development. Oval Village, shown as #6 in 

Figure 10, where Rivermark is located, focuses on sports, recreation, and mixed-use 

developments (figure 10). 

Figure 10. City Centre Villages Framework Map (Reference: 
Official Community Plan, City of Richmond, 
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Developing complete communities with accessible, high-density, and high-quality 

amenities, where people can “live”, “work”, and “play” is the main objective of the CCAP. 

In this plan, an area to live refers to one that offer a variety of high-density urban villages 

with multiple types of family housing, including townhouse residential; low-rise and high-

rise apartment residential; and mixed-use residential over commercial land uses. City 

Centre is planned to be a place where people can work by being the primary location of 

concentrated commercial and mixed-use development in Richmond. It is also being 

planned as a place for residents to play, with a concentration on cultural, educational 

and recreational facilities and parks, and improvement of existing park spaces (City of 

Richmond, 2009, 2012, 2012). The 15-minute neighbourhood is a similar concept and is 

integral to the idea of complete communities that city leaders around the world embrace. 

Both concepts refer to neighbourhoods where residents of all ages and abilities can fulfill 

their daily needs and activities within 15 minutes of walking or cycling from their homes 

(Caselli et al., 2022; Pozoukidou & Chatziyiannaki, 2021). 

The goals that these visions and principles seek to achieve in the City Centre 

area and its villages towards a socially, environmentally, and fiscally sustainable urban 

development are “building community”, “building green”, “building economic vitality” and 

“building legacy”. City Centre and its villages are intended to take shape as an inclusive 

and economically viable community, built around a diverse array of people, activities, 

facilities, and places to empower and support a diverse and changing urban population, 

to provide opportunities for pleasure in public life, and to celebrate Richmond’s nature, 

heritage and cultures. To achieve these goals, the OCP presents policies and strategies 

in areas of household and housing; jobs and business; mobility and access; arts, culture, 

and heritage; ecology and adaptability; parks and open space; recreational and cultural 

facilities; social equity and community services; infrastructure and utilities; and public 

realm and public life (City of Richmond, 2009). In the following paragraphs, I will present 

aspects of these planning topics in the OCP that relate to the experience of residents of 

community housing in the public realm and for community building and social uses and 

outcomes.  

As mentioned above, one of the considerations in response to the growing 

population of the City Centre area is providing housing and developing a surrounding 

neighbourhood and public realm that respond to the needs of the communities living 

there. CCAP presents components of these needs to support the development of the 
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complete communities. These include housing choices for a diverse socio-economic 

population (e.g., all income levels, ages, and household types). In this regard, 

Richmond’s Affordable Housing Strategy establishes policies, priorities, and tools 

towards provision of affordable housing for people whose needs are not being met by 

the market. One of these policies is the Low-End-Market Rental (LEMR) housing for 

middle-to low-income residents. The policy requires that any development that includes 

60 residential units or more allocates 10% of total residential floor area to LEMR (City of 

Richmond, 2009, 2018). Rivermark, the case study of this research, is a LEMR that is 

part of phase two of the mixed-use River Park Place development. It was built as a 

requirement of rezoning and towards contribution to affordable housing, using the 2007 

version of the AHS which mandated 5% of total residential floor area to LEMR when a 

development included 80 residential units or more (City of Richmond, 2007).  

This development includes 300 residential units, 269 of which are market 

dwellings in two towers, a mid-rise building along River Road, and five townhouses. 31 

of the total units are affordable LEMR in a stand-alone building (figure 11).  

 

Figure 11. River Park Place Development (Reference: Rivermark 
Development Permit, City of Richmond, 2016). 
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Rivermark unit rents are below-market, secured by a housing agreement. Figure 

12 shows the Median Household Income. Based on this map, the median household 

income in the purple area where Rivermark is located is between $19,000 to $65,900. 

The population in the dissemination block 6 where Rivermark is located, is 3,502, 

representing 1,814 households. In this more specific dissemination area, the median 

household income is about $46,000 per household, per year for this area, in 2021 

(Census Mapper, 2022; esri, 2021). The map also shows that a significant proportion of 

households with the stated median household income range likely lives in the City 

Centre Area. The household income limits and rent range based on the most recent 

update on the housing provider’s website, Catalyst, for the Rivermark building are shown 

in table 1. 

 

 
6 A dissemination block (DB) is the smallest geographic unit surrounded by roads and boundaries 
in all sides and for which population and dwelling counts are disseminated. Dissemination blocks 
cover all the territory of Canada (Statistics Canada, 2018). 

Figure 12. 2021 median household income (Created by author in ArcGIS 
Online). 
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Table 1. Maximum qualifying household income and rent range, Rivermark 
(Reference: Catalyst Website). 

Unit Type Maximum Qualifying Household 

Income (2019) 

Rent as per HILs rate 

calculation 

1 Bedroom $57,500 $1,287.50 

2 Bedroom $69,000 $1,575.00 

3 Bedroom $80,000 $1,837.50 

Out of 31 units, Rivermark has 18 one-bedroom units, 10 two-bedroom, and 3 

three-bedroom units. Four floors of the overall six floors of Rivermark are dedicated to 

residential units and the first and second floors of this mixed-use development include 

the entrance lobby area, retail and pedestrian-oriented commercial uses at grade with 

office uses on the second floor (figure 13) (City of Richmond, 2016). 

Another objective of the CCAP is to create higher density housing that relates to 

the public realm, with useable private outdoor space and access to well-designed semi-

private space with natural features and on-site amenities that are larger and adaptable 

for the shared use of residents and their pets. These features aim to enhance 

neighbourhood livability by providing residents with respite from urban life, secure 

children’s play and recreation areas, room for parties and other shared activities. For 

Figure 13. Rivermark on the right and market housing tower on the left. The 
parking lot belongs to Richmond Curling Club Centre (Photo by 
author, September 2020). 
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example, one of strategies encourages the creation of residential outdoor amenity space 

via offering an additional 10% (minimum) of net development site area for shared garden 

plots and related activities and services (e.g., storage, water) (City of Richmond, 2009).  

CCAP requirements for on-site shared spaces are reflected in Rivermark’s 

Development Permit (DP). In fact, Rivermark’s design detailed in the DP provides a 

good fit with the specifications of the OCP and City Centre Area Plan, the Zoning Bylaw, 

and the surrounding Oval Village community. One of the satisfactory features approved 

by the City Council was that: 

Tenants of affordable housing will have unrestricted use of the podium 
rooftop outdoor amenity space (shared with market residents) 
accommodating children’s playground, garden plots with hose bibs, a 
children’s potting bench, BBQ, dining, fire pit, tai chai area, putting green, 
and open lawn. The rooftop outdoor amenity will be accessible from the 
affordable housing building’s main indoor amenity space and framed by 
private patios (City of Richmond, 2016). 

This shared outdoor amenity space combined with the market housing-specific 

outdoor rooftop garden, are in total 30% larger than minimum OCP requirements (2,349 

m2/25,284 ft2 versus 1,800 m2/19,375 ft2 required). In addition, in order to meet the 

requirements of city staff review prior to rezoning, the developer was asked to take into 

account the way the low-rise portion of the project’s podium frontages can best fit with its 

taller portions. The urban design strategy that the Rivermark developer took into 

consideration regarding these spaces was to frame the rooftop outdoor amenity space 

with 2-3 storey building elements on its north and south and towers on its east and west. 

This design aimed to maximize sun exposure for the outdoor space, to complement 

landscape features of the rooftop garden and to enhance the residential amenity and 

visual appeal for residents of upper-floor levels and their neighbours (City of Richmond, 

2016). 

Another aspect of Rivermark urban design related to meeting the requirement for 

connection with the public realm via an attractive residential interface with Pearson Way. 

The developer sought to meet these requirements by the following design consideration: 

Along Pearson Way’s south leg, the affordable housing building is entered 
by a lobby at grade that provides access to four storeys of units above a 
single level of pedestrian-oriented retail. This approach complements the 
anticipated future form of development on the south side of the street (e.g., 
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by others on the Richmond Winter Club site), while buffering the residential 
units from street level activities and contributing towards a pedestrian-
friendly streetscape (City of Richmond, 2016). 

Moreover, CCAP encourages increasing the indoor amenity spaces of larger 

projects to provide space for recreation facilities such as indoor pools and gyms (City of 

Richmond, 2009). In the Rivermark Development Permit Report, the net habitable area 

of the indoor amenity space area in this development meets or exceeds the minimum 

requirements established at rezoning. Rezoning requirements for indoor amenity space 

for the affordable building were 70.0 m2 (753 ft2) as per the OCP. At 104.8 m2 (1,128 

ft2), the indoor amenity space area at Rivermark exceeds the rezoning requirement (City 

of Richmond, 2016). 

In terms of off-site amenities, CCAP seeks to locate parks, schools, recreational 

and library facilities, shopping, and other services, in a community service hubs7 or other 

complementary services model, particularly for childcare and other important close to 

home features. This strategy is intended to meet the day-to-day needs of residents, for 

public life pleasure, to connect residents to their neighbourhoods, and to facilitate 

different activities. These include necessary activities (e.g., grocery shopping, jobs, 

transit), optional activities (e.g., recreation), and social activities (e.g., hanging out, 

talking, watching, experiencing, cultural exchange). By knitting together these activities 

and neighbourhood places, the CCAP seeks to maximize social and community benefits 

(City of Richmond, 2009). 

In addition, there is a focus on green and safe neighbourhoods and public 

spaces around high-amenity village cores with natural landscaping, pedestrian friendly 

streets with trees, boulevard, pedestrian lighting, narrower street crossings, conveniently 

timed pedestrian signals and wayfinding signage, bike-friendly and accessible design 

features and appealing landscaping, all to promote a culture of walking, cycling, and 

rolling. To promote the presence of people and generation of activities on the street and 

grade level public areas, the plan also encourages pedestrian-oriented retail and 

 
7 “Community service hubs involve the co-location of two or more compatible community services 
to better serve the needs of residents while strengthening the capacity of participating agencies. 
Community service hubs may target specific populations or mandates (e.g., early childhood, 
youth, seniors) or provide services to a wide spectrum of community members.” (City of Richmond, 
2009) 



 

48 

sidewalks and discourages internal shopping malls that remove people from the streets 

(City of Richmond, 2009). In relation to the goals of CCAP towards the creation of 

pedestrian-oriented retail and sidewalks, the developer was required to explore 

opportunities to create vibrant retail streetscapes that contribute to the animation, 

pedestrian amenity, and commercial success of the development and its surroundings. 

The developer sought to meet these requirements at the Development Permit stage by 

allocating ground-floor, pedestrian-oriented retail uses on three sides of this phase of 

development at grade with a restaurant on Pearson Way, and office space above to 

contribute to continuous pedestrian activities and retail viability, and visual appeal. 

Moreover, as Oval Village development is encouraged to connect to the river (in form 

and character), the developer in the streetscape design concept of “River Park Place” 

included special boulevard treatment (e.g., permeable paving, planting pockets), street 

trees, decorative lighting, and enhanced pedestrian walkways, and bike paths to improve 

access to the riverfront amenities, provide for a pedestrian-friendly urban setting, and 

complement the Oval and local commercial uses. Also, in the DP, the minimum number 

of parking spaces and class 1 bike storage for Rivermark was mandated by the City in 

compliance with the OCP and zoning bylaw. Accordingly, the developer was required to 

allocate a minimum of 25 parking spaces and 39 class 1 bike storage spaces which was 

met (City of Richmond, 2016). 

The CCAP objectives also relate to the needs and experiences of Richmond’s 

culturally-diverse residents in the neighbourhood by making mention of the need to 

support Asian businesses and cultural centres. This is not a surprise, considering the 

fact that City Centre had the highest number of recent immigrants among planning areas 

in the 2016 Census, with immigration source countries among the leading Asian 

countries of origin including China, Philippines, Hong Kong and the top languages (other 

than English) spoken at home being Cantonese, Mandarin, and Tagalog. Also, to use 

the capacity and opportunity of this mixed-culture environment, one of the growth and 

development objectives in this plan has been supporting arts, culture, and heritage uses 

such as through dining, theatre, galleries, retail, education and festivals and provision of 

people- and art-friendly facilities and public spaces that connect communities, provide 

places for cultural and social exchange and showcase local artists to strengthen civic 

pride and community identity (City of Richmond, 2009, 2019c, 2021).  
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As mentioned earlier, one of the main focuses of Oval Village in the planning 

framework is sports and recreation. Among the recreational facilities in Oval Village, 

completion of Middle Arm Park to serve as an iconic “Jewel In The Crown” along with the 

Oval are planned to increase the attractiveness and function of the City Centre area. 

Making riverfront a signature of the City Centre’s public realm and an uninterrupted 

public waterfront is one of the goals of the CCAP, so that residents have maximal 

opportunities to view and experience the river (City of Richmond, 2009, 2012). Figure 14 

is a map of Oval Village and shows some of the planning foci of the Village including 

recreation and park uses. The yellow area is the Rivermark development site. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.1. Housing and neighbourhood public realm performance 

In the previous section, I presented the requirements and suggestions of the 

Rivermark development and City Centre Area plan to achieve the goals of complete 

communities and to provide high-quality amenities close to home. Learning about the 

Figure 14. Oval Village Map (Reference: Official Community 
Plan, City of Richmond, 2009). 
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utilization of public and semi-public spaces, following their allocation in design and 

development of a neighbourhood and community, is needed to unpack how these 

spaces grow beyond their potential or why they become underutilized. In this section, 

therefore, I present the findings of how the Rivermark shared amenities and Oval 

Village/City Centre urban design features are performing, based on the lived 

experiences of Rivermark residents who participated in this study. I have categorized the 

results of building and neighbourhood public realm performance into three categories: 

Performance of Rivermark development; Performance of neighbourhood public realm; 

and Sociability. Some of these categories break into multiple sections for a detailed 

analysis of the results (figure 15). 
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Figure 15. Performance of shared and public realm in Rivermark and its 
neighbourhood broken into categories for presentation of the 
results (Reference: author)  
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4.1.1. Participant profile 

Before presenting the results, I provide the demographic profile of the research 

participants who were part of the online mapping exercise and semi structured 

interviews, as well as those who completed the Rivermark Tenant Survey. This profile 

provides data about the individuals and households’ living situation and some 

demographic information in conformity with the questions that were asked in the survey. 

Demographic conditions and characteristics may have impacted the way participants 

perceived their neighbourhood. 

According to the HNC 2020 Resident Survey with 11 Rivermark residents, the 

demographics of respondents are as follows: 

- Out of 11 residents, 6 were 25-34 years old, 3 respondents between 35-
44, and 2 people were 45-54 years old. 

- 6 were female, and 5 were male. 

- 6 people reported living in 1-bedroom units, and 5 said they live in 2-
bedroom apartments. 

- 1 person reported having one child under 18 and one person reported 
having two children under the age of 18. The rest of 9 respondents reported 
having no children. 

- 4 out of 11 said that they were born in Canada, and 5 reported that they 
immigrated to Canada. Only one of the immigrations was recent (less than 
10 years). 

- 8 people lived in Vancouver, just before moving to Rivermark. 1 person 
moved to Richmond from Surrey, and 2 people had moved from within 
Richmond.  

Overall, 8 people participated in the Online Mapping exercise and 6 of them 

proceeded with the follow-up interviews. Participants of this exercise were seniors, 

young adults, young couples and single mothers who lived with their children. All 

participants lived in either one- or two-bedroom units. The majority lived with their pets 

and lived in a unit facing the Rivermark rooftop garden. Except for the two young 

couples, the rest of participants used their car to commute and only walked for leisure. 7 

out of 8 who participated in this mapping exercise lived in Richmond before moving to 

Rivermark. The breakdown of each participant’s characteristics is presented below: 
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Participant F   

F is a female in her 20s who is a university student. She lives in a single-person 

household with her dog, in a 1-bedroom unit, facing Pearson Way. She used to live in a 

house in Vancouver before moving to this apartment. F’s first language is Cantonese. 

Participant F added 19 pinpoints to her map before the interviews. 

Participant K 

K is a single mother in her 20s, living with her 5-year-old son in a 2-bedroom unit 

with den. They live in an apartment facing the building’s shared garden. Before moving 

to Rivermark, they lived on the southeast side of Richmond. Her work is a combination 

of working from home and going to the office, because of Covid. Before Covid, she used 

to work at an office all the time. Her primary mode of transportation is driving her own 

car everywhere, including to her workplace and her son’s daycare. K’s first language is 

English. K participated in the online mapping activity by adding 5 pinpoints to the map 

before the interview. 

Participant W 

She is living with her husband in a 1-bedroom apartment, facing the rooftop 

garden of the building. They have two cats living with them in the apartment. Prior to 

moving to Rivermark, they lived in a neighbourhood in Richmond, close to Steveston 

(Southern district of Richmond). Participant W is in her early 30s and her first language 

is English and she was born and raised in Canada. Participant W did the mapping 

activity before the interview and added 17 pinpoints to the online map. 

Participant B  

Participant B is in his early 30s and has been living in Richmond for three years 

now. Before that, he used to live in Vancouver. He is originally from Asia and moved to 

Canada in the 90s. He works from home and his primary modes of transportation are 

riding his bicycle and walking. With his wife, they lived in a neighbourhood in south of 

Richmond, before moving to Rivermark. Participant B added 45 pinpoints to the map 

before the interviews. 
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Participant A 

She is a single mom in her early 30s and lives in a 1-bedroom and den 

apartment with her 14 year old son. She used to work in-person, but recently left the job 

to go back to school. Her unit faces the rooftop garden of the building. Before moving to 

Rivermark, they used to live in another area in Richmond. They own a car and she uses 

it for her commute. Her son uses public transportation for his daily commutes. Their first 

language is English. Participant A added 6 pinpoints to the online map facilitated by the 

researcher during the interview. 

Participant P 

P is a university student, in her 20s, living with her parents and their dog. Their 

first language is Cantonese, and they used to live in another home in the same area 

(City Centre) in Richmond, before moving to Rivermark. They live in a 2-bedroom unit in 

Rivermark and their unit faces the rooftop garden. Participant P participated in the 

mapping activity by adding 36 pinpoints to the map before the interviews. 

Participant R 

Participant R is a male senior. His first language is Cantonese, and his daughter 

helped him with participating in the mapping exercise. Participant R added 10 pinpoints 

to the map but did not join the follow-up interview. 

Participant T 

Participant T is a female senior. She lives with a chronic illness. Her first 

language is Cantonese, and her daughter helped her participate in the mapping 

exercise. She added 5 pinpoints to the online mapping but did not participate in the 

semi-structured interviews. 

4.1.2. Performance of Rivermark shared and semi-public spaces 

In this section, I present the results of the study in terms of the ways that 

Rivermark’s shared and semi-public spaces performed based on the lived daily 

experiences of residents who participated in this research and how they meet the goals 

and requirements of the OCP, CCAP, and DP. In particular, I present what design 
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features impacted the ways that allocated semi-public spaces in this development are 

used, customized, or underutilized by the residents. I categorized these spaces into the 

following groups: Performance of on-site shared amenity spaces; Performance of 

entrance lobby; Performance of balconies and storage rooms; Performance of retail 

uses; Performance of parking spaces.

Performance of on-site shared amenity spaces 

Participants reported that the rooftop garden is empty and quiet most of the time. 

They stated some factors such as the design of the space and personal preferences 

leading to less frequent use. For example, the fact that the rooftop garden is in the 

centre of the buildings and there are too many eyes on this space made some residents 

uncomfortable to use them.  

Participant B: “It’s very weird, I'm not sure why we don't use it more 
often. I think part of the reason is that I feel a little self-conscious when 
I'm down there. It's like an atrium and everyone in all the other buildings 
can see you if you're there. I like to observe what's going on down there 
sometimes. I think I don't wanna be observed by others. It's not 
necessarily like you can see people looking at you, it’s just the 
knowledge that if anybody would look out, they would see you.” 

Another participant echoed how the rooftop garden does not feel comfortable 

because of being located in the centre of all the surrounding buildings. However, they 

believed it performs as a nice place for children and they observed kids playing there, 

and some neighbours from the other buildings walking their dogs. 

Participant A: “I have been to the rooftop garden just once to take a 
look. I do not go there because there are lots of plants and I’m allergic 
to pollen and then there are lots of bees and dead bees on the pavement 
and I feel like it’s right in the middle of all of our neighbours so then I 
cannot be that loud and if I were to be that loud with my friends, then 
we probably get recognized for being loud people. I guess we could just 
hang out in the courtyard. But I feel kind of confined within a smaller 
space. But if my kid was smaller, younger, then it would be a nice place 
to play. My son (14-year-old) does not go there, he prefers bigger fields. 
I do not think a lot of people use it, emm I think it is pretty empty most 
of the time, but some mornings, I would see people walking their dogs 
or even at night, they would walk their dogs, or young kids play there 
in the morning, I can hear them but other than that, people don’t really 
go there.” 
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Similar to the previous comments pointing to preference for larger fields 

compared to the building’s outdoor space, some other participants also preferred to go 

for longer walks outside the building, in the neighbourhood, on a trail, or in a park. 

Participant P: “I don't go there (rooftop garden), I rarely go there. 
Actually, because the door is close, I mean like what I should say is like, 
if I go out, I would just go out of building rather than just go down to 
the roof garden to walk, I think I will go to the trail like for a longer 
more field, rather than like within the garden, that’s my preference. Trail 
has more field and longer, but the garden is kind of small right you 
know.” 

Participant B: “We do not use the rooftop garden as much as we 
thought we would, when we moved in. I don't know why! It's a nice little 
space but I think we just prefer to go out as we typically go for a longer 
walk when we go out.” 

There were also some functional problems, making access to this shared garden 

inconvenient for some residents. This problem was later fixed by the building manager. 

Participant B: “It's very quiet most of the time, occasionally we see 
children play. Occasionally we see people take short walks around but 
mostly it's very quiet. initially it wasn't accessible 'cause the door that 
led to the garden from our building didn't function so if you walked in 
there you couldn't come back out 'cause the fob didn’t work and you 
had to go to the emergency exit and you would come out from the 
parking lot of a different building hahaha. It was the first couple of 
months, a lot of people in our building were like oh I went there, and I 
was locked out and find my way out through a different building parking 
lot area.” 

Participants then brought up reasons that facilitated their use of some of these 

spaces and the values of the design that they offer. These include the rooftop garden 

being a space to walk when the road condition is not good due to the weather, easy 

access to the roof garden from some of the units, children’s access to the playground, 

and the gardening pot in this space. For example, one of the participants stated that her 

parents would go for a walk there, if the road condition outside is not ideal. 

Participant P: “If the weather is not good and if the outside road is 
very slippery, or not in good condition, they (my parents) would like to 
go to the roof garden and have a walk.” 

One of the participants, who has a small child, was satisfied with having such a 

space next to their patio so that her child can go out and play easily. 
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Participant K: “My patio is the roof garden, so it is very good for my 
son. He can just go ride his bike and go play in the park and in the 
summertime, he really liked to go outside all the time and all I have to 
do is to keep the door open and he running around.” 

When I asked how it feels in terms of privacy being on the ground floor of the 

rooftop garden, she believed it is private enough because of the small trees between the 

unit and the garden.  

“I like it, I find it very easy for us and in all honesty, it has little trees 
there so it blocks it off so my son never goes around and he like go 
through the trees and it is a private exit. I mean I do see people walking 
and stuff but it doesn't really bother me, so I like it.” 

Some other built form characteristics in the shared open space in Rivermark for 

participants included the view from units on the side of the building facing the rooftop 

garden and the quietness. 7 out of 8 of the participants lived in units facing the shared 

rooftop garden. When I asked them about their preferences regarding their unit’s 

position in the building, they were all satisfied with the view and quiet that it offers. 

Participant A: “I prefer this side, cause it’s more quiet.” 

Participant W: “We're lucky that we're looking into the garden instead 
of out into the parking lot. That would not be as nearly as nice of a 
view.” 

Another valuable feature in the rooftop garden from some of the participants’ 

perspective was the gardening plot allocated in this area that provided a nice space for 

picking vegetables and fruits. 

Participant K: “One thing that was really cool in the summer that I 
didn't realize is that in all the patio this area where we are and outside 
too by the plants, they have strawberries. So, it had little strawberry 
plants, so my son was picking strawberries all weekend and he was very 
happy.” 

Participant W: “I guess I used to go to the rooftop garden a little bit 
more often just to kind of go for a little walk around there and there are 
some herbs growing out there. So, I mean a lot of the herbs that I need 
I kind of already grow (in the community garden outside the building). 
So, I don't really need to harvest from the rooftop garden but there is 
like a little space where you can go and harvest herbs which I think is 
really nice. I used to do that although I haven't really been going there 
for the past few months, I'm not sure why it just sort of never occurs to 
me.” 
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Based on what residents experienced, the outdoor rooftop garden provides a 

secure children’s play area and some playground facilities and has been useable and 

performing well for families with small children and for seniors to walk. This outdoor 

space has also been very positively experienced in terms of view, landscaping, creating 

visual appeal for the residents in the units facing this side of the building. Also, 

connection and access of the grade level units’ patios to the outdoor area added 

convenience to the physical space available to a mother with her small kid. These have 

been meeting the expectations of CCAP and DP to a large extent. However, the lived 

experiences show that the outdoor rooftop garden is not being used to its full potential as 

expected in the plans and it has been observed as an empty space most of the time, 

regardless of the net area of the space being above the minimum requirement of CCAP. 

Although the rooftop garden was performing as a place for short walks for a senior 

couple, especially when the weather made off-site sidewalk conditions treacherous, it 

has not replaced the public neighbourhood green space and walking trails for all. The 

reasons included the on-site outdoor space being insufficient to accommodate most 

participants’ daily walk. Also, although the goals of maximum sun exposure and visual 

appeal for upper floor neighbours were met through this outdoor patio as considered in 

the DP, being surrounded by many buildings reduced the privacy and feelings of comfort 

in using the space for lingering, among younger adult participants who did not have 

small children.  

Performance of entrance lobby 

Rivermark entrance lobby is not 

equipped with furniture and has been 

experienced by participants as an indoor-

outdoor transition and passing-though space to 

the residential units on the upper floors. The 

entrance lobby has not been perceived as a 

waiting room or an area to socialize with 

neighbours. The bulletin boards in this space 

are used by the property manager and landlord 

to communicate with the residents regarding 

important notices and research study 

announcements/recruitment (see Figure 16).  

Figure 16. Entrance lobby to 
Rivermark 
(Reference: 
Rivermark 
Development Permit, 
City of Richmond, 
2016).
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Participant W: “There's kind of not really a place to wait I mean you 
could stand there if you wanna do, I guess but there's not much to do 
besides pick up your mail or just pass through and go to the elevator or 
the stairs or to go put your recycling away or something like that so no 
I just passed through it. I'm not sure how much time I would spend 
down there to be honest even if there was a place to sit, it's probably 
not the most likely place that I would go to sit there. There is a small 
like bulletin board so I think it's good that that's there for notices and 
stuff like that's one place that I might find out about this type of study.” 

Based on one of the participant’s experience, the bulletin board was also used as 

a communication platform by a neighbour who was moving out to give away some 

household items to other neighbours. This led to some interactions. 

Participant F: “I remember last month there was a tenant who was 
going to move out and she wrote a note on the bulletin board and she 
had free item giveaway and she left her phone number and listed all the 
items that she wanted to give away so if you are interested in any of 
them, please text me and I got a small cactus plant from her.” 

 

The mailboxes are also located along the 

lobby and lack of junk mail slot was brought up 

by one of the participants. Although the junk 

mailbox was missing, in my last visit to 

Rivermark, I noticed this problem was solved by 

adding a bin under the mailboxes for this 

purpose (figure 17).  

Participant K: “I just pass and go get 
my mail. Most times, in the buildings 
when you get the mail, there is a little 
slot for like the junk mail, we don't have 
it so I find people who are really lazy, 
they take the mail, either leave it there 
on the floor or leave it in the elevator or 
they just leave it around.” 

In the DP, the entrance lobby was mainly aimed to be designed as an access 

space to the four floors of affordable housing residential units above the grade, buffering 

the residential units from street-level activities, and contributing to a pedestrian-friendly 

streetscape. Based on what participants experienced, this space is a transitional space 

for them and not designed for other social activities. 

Figure 17. Bulletin board, 
mailboxes and the 
bin added for junk 
mail in the lobby area 
(Photo by author, 
April 2021). 
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Performance of balconies and storage rooms 

All the Rivermark units have private balconies, 50% of which face the building’s 

rooftop garden while the other half face the Winter Curling Club parking lot and 

Pearson’s Way. Only one out of eight research participants lived in a unit facing the 

parking lot and the rest lived in units facing the roof garden. When I explored how these 

quasi-open, quasi-private spaces are being utilized and customized by the residents, 

some participants mentioned spending time on the balcony for fresh air, to look outside, 

and to enjoy the view. Some used it for drying clothes and for pets, to bird watch, some 

to grow plants, and others as a storage. One of the participants reported that his dad 

enjoys being on the balcony and the home environment has been helping the healing 

process of her mother who is dealing with cancer.  

Participant P: “My dad and dog like to go to the balcony and then 
breathe just hang out there and watch the sky. They just enjoy the 
weather. Previously our home was not good, and the environment was 
not good, and my mom was really sick because like living in the 
surrounding area is not good and then she got like worse. Now, we 
moved here and then she got better, and she feel happier yeah because 
she has cancer and the environment really help patient getting better.” 

According to the direct observation of the building balconies, some residents tend 

to keep their bikes in these quasi-private spaces. Figure 18 and figure 19 show some 

examples of bikes and other stuff being stored on the balconies. 

 

Figure 19. Bicycle and other items 
stored in the balcony 
outdoor patio (Photo by 
author, April 2021). 

Figure 18. Bicycles stored in the 
balconies facing 
outdoor patio (Photo 
by author, Dec 2021).
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In this regard, one of the participants believes that Rivermark balconies are often 

used as a storage space for the residents and that she rarely sees neighbours on their 

balcony. 

Participant A: “No, I do not use my balcony, because I’m allergic to 
pollen, and in the summer, there are fireflies/dragonflies, so I don’t go 
out much. I think in our building it’s mostly for storage and for other 
buildings, they would sit, but not often, I have seen a few people sit out 
in other buildings, but not from my building, I don’t see my neighbours.” 

One of the participants who 

lived on the same floor as the garden, 

stated that she stores her child’s bike 

on the balcony so that he could play 

easily on the outdoor patio.  

Participant K: “Balcony is 
used right now as a storage 
that all of his (my son’s) bike 
and all of those stuff goes 
outside. I have a barbecue 
there, but I have not used it, 
so I have to get rid of it.” 

One of the participants that has a storage locker and believes that they do not 

prefer to use the balcony as a storage and instead leave enough space there for their 

cats. 

Participant W: “Well, we actually have a locker, so we keep our 
bicycles down in the locker just so that we don't you know use up the 
whole balcony space with storage and that way there's still room for the 
cats and my plants. So, we have a space for them to just kind of watch 
the birds and look outside.”  

However, not everybody at Rivermark has access to a storage locker. Based on 

the conversation with the landlord, Rivermark does not have bike storage for all units. 

Out of 31 units, 25 have storage lockers including bike storage, located in the large 

storage room of the building (figure 20). But, in the DP, the minimum requirement for 

class 1 bike storage was 39 spaces. 

A family with a storage locker for their bikes, found their balcony to be a good 

place to grow plants, and they appreciate the view, fresh air, and the nature they access 

through it. Moreover, they have a clothes drying rack on their balcony. They argue that 

Figure 20. Rivermark storage room 
(Photo by author).  
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this is one thing they need regardless of its appearance, which some neighbours might 

consider unpleasant.  

Participant B: “My wife has bunch of plants growing in our balcony now 
and it’s nice and yeah, we really like looking at garden for sure. There 
are lots of birds live there so in the morning you wake up with the birds 
which is pretty nice and our cats love being at the balcony and just 
looking at all the stuff that is going on, a lot of birds, a lot of bugs.” 

Participant W: “I do have a drying rack and I know it probably looks 
tacky but I do use it out on the balcony and if I need to dry clothes and 
towels and stuff and mostly when I go out to the balcony, it's to spend 
time with the plants or just to kind of look out and sort of be outside 
especially if it was ever stuffy inside, it's nice to get some fresh air easily 
that way and I think I've done a little bit of reading out there like I think 
I took my book out there once or twice.” 

The only participant who lives on the side of the Pearson’s Way Street reported 

only using the balcony for drying clothes. 

Participant F: “I didn't grow any plant; I don't have time to take care 
of so sometimes I will use my balcony to dry my clothes.”  

Additionally, according to the researchers’ observation of the Rivermark 

balconies which face Pearson’s Way, some of these are empty, and some are equipped 

with outdoor furniture. Some residents also keep their plants in this space (figure 21). 

 

Figure 21. Units' balconies facing Pearson's Way (Photo by author, 
December 2021). 
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The view, the visual appeal of the roof garden and the landscaping and access to 

fresh air for residents and their pets, and growing plants have been some of the main 

positive aspects and uses of the balconies in Rivermark’s design. These were some of 

the expectations noted within the DP. This experience was not the same for the one 

participant who lived in the unit facing Pearson Way. Moreover, balconies were used for 

storage and drying clothes and some residents stored their bikes in this space, which 

raises questions about shortages of infrastructure for these utilitarian purposes. 

Performance of retail uses  

River Park Place is a mixed-use development and there are retail/commercial 

spaces at the grade level allocated in the development. Among the street level 

amenities, a pet clinic/shop and an education centre have been opened or are under 

construction, located beside the main entrance of Rivermark. In relation to the allocation 

of these two retail uses, participants had different opinions. Pet owner participants all 

reported they are likely to use these pet service amenities and believed it is convenient 

to have it close to home. 

Participant W: “I didn't think that the pet centre had opened yet, 
maybe they are now, but one thing that we noticed was oh good if 
there's a pet centre downstairs then that's a good place if we need to 
take one of our cats to go get looked at least it'll be really close to where 
we live.” 

Participant P: “My parents think it’s convenient to have a pet clinic 
here for the residents who own pets. We want to use it, that is so close 
we definitely want to go there, we are waiting for it!” 

The other retail use in this development is the education centre beside the 

Rivermark entrance. Among the participants of this study only one of them had a small 

child who was 5 years old. Many of the participants did not notice or did not care about 

this facility. However, the one participant of this study with a 5-year-old child commented 

about this amenity and she reported not sending her son to this centre.  

Participant A: “Oh I just saw that childhood education centre. No, he 
doesn’t go there, they just opened now. My son has been in his daycare 
since he was two and a half, so he's been there for a while.” 

One of the participants raised concerns and hoped that the street in front of the 

building would not get crowded as an outcome of the education centre opening. 
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Participant T: “There is an education centre located next to our main 
entrance, hope the street won't get too busy.” 

Based on these experiences, participants found it convenient to have the pet 

services as part of the retail uses under Rivermark apartments. However, the education 

centre did not get any attention or positive feedback from them. Also, as opposed to the 

DP goals of turning this side of the development to a pedestrian-friendly use and 

contributing to the liveability of the environment, there was a concern about the 

crowdedness of the building frontage as a result of opening of such services. 

Performance of parking spaces 

Out of the five households who participated in this study, four had a car. Those 

with cars did not raise any concerns about their own secure parking spots in the building. 

However, there were concerns in relation to the availability of free visitors’ parking. Along 

Pearson’s Way in front of Rivermark, there are some public parking spaces as well that 

some participants believed are usually taken by residents or construction workers so that 

no free parking is left for visitors.  

Participant F: “We have street parking and I think sometimes it is hard 
to find the space especially on weekends at night, but you can pay for 
public parking, there is a lot of space yes 2 dollar per hour.” 

The concern regarding lack of visitor parking came up when I asked a participant 

for any suggestion for improvements in the neighbourhood. 

Participant K: “I guess that there's no visitor parking. Like all the 
visitor parking you have to pay for, or you have to find parking on the 
street. So when my dad and my mom visit me it is always hard for them 
to find parking or pay for parking. That is one thing I find frustrating.” 

I followed up the matter of parking space with another participant and she also 

agreed there is insufficient free parking in front of the building. 

Participant A: “The parking spots, that's trouble because there's only 
free parking around Pearson Way. So if those spots are taken, generally 
they are taken by residents or construction workers, those are very busy 
so when people come visit, they have to park further or they have to 
pay for parking at the building, but for me, since I have a spot then I’m 
okay.” 

Based on the experiences of research participants, although enough visitors 

parking exists in the Rivermark parking area, they are not free and as a result not ideal 



 

64 

when residents have guests. In the DP parking spaces for Rivermark visitors were 

allocated as shared with commercial “public” parking in the building (i.e. short-

term/hourly parking available to the general public for which the owner/operator may 

charge a user fee). Then, the free street parking on the Pearson Way is also often taken 

by construction workers and others.  

4.1.3. Performance of neighbourhood public realm 

In this section, I present the findings of the mapping exercise and follow-up 

interviews with participants to learn how the neighbourhood public realm performs based 

on lived and daily experiences. This section is categorized into performance of 15-

minutes neighbourhood, beyond 15-minute neighbourhood, and neghbourhood safety. 

These later will help to learn the extent to which the goals of 15-minute neighbourhoods 

and complete communities are met and are in compliance with the OCP and CCAP. 

Performance of 15-Minute Neighbourhood/Complete Community-Case of 
City Centre Area and Oval Village 

Data provided by the participants in the mapping and follow-up interviews 

consisted of spatial and non-spatial data. The eight Rivermark residents who 

participated in the mapping exercise added pinpoints to the digital map using the 

instruction booklet and the considerations of doing the activity. The pinpoints each 

represent a location in Richmond that participants were interested to talk about. The first 

analytical phase involved descriptive analysis and generation of visual outputs. Figure 

22 shows the colour-coded version of the map, each pinpoint’s colour representing one 

of the participants of the activity presented in the profile. The map shows that the 

number of pinpoints added to the map varies per participant, ranging from 5 to 45 

pinpoints.  
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The 141 pinpoints represent the location of places and incorporate some 

observations and comments by the participants, with some including pictures of the 

places attached to them as well. The locations that participants added to the map do not 

only consist of the places within walking distance of their homes, but also favorite spots 

and those where they visited a couple times via biking and driving, as well as places 

where they visited when living in their previous home. 

Although figure 22 shows the distribution of the pinpoints on the map, it does not 

present the total number of pinpoints, as some of them are overlapped at similar 

locations. Some of the locations have been chosen by more than one participant at the 

same time, as they were similar destinations. In order to give a clearer understanding of 

the number and density of the places and areas, where participants added their 

pinpoints, the two following maps are presented. Figure 23 presents the exact number of 

pinpoints on the map in different locations.  

Figure 22. A colour-coded overview of the participants’ pinpoints on the map 
(Created by the author in the ArcGIS Online). 
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Figure 24 is a heatmap of the location points and represent the density of the 

added points by participants in different areas. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 23. Number of pinpoints in locations added by participants 
(Created by the author in the ArcGIS Online). 
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In the 2020-2021 resident survey, 11 out of 12 participants living at Rivermark 

reported that the location of their homes in terms of access to services, public 

transportation, park, etc. was an important/very important factor in their decision to live 

there. Also, 8 out of 12 said that walkability/bike-ability of their neighbourhood was an 

important/very important factor in this regard. The locations that participants picked on 

the map helped to illustrate better the services and facilities within walking distance of 

their home that matter to them. Using network buffer analysis, I determined which 

participants’ pinpoints/locations were within the 15-minute walking distance of their 

home, Rivermark. With the Overlay Layers function of the ArcGIS online, on the 15-

Figure 24. Heatmap of the pinpoints added by participants (Created by 
author in ArcGIS Online). 
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minute walking network buffer, 94 points were found, meaning that the participants 

visited these places regularly within 15 minutes walking distance of Rivermark. The 15-

minute radius was defined after participants added their point to the map and it was not 

given to them in advance. Although the majority of the points within this radius were 

places that people reported walking to, there were a few locations that participants 

reported driving/biking regardless of falling within the 15-minute walking distance of their 

homes. Figure 25 shows the map created through this analysis. 

Data from these 94 points on the map have been categorized and coded to 

reflect the lived experiences of participants drawn from the mapping exercise and follow-

up interviews on how the public realm and facilities perform. The first part of the 

interviews specifically focused on following up the pinpoints that participants added and 

elaborating on their comments. Therefore, they were used and categorized along with 

the map data to support their perceptions and experiences of the places they visited in 

the neighbourhood.  

Figure 25. 15-minute walking travel from Rivermark building (Created by 
author in ArcGIS online). 
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There are two types of regular and important places that participants picked up 

on the map. These are first, places for recreation and leisure (third places) which include 

popular walking routes; recreational and sport facilities; parks; arts and culture places 

and features (e.g., mural, library); places for food, café, and restaurant; some leisure 

shopping places. The second type of places are those to access core needs which 

include pet services (e.g., pet clinic, store); health care services; transportation (e.g., 

public transportation); education centres; and other daily services (e.g., bank, post 

office). These categories of spaces were not specifically given to the participants in 

advance, and I classified them in the process of analysing data, as they were repeated. 

In the following, I present the categories of places based on these two groups.   

Third place: Popular Walking Routes, Parks, Recreation 

The majority of the comments and pinpoints on the online map were added along 

the Middle Arm Recreational Trail and Waterfront Greenway. This path has been one of 

the “favorites” and “usual/weekly” walking routes for the participants of this study and 

observed as a popular cycling route for people as well (figure 26 and 27). 

 

Participants mentioned their observation of the natural environments including 

wildlife and the “nice view to the river” (figure 28). 

Figure 27. Cyclists along the river 
wall, captured by 
participant P. 

Figure 26. View of the river and the 
seating areas along the 
Middle Arm Recreational 
Trail, by participant P. 
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Participant B: “The River Rd walkway, along the River, north of our 
apartment, that's always very very popular when we go out for walks. 

Several features and elements about the built environment of this place were 

mentioned on the map, during the interviews and the photos attached, including the 

design of banners, and signs, maintenance, bike-friendly and pedestrian-friendly 

features, aesthetic aspects, ample space, and distance from noise pollution. One of the 

families feels a sense of belonging to this walking trail as it has been their walking 

destination since they lived in their previous home.

Participant P: “There is a lot of tree shades along the way. You can 
view the Fraser River. There are a lot of seating areas and it’s a good 
place to exercise or solitary. This walkway has a nice view to the river, 
is spacious, well-designed, well-maintained, and clean. I like the design 
of street banners; they are different in different areas. This Riverwalk is 
also a popular cycling path. Even before COVID when we lived in another 
home, we drove to this trail, but now we are in a walking distance to it. 
It’s been a long-time favorite for us.” 

Two participants responded that this regular walking route is an uninterrupted 

walkway which is comfortable and spacious and provides a feeling of being away from 

the city. 

Participant A: “I guess it's sort of away from cars. I know we can still 
see the cars and but it's a little bit of nature that we get in the area and 
then it is just like a very comfortable flat land that we can just walk 

Figure 28. Participants’ comments on the online map along their regular 
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without being disturbed. I think it's a popular spot but it's not so popular 
that I feel that we can't do social distancing, it's popular as in people 
know about it but the times that I go, there's plenty of room like it's not 
like I walk alongside somebody, it's just everybody has their own space, 
and nobody feels suffocated I feel.” 

Participant B: “They both have great scenery (River Rd walkway and 
West dyke trail) and they both also feel further away from the cityscape. 
So, in Rivermark immediate neighbourhood like the Olympic Oval, there 
is a lot of construction going on, a lot of new tall apartments coming in, 
like it's busy and it's an area that's getting busier and it has gotten 
busier in the past year that we've been here right but if you just you 
know like take a 5-minute walk towards the river, suddenly it feels less 
like super busy city so probably it’s one of the reasons that people like 
it and it's also the only nice walk around. I mean people follow the 
infrastructure right, so River Road is really the only walkway that's 
uninterrupted for a long while. Uninterrupted by you know crossings or 
roads or traffic so all that stuff. A lot of people also go to the Minoru 
Park which is South of our apartment, but to get there you have to walk 
like 15 minutes and it's also right through busy traffic and stuff.” 

Along the path, some recreational and sport facilities and playgrounds have been 

noticed/experienced by the participants. Some other aspects of the built environment 

that participants added to the map were the supportive facilities and features of the trail 

including the “family friendly signs”, “public washroom”, and “children’s playground”. One 

example of the signs that a participant captured is the Smoke-free Zone sign next to the 

children’s playground (figure 29 and 30). 

 

 

Figure 30. “Family friendly 
sign”, by 
participant P. 

Figure 29. Public washroom and 
children’s playground along 
the Trail, by participant P. 
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Another observation of the built environment of the trail was related to the arts 

and culture features such as “Iconic Olympic related sculpture”, “interesting art pieces”, 

“interactive playground” (figure 31), the “amphitheatre”, and the “UBC Boathouse” (figure 

32).  

Participant W: “I have said/sang 
silly things into these instruments 
(to get the amplified, strange-
sounding 'echo' back to me.” 

Participant B: “There is a 
monthly drum circle gathering 
here in the little amphitheater.” 

Participant P: “UBC Boathouse 
has a nice design. It is one of the 
landmarks in this trail.”  

Participant K: There is a small 
playground here that is shaped like 
a boat. It makes cool sounds. my 
son loves it. It is nice to walk 
around and has beautiful water 
views.” 

 

 

In front of Rivermark, there is Richmond Winter Curling Club with a large parking lot. 

This place has been pointed out by three of the participants on their daily walk. One 

participant took pictures of the murals on the buildings while walking in the 

Figure 31. Interactive playground 
along the Middle Arm trail, 
captured by participant P.

Figure 32. UBC Boathouse, by 
participant P.
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neighbourhood (figure 33). The other 

participant appreciated the open space in 

front of this building which is a parking lot, 

because of the sun exposure and air 

circulation it allows for Rivermark Around 

this building has also been a place for 

regular walks of one of the dog owners 

who also mentioned her observation of 

wildlife. However, for longer walks, the 

Oval is her walking destination (figure 34).  

 

Participant F: 
“Sometimes I will take 
my dogs to walk there 
(Olympic Oval) if I want 
to get more sunshine or 
more walking, I will go 
to Olympic Oval.” 

 

 

Olympic Oval has been another regular walking path for many of the participants. 

The street is where their walking starts (figure 35) and some considered it as part of the 

walking path to the riverside trail (figure 36). One of the participants explained her 

walking route and believed it is safe to walk there. 

Participant K: “I go to Holly Bridge Way the front of the building is 
Pearson Way, so I walk to Pearson’s Way like the corner and then up 
Holy Bridge way and then River Rd. It is all sidewalk, and it is safe.” 

Figure 33. Richmond Curling Club, 
by participant P: “Not 
many murals in 
Richmond, this is a good 

Figure 34. Participants’ comments on the 
online map about the Richmond 
Curling Club building. 
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She then added that the Oval’s surroundings is a daily walking spot for her and 

her 5-year-old son, depending on the weather conditions. Her son takes his bike or 

scooter, and they spend a couple of hours there. Another participant reported his 

observation of the wildlife on the walking route in this location: 

Participant B: “On some evenings, you can see a rookery of herons in 
the trees along this street.” 

 

 

Olympic Oval was not only a walking place for some participants but one of the 

places considered as landmark of the neighbourhood and known for the recreational 

facilities it offers to the community. 

Participant F: “I would say maybe the landmark of my neighbourhood 
is Oval. Every time when people ask me where I live, I say Richmond 
and then they ask which part of Richmond all I would say near Oval. 
Yeah, I think most people will know this place, although I knew this 
place after I moved here.” 

As discussed in the previous section, this participant took her dog for a walk 

there. However, the facilities inside the building were not something she is interested to 

use due to perceived unaffordability. 

Figure 35. The small bridge along the walking route 
to the Oval captured by participant P.

Figure 36. Regular 
walking 
route by 
participant 
P. 
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“I only went there (Olympic Oval) once, into the building. I remember 
because at that time I was planning to take a yoga class, I went there 
and actually their price is too high, so I didn't take class there.” 

Some other participants also commented about and explained the facilities and 

features of the Oval such as volleyball area (figure 37), climbing walls and ping pong 

tables they were using or aware of and recommended to others on the collaborative 

map. Covid-19 restrictions were brought up as a barrier for participation in some of the 

facilities’ programs. 

Participant P: “Couple months ago, before the lockdown before the 
new measure (Covid) exercise, I went to Richmond Oval because they 
have sales for their monthly passes, so I bought a pass but in the middle 
of the pass, the measure (Covid) changed so they canceled their in-
person class and then I was like even though they offer online but I was 
lazy.” 

Participant F: “Their climbing wall is amazing! However, I can only 
climb the practice wall that lowers to 45 degrees.” 

Participant P: “They have outdoor Ping Pong tables. I heard Olympic 
Oval offer discount for our neighbourhood, will check it out later” (Figure 
38). 

Figure 38. The ping pong table on the right 
side of the photo in the Olympic 
Oval captured by participant P. Figure 37. Comment 

about 
Richmond 
Olympic 
Oval on the 
map. 
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Participants located several other recreational facilities, including sport facilities, 

within the 15-minutes walking distance of their home. These included the gun club, 

badminton areas, and fitness and community centres. One of the participants made a 

comparison of different fitness centres. According to these, the Fitness World, which is a 

private facility, was not affordable; the participant complained about the up-selling and 

marketing practices. He believed the City Centre Community Centre was the best option 

both in terms of price as well as the diversity of programs for different demographics 

(figure 39). Similarly, another participant expressed her interest of using the fitness 

facilities of the City Centre Community Centre.  

Participant W: “I look forward to being able to use the fitness facility 
here (City Centre Community Centre at Minoru Boulevard) when the 
pandemic danger is over. I'd like to use an elliptical trainer (especially 
if it's too rainy to exercise outdoors) and other gym equipment. I used 
to use a different city facility before I moved.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One Rivermark family uses the public amenities and facilities of the 

neighbourhood to play sports. 

Participant A: “I play badminton, so there are a few venues in our area 
behind Superstore which is Number 3 and Alderbridge area it's very 
close it's called Drive so it's literally behind Superstore. And then 
another one called ClearOne and those are for public.” 

Figure 39. Participants’ comments about some 
fitness facilities of the neighbourhood on 
the online map
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Participants identified Minoru Park as one of the popular spots in the City Centre 

area. This park has been a place for sport activities, very walkable, and recommended 

for dog-walking by participants (figure 40). It offers sport facilities which some 

participants reported using.  

Participant A: “I play sports and then my 
son plays sports too. When he plays, he 
goes to Minoru Oval so with that is on 
Minoru and Granville. I think it’s between 
Granville and Westminster. There's also 
another park that's connected to the Oval 
and it's called Minoru but then it’s closer to 
Gateway theatre, in between Westminster 
and Granville on Gilbert so there’s a bunch 
of tennis courts there and there’s also really 
big soccer fields there.”  

Participants’ comments show that this park is 

usually busy with people walking/dog-walking. Also, 

it is not a very bike-friendly place. 

Participant B: “Lovely park, but gets 
crowded at certain times during the day 
(morning, evening) and on the weekends. 
Lots of bunnies and ducks and geese.” 

Participant W: “Nice place to walk through (I walk there occasionally, 
but it’s not my typical walking route). I used to also bike through here 
sometimes on the way from my place to somewhere else, but it can be 
hard to navigate safely on a bike when there is a lot of foot traffic. Nicer 
to walk.” 

Overall, when asking what features and qualities participants looked for when 

choosing a place for leisure and pleasure, Participant W echoed the importance of free 

access as well as proximity and accessibility. Proximity was especially important to them 

as this family did not have a car: 

“Definitely free, so some place I don’t have to pay to get into or you 
know they don’t expect you to buy something, definitely that and then 
easy to get too, so walking or biking, I don’t mind biking but like I said 
I don’t have a car so I wouldn’t go very far.” 

Figure 40. Dog walking 
place 
recommended by 
participant F. 
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Finally, there was a suggestion for improvement of trails and parks in the 

neighbourhood, and particularly for asking the City of Richmond to add dog waste bag 

dispensers along the path. The participant sent me a sample picture of one to explain 

her idea (figure 41). She believed that Richmond is a popular dog city and having such 

infrastructure would help the city’s trails and parks look cleaner. 

Participant P: “I think, I will suggest that 
City of Richmond, will put some of those 
poles with plastic bags for dogs poop so 
people can pick up after their dogs. There 
are some irresponsible people that do not 
pick up after their dog and they will affect 
the impression of other responsible dog 
owners. I think Richmond is a very dog 
popular place, we have so many pet shops 
here in the neighbourhood. So, I think 
maybe some people forget to bring their 
doggy bags but City of Richmond can put 
on some free plastic bags available in the 
trails and parks like the ones in the 
Steveston.” 

 

 

Based on the experiences of residents, walking routes, parks, and sport facilities 

have been neighbourhood places for optional and social activities for many participants. 

All of the participants identified at least one of these categories of places they visited 

regularly for pleasure and leisure. Although these were places to socialize for some 

(e.g., playing badminton and connecting with others), they were mainly visited for 

relaxation, doing sports, being away from the hassle of the city, especially during Covid-

19 pandemic. The restrictions caused by the pandemic limited the current experiences to 

outdoor public spaces and highlighted the values offered by nature as well as outdoor 

facilities and infrastructures (e.g., interactive playground, ping pong tables) to the 

neighbourhood. Based on the participants’ experiences of using the walking trails, parks, 

and recreational facilities in the neighbourhood and what they reported, I identified the 

reasons and features that they find interesting and appealing in these places within the 

15-minute walking distance of their neighbourhood. They include view and scenery, 

wildlife, uninterrupted by traffic and away from noise pollution, convenient access, clean, 

kid friendly features, and interactive features and arts. There were few recommendations 

Figure 41. Picture sent by 
participant P. 



 

79 

for improvement of such infrastructure and enhancing their accessibility such as pet 

related infrastructure. 

Third places: Shopping and food places for pleasure  

Participants identified some regular shopping and food places for pleasure and 

social activities within a 15-minute radius of their home, including grocery stores, 

restaurants, cafes, liquor store, food trucks, and shopping malls. Participants visited 

these places to enjoy the food and to socialize with family and friends, and for some to 

do window shopping. Some participants picked their favourite places and some 

explained what they like or dislike about them. In this section, I present some of the 

comments representing participants’ ideas about places that they enjoy. One of the 

reasons that participants shared was attractiveness of places in terms of creativity and 

variety of services they provide. 

Participant F: “I received their (Free Bird Table & Bar, Alderbridge 
Way) coupon couple weeks ago. I have to say their fried chicken 
sandwich is a must-try! It took about 15 minutes walking from our 
building, nice place to have a drink.” 

Participant K: “My son loves the ice cream from here. It is a nice close 
walk and very yumm:) you can get cool ice creams that have candy and 
cotton candy on them too!” 

One of the participants explained how the shopping malls and food truck are 

favorite pleasure spots and “treat” for her teenage son and herself. 

Participant A: “My son likes to go here (CF Richmond Centre) with his 
friends or by himself. Because he buses home from school, and it is a 
weekly spot for him.”  

“My son sometimes goes there (Lansdowne Centre, Number 3). Also, it 
is a favorite spot for me and my son. There is a food truck, and it is like 
a treat for us.” 

One of the nearby supermarkets is a regular stop for window shopping for a 

senior couple and not necessarily a place to do grocery shopping. 

Participant P: “It (our grocery store place) will be T&T and also my 
parents will like because T&T is just across the street. T&T is one of their 
(my parents) routine stops and they will check out and not necessarily 
buy something.” 
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Although some did go to grocery shopping stores for pleasure, it was not the 

case for everybody. 

Participant K: “So, I do not really go by for pleasure and just walking 
around, I will go if I have to do grocery shopping.” 

Participants identified many places in proximity of their home to socialize and 

enjoy through food and they suggested them to their neighbours. Although grocery store 

was a place of pleasure for one of the families, it was not the case for many. People 

mostly found café, and restaurants a place for fun, pleasure, and to socialize. Also, 

temporary food places such as food trucks were attractions. As well, pedestrian-oriented 

retail was not the only third place for participants, but the shopping mall was a regular 

spot for a teenage boy. 

Access to core needs: Shopping and food, pet services, education, healthcare, 
transportation  

Participants also identified different places to meet their core needs and perform 

their necessary activities within a 15-minute radius of their home. These were places to 

access food, grocery, and other supplies, access to services for pets, healthcare and 

medical services, education, and transportation. The experiences of participants using 

these services and amenities shows how these are performing as part of the 15-minute 

neighbourhood planning. 

In terms of access to food, participants located multiple grocery stores and 

supermarkets close to their home that were convenient for them. However, they believed 

affordability was an even more important factor. These nearby supermarkets were 

performing well in terms of emergency needs and last-minute shopping. 

Participant B: “Really convenient having a grocery store nearby (T&T 
at Hollybridge Way), but the prices here aren't the best and a lot of their 
products are wrapped in plastic for some reason. Around and after 8 
pm, the fresh food section (mostly sushi and bubble tea) gets heavily 
discounted.” 

Participant K: “I find like the T&T it's close by, I go there if I need 
something like if I ran out of this or have to grab something quickly, I 
will go there or I will go to this Shoppers, they are both very close, but 
when I need a big grocery shop, I will go to Walmart or Superstore.” 

Participant A: “T&T right across the street so that's very comforting 
but I don't usually plan my grocery shopping around T&T just because 
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their pricing is not ideal for me. It's very convenient cause it's really 
close but because I'm gonna go back to school so saving is a huge thing 
for me so I go to places like Costco and Chinaworld where their prices 
are more affordable. If I really really need some sort of last-minute 
emergency milk or something, then I can just go across the street to 
either Shoppers Drug Mart or T&T. 

Based on the participants’ comments, they preferred to travel longer distances to 

do their major grocery shopping at places that are more affordable. Some of those more 

affordable options were within 15-minutes walking distance, but participants still 

accessed them through driving or biking. 

Participant B: “Real Canadian Superstore, Number 3 Road is by far the 
best option for groceries in our neighbourhood, in my opinion. They are 
a Flashfood store, so you can get some amazing value finds on the 
Flashfood app. Also, with the recent work done on River Pkwy, you can 
safely access the store with bicycles -- it's about a 4-minute trip each 
way.” 

Participant K also mentioned that she drives to her ideal supermarkets for major 

grocery shopping and that the new road built in the area has made access easier. 

“They (Walmart and Superstore) are pretty close. Walmart’s near 
Alderbridge in Garden City, maybe like a 10-minute drive and now the 
Superstore is like 5 minutes because they made a new road, so I get 
there faster.” 

Participants located places outside the 15-minutes of their neighbourhood that 

they still believed to be convenient as they drive for major grocery shopping and cannot 

imagine walking or using public transportation for it. 

“For me because I drive, it is convenient (to go to grocery stores that 
are further away) but if I had to transit then it's not convenient. Cause 
every time you go to Costco, everything they sell is in huge quantities. 
So, I can't imagine taking the bus and going to Costco, that would be 
very heavy taking them.” 

Another suggestion by one of the participants to other neighbours on the map 

was introducing the food bank in the neighbourhood to access food. This was a resource 

he was aware of through the work connections and awareness of the services. 

Participant B: “Visit here (Richmond Food Bank Society, Cedarbridge 
Way) if you have trouble accessing food for any reason. Express pick-
ups on Fridays are great if you don't want to stand in line on other days.” 
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Although proximity was an important factor for convenience especially when in 

need for food, participants performed their major shopping in places that were both 

affordable and high in quality further away from their 15-minute walking distance from 

their home.  

Pet shops and clinics were one of the categories of services that participants 

added on the map. These places were part of the River Park Place development, 

including one along Pearson Way just under the Rivermark building and the other one 

along the River Road and under the market housing. Both of these pet shops/clinics 

were not open yet at the time of data collection and had signs that they will be opening 

soon. Participants believed that it was convenient, and they were looking forward to 

taking their pets there (figure 42). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participant B: “Will likely take our cats here (Epic Pet) once they are 
open.” 

Some of the participants pointed out healthcare locations in their neighbourhood 

and explained why they use or do not use their services. These places include an optical 

store, dentist/dental clinic, and orthotics. 

Figure 42. Comments on the online map 
about the pet stores as part of 
River Park Place development.
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Participant B: “If you have extended healthcare, you can get 
massages, physiotherapy, acupuncture, etc. here (Oval). Good standard 
of services as Life mark is a national franchise.” 

 Although all who picked up these places acknowledged and appreciated the 

convenience of having these places close to their home, not necessarily everyone used 

the services (figure 43). For example, one participant said that they still prefer to go back 

to their old dentist, regardless of having one dental clinic nearby. 

Participants identified a few 

educational/childcare services in the 

15-minutes walking distance of their 

home. Those educational places 

added to the map were their 

observation of the existing facilities; 

none of them were open as far as 

they knew (figure 44).  

I asked one of the 

participants who has a 5-year-old 

son if she was aware of or sent her 

child to the daycare next to the 

building. She said that she would 

Figure 43. Some of the neighbourhoods’ healthcare facilities added by 
participants to the online map. 

Figure 44. Education centres added to the 
online map by participants. 
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drive to everywhere including her son’s childcare place, and because of the limitations of 

access to the after-school care she can not send her son to a nearby school.  

“Other than walking for leisure, I drive everywhere I go. I drive to my 
son’s daycare; I drive to work. Next year my son will go to school. The 
school that's closest to me it would be like a 10-minute walk, but I can’t 
go there because they do not have after school care. They don't have 
anything that picks up from outside and the wait-list is like two years so 
it's not feasible. I need to switch my son to a different elementary school 
that has afterschool care.” 

There were locations that participants picked up related to the transportation 

facilities including access to the public transportation services in the neighbourhood, 

traffic congested areas and road access. For example, participant W and B who do not 

have a car find the Skytrain station nearby Rivermark convenient (figure 45). 

Participant B: “Nice to have a sky train 
station within walking distance.”  

Some other participants, who drive as their 

main means of transportation, did not add any 

comment about the Skytrain access. However, they 

identified barriers and facilitators related to road 

access for drivers in their neighbourhood. 

Participant F: “The car is not allowed to turn 
left here at the intersection of River Rd and 
Pearson Way, it takes more time for me to get 
back home.”  

Participant R: “Road open (Lansdowne Road 
Extension) allows drivers travel directly 
between Lansdowne Centre and the Richmond 
Olympic Oval.” 

One participant identified an intersection as a 

traffic congested area: 

Participant P: “Traffic congested here (intersection of Gilbert and River 
Road) during rush hours.” 

Another category of services that participants added to the map related to the 

daily services and needs including bank and financial institutions, and post office. One of 

Figure 45. Comment 
about the 
Skytrain station 
on the online 
map.
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the participants also hoped some other bank/financial institutions open in the 

neighbourhood. 

Participant B: “Canada Post Office here. They are open later than the 
one on the same block.”  

Participant W: “This is my bank, Vancity Credit Union. It's convenient 
that it's within walking distance.”  

Participant R: “Scotiabank, River Road. I hope CIBC can open a branch 
in this neighbourhood too.” 

Participant R: “I hope RBC will open a branch in this neighbourhood 
too.” 

Overall, in terms of access to places for core needs, participants identified places 

for grocery shopping, to access food, pet service, educational and childcare centres, 

healthcare services, public transportation, and other daily needs such as bank and post 

office. They found having grocery shopping nearby convenient especially for emergency 

needs. However, those were not performing as their regular shopping places. They 

drove longer distances to do their major grocery shopping. Pet services nearby were 

perceived as convenient and all participants who owned a pet were looking forward to 

using them once they open. Such examples show that in master planned complete 

communities, it takes a while for all the neighbourhood places and services to start 

operations, as described in their comprehensive plans. Besides, not all developments 

open simultaneously for the use of residents who are settling into their new homes. In 

terms of healthcare, some participants used services such as dentist, centres for 

massages and physiotherapy that were close to Rivermark, but others went back to their 

old family doctors and dentist. The two families with school children did not use any 

walking-distance educational centres/schools. One of them drove their son to daycare 

everyday and the other child went to school by bus. Another family, who did not have a 

car, found public transportation to be a valuable and convenient service. The rest of the 

participants drove everywhere and did not walk anywhere other than for leisure. 

Beyond the 15-minute neighbourhood  

The majority of the places added by participants to the map, accessible by 

walking, were within the 15-minute walking area of their home. However, there were a 

few other pinpoints outside this area that participants accessed by walking (figure 46). 

These included the start and end point of the participant’s favorite walking route, library 
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and cultural centre, recreation and sport facilities, and some necessary services such as 

grocery stores and post office. 

The regular walking route of some Rivermark residents falls beyond the 15-

minute radius. These points, such as the dyke, are still considered walkable for them. 

This place offers environmental features similar to other parts of the waterfront, including 

wildlife and nature views and are popular spots based on some of the participants’ 

observations (figure 47). 

Figure 46. All the pinpoints inside and outside the 15-minute walking 
distance of Rivermark. (Created by the author in the ArcGIS 
Online). 
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Participant B: “Nice little gazebo to watch 
the river & planes taking off from the island. 
A lot of birds in the tall grass/reeds nearby. 
The west dyke trail is also very popular. We 
always see lots of people when we go there.” 

I asked about the lively neighbourhood places 

and another participant mentioned the skateboard 

park along this dyke: 

Participant K: “They (Oval and Middle Arm 
Trail) are lively and there is another one too 
it's called the skateboard park on River Rd 
that one is cool too it is along the dyke. If I 
drive to the playground is the same way and 
that's another cool one because my son likes 
to bring his bike there.” 

Similarly, there is a community garden which 

is more than 15-minute walk from Rivermark. 

However, it is one of the favorite and regular spots 

for a couple who live in Rivermark and visit by 

walking or biking (figure 48). 

Participant W: “I garden in community 
garden plots at this site. I go a few times per 
week during the growing season, biking or 
walking there from home or work. I know 
some of the other community gardeners 
there, and I like to trade information and 
seeds/ plants/ parts of the harvest with them. 
Seeing and hearing the beehives is wonderful 
as well. It's a blissful experience. I look 
forward to. It's my happy place. I love to listen 
to audiobooks as I garden. I wish more people 
could get a community garden plot.” 

For this participant, her employment was also 

within walking distance of her home and a regular 

place for necessary activities: 

“So, every day when I go to work I do walk. I 
am lucky that I'm very close to work so I can 
walk there. I think my two main destinations 
are work and the community garden.” 

Figure 47. Comment about 
the dyke on the 
online map. 

Figure 48. Comment 
about a 
community 
garden by 
participant B. 
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Richmond library is not a regular spot for participants and only one person 

mentioned using the facility and programs of the library pre-pandemic. However, the 

area close to the library is an occasional walking destination for them and the design of 

cultural centre building and the arts on the crosswalk are aspects of the urban design of 

the neighbourhood that is interesting for these residents. 

Participant W: “I sometimes walk past here (Richmond Library and 
Cultural Centre, Minoru Gate) by myself, or sometimes with my 
husband, if I'm around city hall area running errands (on foot). I like to 
see the rainbow crosswalk, and the cultural centre building is nice to 
look at from the outside. I haven't been inside since the pandemic, but 
pre-pandemic I'd been there a few times to see exhibits. I've also been 
to a gardening workshop at the Library (by myself)”. 

Other pinpoints outside the 15-minute 

neighbourhood area have been experienced by 

participants through other modes of transportation or when 

they were living in their previous homes. Some of these 

places include social and leisure places such as parks, 

bike-friendly routes, recreational facilities, café and 

restaurant, and some to access the core needs for 

shopping and grocery store. For example, Terra Nova Park 

was mentioned by two participants as a child-friendly park 

and a “great trail” (figure 49). However, they accessed it 

from Rivermark by biking or driving.  

Participant B’s suggestions for improvement were 

more bike-friendly roads and infrastructure in the city of 

Richmond (figure 50). 

 

 

 

Figure 49. A favorite 
park 
added by 
participant 
K. 
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Participant W: “There's been a lot of construction 
on Gilbert and sometimes I bike down there and 
it's a little bit like you have to go to the other side 
of the sidewalk because one sidewalk is closed, but 
it's getting cleaned up so it's not too bad.” 

Easy access to Vancouver from Rivermark was one 

of the points that one of the participants brough up. 

Participant P: “Because we're very close to the 
highway and then they (my parents) go to VGH 
hospital much faster. She (my mother) has to 
have chemo regularly.” 

Overall, although most of the places that 

participants identified fell within the 15-minute walking 

distance of Rivermark, there were still places for pleasure 

and recreation that participants were walking to and visited 

regularly, outside this radius. Places with natural scenery, 

the riverfront trail, community garden, and walkable streets with pleasant design features 

are among these. Other than that, participants visited other places regularly through 

driving and biking and were further away from City Centre. In some definitions of 15 

minute neighbourhood, both cycling and walking are possible transport modes and the 

evidence of this project revealed that a few of the Rivermark residents accessed their 

daily services through cycling as well. These were places to do grocery shopping, the 

post office, and other parks and recreational places. 

Neighbourhood Safety 

Participants perceived safety in two main forms. These included feelings of 

safety as a result of the social environment, such as safety from violence and crime and 

physical safety from cars and street hazards. The majority of participants reported 

feeling safe from violence or crimes in different areas around their home, though they 

identified a few places that feel ‘sketchy’ and less safe.  

Participant A: “I feel very safe (certain voice) maybe because I am a 
little bit biased. Well, I mean I grew up in Richmond, so I don't feel that 
there are any really unsafe areas other than I guess the mall sometimes 
at the mall especially close to the sky train stations, there are some iffy 
people but other than that, everywhere else is pretty safe. I feel safe 
from humans but if I walk around the dyke at night, I’ve seen raccoons 
and coyotes so I don’t feel safe animal wise but people wise pretty safe.” 

Figure 50. Comment 
about bike 
lane added 
by 
participant 
B.  
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Similarly, in the Rivermark resident survey, only 1 out of 13 respondents reported 

not feeling safe living in their building /complex and only 2 out of 13 felt that their 

belongings are not safe in their building/complex. Also, nobody disagreed with the 

statement that their building/complex has safe spaces for children to play nearby. 

In terms of physical safety, the majority believed Richmond streets, especially 

around the City Centre Area, are not safe because of fast drivers who do not follow the 

rules. Therefore, participants did not bike or let their children bike in this area due to 

safety concerns. I asked Participant A how safe she feels in relation to cars and street 

hazards when biking and walking in the City Centre Area. She believed it is the most 

unsafe to bike in the City Centre Area and neither safe, nor unsafe to walk. 

“Oh no I don't feel safe biking so I wouldn't let my kid bike. I think you 
need to be very brave to ride your bike anywhere cause in Richmond I 
think we're not used to seeing bikers so we don't know how to coexist 
with them. Then walking is ehh it is OK safe around cars because 
Richmond people are known to not really follow the rules when it comes 
to driving so I don't know if it's a combination of not paying attention to 
the lights or the signs or to other cars, but there is a lack of mindfulness 
when it comes to traffic. I would say it's the most unsafe around this 
area, Richmond Centre or even Alderbridge or Lansdowne or anywhere 
within the few blocks. Because it's Central Richmond so most people 
would come to that area, it's a very busy area. But I guess if you go 
towards River Road, further away maybe close to Bridgeport or if you 
go the other way to Steveston then it would be a little bit more safe. 

Another participant, who is a cyclist, had a similar idea about physical safety in 

relation to cars, when biking in the neighbourhood. In his experience: 

Participant B: “I mean if we just go for a walk then it doesn't really 
matter but for bike rides, I never ride on the road in Richmond. Every 
time I go on the road in the past I have to say like eight out of 10 times 
I came near an accident because of the careless drivers. It's almost a 
meme at this point but Richmond is known for having bad drivers, 
statistically also if you look at ICBC website, Richmond has one of the 
higher highest traffic accidents.” 

As shown in the earlier comments, many participants identified the unsafety of 

the area due to the culture of driving and lack of attention to rules by drivers. 

Participant W: “I would say the only thing is I know sometimes people 
drive a little bit recklessly in my area. You hear sports cars kind of things 
rubbing their engines very noticeably and racing with each other in 
residential neighborhoods, I get kind of frustrated with that, like you see 
them speeding along and there's kids crossing the street and there's 
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you know elderly people crossing the street and it's just a matter of time 
before there's an accident, so I kinda wish they would stop somehow.” 

Although not paying attention and lack of knowledge of driving rules are brought 

up as the main reasons for the unsafety of the roads in Richmond, the cyclist 

participants believed that bike infrastructure is poor in Richmond, leading to dangerous 

situations, and negatively impacting his ability to enjoy biking. 

Participant B: “I'm not a driver myself so I really cannot comment 
specifically. I know some people who go off and rant about the cause 
being it's because there is a lot of new immigrants in Richmond who 
don't maybe know all the rules of the road as it pertains to Canadian 
laws. There seems to be a lot of careless drivers. It is usually like people 
trying to beat the lights so they're like accelerating through orange lights 
or making right turns without really looking whether pedestrians 
crossing and compared to Vancouver, Richmond has really poor bike 
lane structures. When I was in Vancouver, I never felt unsafe riding on 
the road, unless I was going to downtown. But, in Richmond it’s like 
every time I go on the road, I have to drive really defensively and it’s 
exhausting honestly. It's when I go on a bike it's usually for recreation 
or just going to place to run errands or whatever. I typically really like 
going on my bike and enjoy it, enjoy the wind, exercise but when I'm 
riding on the road in Richmond, there is none of that it's like oh God I 
hope this person trying to turn ahead of me, doesn't kill me, that’s 
literally my thought process.” 

Although the streets around Rivermark were perceived as safe enough for 

participants to walk, nobody felt safe enough to bike. Based on the experiences of the 

residents, Richmond and especially City Centre area are known as an unsafe 

environment because of the reckless driving culture and lack of bike-friendly 

infrastructure. There was not any particular concern expressed about safety from 

violence and crime. 

4.1.4. Sociability and a sense of belonging within the 
building/complex 

In the Rivermark 2020 survey, there were some questions asking about the level 

of social connections with neighbours that have been experienced since they moved to 

Rivermark. These results show that in 2020, the majority of Rivermark residents had 

minimal social interactions with their neighbours and weak neighbourly connections. 

However, they were willing to get to know their neighbour better.  
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All of the 13 participants reported knowing either a few or none of the 
people in their building. 

10 out of 13 reported being willing to get to know their neighbours better. 
This is compared to only one person who was unwilling and believed “some 
neighbours are unfriendly”. 

5 out of 13 had conversations8 with their neighbours once or a few times 
per week and 8 reported having conversation with their neighbours one to 
three times per month.  

3 out of 13 participants reported having no close friends9, one person had 
1-3 close friends and 6 participants reported having more than 4 close 
friends. 

3 out of 13 reported that making friends in Rivermark is difficult and 3 
reported they are too new to the building to say. 1 person said it is easy to 
make friends in this building, and 3 reported it is not too hard. 

6 out of 13 reported they do not feel comfortable asking their neighbours 
for any kinds of favour.  

Only 1 out of 13 reported doing a favour for their neighbours by “holding 
the door and explaining to them how the elevator works for moving in”. 1 
out of 13 also had the experience of a neighbour doing a favour for them 
by “sharing phone number in case noise level is too high during guest 
invitation”. 

Moreover, the survey asked a direct question about residents’ sense of belonging 

and if they feel welcome in their community. Only 4 out 13 participants agreed that they 

feel welcome in their community and feel like they belong there. 

These results were echoed in the interviews with participants as well. One of the 

participants described her relationship with Rivermark neighbours within the superficial 

level of encounter and greeting. She believes that the people in the building could be a 

bit more friendly and open to greeting one another. Some other participants described 

their relationship with their neighbours reflected in doing favours for one another and 

sharing and trading information and things but did not consider this to constitute 

friendship. She referred to having this kind of experience with the neighbour on the same 

floor. 

 
8 In the survey question, “having a conversation” was defined as anything from “hello, how are 
you?” to more significant chats. 
9 In the survey question, “close friend” was defined as “that is, people who are not your relatives, 
but who you feel at ease with, can talk to about what is on your mind, or call on your help”. 
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“Friendship no, but my son did, actually I would not say it’s a friendship, 
but it’s more like a neighbour relationship, is like oh I know you live here 
so if anything happens then I will keep you informed. My son had an 
encounter with one of our neighbours on the same floor and he was 
telling me that the guy is very cool because he let him into the building 
because he recognized him.” 

Another participant reported that their social interactions with their neighbours 

were mostly in the form of conversations to share information about the building rules 

and management and doing small favours for each other. But he believed that nobody in 

the building has had a chance to socialize properly. 

Participant B: “There's been mostly information sharing when we first 
moved in, our immediate neighbors were asking about strata rules, 
different things like can we take our pets to the garden area on the 4th 
floor or hey how are you guys putting paintings on the wall and few 
times I've accepted deliveries for them when they were not at home 
that’s like some basic neighbourly stuff. I don't think anybody's had a 
chance to meaningfully socialize, like just for the sake of socializing but 
there has been a lot of friendly conversations and information sharing 
about the building rules and all this stuff.” 

One of the participants had some negative experience of social interaction with 

their neighbours and believed some neighbours are unfriendly. She also mentioned 

having encounters with the neighbours from the same floor as them more than others. 

Participant P: “My family always says hi to neighbours. Some will say 
hi back to us and some feel like they are better and turn their face. 
Some people are friendly, some people are very impolite. We usually 
see neighbours from our floor, because we might bump into each other 
by more chance because we live on the same floor. Most people on my 
floor are friendly when you say hi. But right now actually not many units 
on our floor, actually the corridor is not busy so very rarely you see 
neighbors.” 

Overall, participants experienced encounters in the common areas of Rivermark 

including the lobby, hallways, the elevator, and parking of the building. There was no 

report of interactions with the neighbours from other buildings. One of the participants 

reported that the reason she has encountered the neighbours is that their building only 

has one elevator. 

Participant F: “we only have one elevator, so I see my neighbors every 
day.”  

In the Rivermark 2020 resident survey, one of the issues a participant 

commented about was the lack of soundproofing between floors. They reported that they 
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can hear footsteps clearly from upstairs, and the lower floor tenant can hear them talking 

on the phone and the office chair wheels moving. In the interviews, some participants 

talked about this issue when I asked about their interactions with their neighbours. 

Therefore, I followed up on this matter with other participants as well. Resolutions of 

noise complaint issues were typically found by connecting further with 

upstairs/downstairs/next door neighbours, starting conversations, and exchanging phone 

numbers.  

Participant A: “My unit is on the corner, so I am only connected to one 
side of my unit and I do not hear anything from that side and I don’t 
know if it’s empty, but it has been a year and I haven’t heard anything 
and I have never seen them in and out of the unit and then on the other 
side, adjacent to our unit across the hallway is electrical closet, so we 
don’t hear anything on that side either, and then the underneath is the 
party room/meeting room and because it is closed also very quiet. The 
only place that I hear anything is upstairs, my upstairs neighbours have 
cats, so it took some getting used to. There was this one time that my 
son games and he is very loud and passionate about playing and the 
upstairs neighbour came down and knocked on our door and asked if 
everything is okay, but he was very nice about it and then there were a 
few other times, cause I didn’t know that they have cats so I thought 
they were dragging furniture every night or something so I went up 
during the day one time and brought some chocolate because it was 
close to Christmas so I used that as a reason to get to know them and 
then also I asked if they hear anything from our unit or if my kid is too 
loud from gaming and then they were like no we don’t hear anything 
and then I was like what if I do laundry at night, is it too loud? They 
were like no and then they asked the same question whether or not they 
are too loud. So, I told them oh I don’t know it sounds like something 
is rolling on the ground and then they introduced me to their cats so 
then I understood that they had cats so I was more understanding about 
the noises that it’s not really something they can control, and it wasn’t 
so loud that we can’t sleep. Then we exchanged phone numbers so that 
if we were loud, they just text me and vice versa.” 

The other participant, in response to the question of knowing any of the 

neighbours, brought up her own experience of resolving noise complaint issues with her 

upstairs neighbour, which led to exchanging phone numbers for the future. 

Participant F: “I would say the tenant from my upstairs cause when I 
first moved in, I always hear noise from him so I went up and knocked 
his door to say hi and then to say that I could hear clearly from my unit 
and then he wasn't home so I left him note and when he saw my note, 
he came to knock my door and he's from Korea and I would say he's 
like my age so like under 30 and then he apologized about that and he 
didn't know I can hear. We exchanged phone number and he said if you 
ever heard more noise from me then let me know so I will pay more 
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attention. Then later, he washed his clothes at 2:00 AM and I sent him 
a message, are you using your washing machine and he said yes can 
you hear it and I said yes, he said oh sorry I'll turn it off and then he 
said sorry, and I said that's OK.” 

However, resolving noise issues between neighbours was not always easy. One 

participant reported a negative experience. She believed that having conversations to 

solve such issues would create a better community than if she were to contact the 

property manager to solve it, but had not been able to achieve this.   

Participant K: “I have lots of issues with my next-door neighbor. On 
one side I'm ok because it's the party room and nobody on this side of 
me, which is fine but on the other side, we have a neighbour who is 
always complaining that my son is too loud that he is making too much 
noise, but she won’t complain to me, she complains to the building 
manager…. so I wrote her a note saying hey this is my name, this is my 
phone number, if we are too loud please text me or call me. You don't 
have to call the building manager every time. It is supposed to be like 
a nice community, and it feels so awkward.” 

To sum up, planning, development, and rezoning documents in the case of 

Rivermark and City Centre area showed considerations and requirements of shaping 

this master planned complete community such as proximity to services and amenities, 

safe, walkable and bikeable public realm, and urban design characteristics in the shared 

and public spaces for the benefits and social uses of residents. The empirical evidence 

of the case of Rivermark and its neighbourhood revealed that while some of these 

physical design specifics performed well from the residents’ perspectives, performance 

of building and neighbourhood shared and public spaces were in many cases different 

than those in the developments and planning phase. Also, the results of the resident 

survey and interviews with participants showed that despite the willingness of the 

majority to know their neighbours better and some of the residents having neighbourly 

connections with a few of their immediate and other building neighbours, these 

connections were minimal and limited to encounters and greetings and there was not a 

significant feeling of belonging to the building community. Thus, the following chapter will 

focus on the values associated with elements encountered in the physical environment 

and reasons that residents gave for their preferences of certain public and shared 

spaces, and how these impact patterns of daily activities and behaviours.   
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Chapter 5. Values in perception of public realm 
and third place  

In this section, I delve into the findings from the participants’ mapping and 

interviews in response to the sub-question of this research: What are the values 

expressed by residents for aspects of these complete communities that are not 

expressed in the city’s plans and development documents?  

The findings of this chapter, using an in-depth analytical approach, raise 

questions about the shortcomings of definitions of complete communities as well as the 

way they have been planned and put into practice in this particular comprehensive and 

mixed-use development. These findings relate to the intersections of the conceptual 

framework of this study and social practice theory. Through this analysis, I learned other 

lifestyle values and qualities that are important to perceptions of neighbourhood public 

realm for the residents and the important warnings that complete community planners 

and researchers should take into consideration, in order to improve our understanding 

and delivery of  mixed-used developments that are experienced as “complete”. I present 

these arguments and elaborate on what key reasons and values beyond the physical 

design impact the social interactions and precursors to a sense of belonging to 

neighbourhood for Rivermark residents, all identified through the participants’ behavior 

patterns, experiences, perspectives, and observation of the status quo.  

The qualities and factors that I discuss in this section play roles in perceptions of 

sense of belonging, connection to neighbourhood, and interaction with neighbours, or 

the opposite, feelings of exclusion, and lack of connection. These dimensions of the 

value of Rivermark’s shared and semi-public spaces and neighbourhood public spaces 

are more broadly-based than participants’ consumer preferences (e.g., quality of food, 

affordability) and physical aspects of the built environment (e.g., visual appeal, proximity, 

pedestrian-friendly features). Instead, they are the connections they feel to certain 

amenities and places and people because of other qualities within Rivermark and its 

neighbourhood public and semi-public realm for optional (e.g., recreation), social (e.g., 

café, restaurant), and necessary (e.g., childcare, grocery shopping) activities. Moreover, 

I asked a question particularly in the follow-up interviews to understand residents’ values 

and lifestyle preferences, their criteria, and preferred features in choosing the 
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neighbourhood places for social and optional activities (third places) and what impacts 

their feelings of being welcome in their neighbourhood: 

“When you want to choose a place for having fun or enjoying your time 
or meeting friends, what are the features or characteristics that you look 
for, in those places in order for you to go there more often? What 
actually welcomes you to go and use those places?”  

This question was asked to check the findings of the mapping activity and to 

unpack the features and criteria that are important beyond the built environment, in 

constituting meaningful third places. The following paragraphs present these categories 

of values, including rules of behavior and regulations/policies, perceptions of fairness 

within socioeconomic mixing, appeal based on cultural and lifestyle preferences, appeal 

based on social environment, and finally attachments to places and people over time. 

5.1. Rules of behaviour and regulations/policies 

Factors including rules of 

behaviour, regulations, and space 

management and coordination impact 

the ways that shared amenity spaces 

and neighboourhood facilities are 

being used and as a result, affect the 

patterns of daily activities for people. 

For instance, lack of access to the 

shared garden for pet-walking by 

Rivermark tenants, has decreased 

some of the potential of this space for 

those who consider this activity a 

reason to get outdoors, be active, and 

make connections with other 

neighbours and pet owners. Figure 51 

shows the policy notice from the 

building manager, FirstService, on the 

exit door of the rooftop garden 
Figure 51. Pet reminder notice on the 

bulletin board by the 
Rivermark building manager 
(Photo by author).
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through Rivermark, which is a reminder to the tenants to not take their pets to this space.  

Participant F: “last year I took my dog to there (shared garden) a lot, 
like every once a day. In January or February, we got a notice that dogs 
are not allowed on the yard, so I didn't take him. I remember last year 
there were many dogs on the roof so when with dogs, we made friends 
and we talked, but not these days actually. 

Participant W: “Technically it's not allowed to have the pets out there 
like, yeah, you're not supposed to have any pets. I don't think but 
probably if somebody did take a pet out there, I guess it would be a 
dog. I used to see people with their dogs out there anyway and I think 
it's kind of a shame that you can't take your pets outside because I 
mean if we were a dog owner you would think that would be a good 
place to go for a little quick walk with your dog as long as you pick up 
after them, I don't think it should be a problem.” 

Participant P: “They (my parents) go outside as no pets allowed (in 
the rooftop garden), they have been noticing like no pets. “ 

Similarly, the restrictions on the use of some of the infrastructure such as 

barbecue spaces and the fire pits in the shared garden of the building were mentioned 

as a barrier to use of this shared garden (figure 52). 

 

 

 

 

Participant B: “There's a fireplace and these benches around the 
fireplace but the fireplace hasn't worked, it's never worked since we 
moved in. When we first moved in, we were like oh yeah in the evenings 
at nights we’ll go down and have a sit and a cup of tea or something 
and that would be nice, but the thing hasn't worked so we haven't done 
that.” 

Participant K: “I want to barbecue in the summer, but the barbecues 
are locked off like those sharing ones, what are we supposed to do then? 
And even the firepit so among the amenities we have the only thing we 

Figure 52. Fire pit and barbeque locked in the 
outdoor patio (Photo by author) 
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can use is the little playground. So, the firepit is locked they have turned 
off the gas and they locked it and the barbecues ever since we moved 
here, last July they've been locked.” 

These data showed that residents are paying attention to the barriers to some 

social activities that can potentially be performed in their housing and in some cases, 

they suggested improvements to activate them. For example, one of the participants 

brought up some ideas on how these infrastructures can potentially be utilized through 

better arrangement and coordination. 

Participant W: “I guess the bulletin board could be used to set up like 
you know there are nice barbeque kind of facilities outside in the rooftop 
garden area that I guess technically you can book so people could be 
(outside of the pandemic) they could even arrange like a little get 
together or something for the residents or something like that like a 
little potluck BBQ thing or something but that would be on us to organize 
but maybe outside the pandemic it could happen.” 

In terms of using the gardening plots in the shared rooftop garden, although it 

was perceived as a pleasant area for the residents, it was not developing social uses to 

its full potential. In this regard, Participant W reported that the gardening space in the 

building does not require residents’ involvement and therefore does not encourage her 

to garden there.  

Participant W: “They had kind of set up the herb plots so that 
everything was already kind of planted and somebody was maintaining 
it but you can go in and you know, like harvest little bits of the herbs 
and I never really saw any weeds growing there, so it didn't really seem 
like it needed me to be part of the maintenance process, like cleaning it 
up or doing any weeding or that type of thing and it's watered 
automatically so it's mostly a space I think to just sort of be outside and 
do a little walk.”  

Then, she suggested some improvement ideas about the management of such 

infrastructure. Previously, she mentioned that she goes to the community garden located 

in the neighbourhood. However, the long waiting list is a barrier for more people to get 

involved. So, she suggested that getting the in-building community garden activated 

would be engaging and fun for residents. 

“I guess for me personally just because I like to garden it would be 
interesting if some of the space in the rooftop garden and it would take 
some coordinating so maybe it's not feasible but if some of it could be 
left to kind of like be maintained by the residents like if they wanted to 
put in some plants or their own herbs and have like a little mini herb 
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garden that would be tended by us like whoever's interested to garden. 
I mean it's nice to have the herbs that you can pick and everything but 
something that we could actually plant or tend to and you know manage 
ourselves could be fun too.” 

Catalyst staff stated that the barbeque is technically for the market housing but 

can be booked for Rivermark. However, when I asked participants if they knew how they 

can book the facilities including the barbeque and amenity rooms, they were not sure of 

the process for booking and they did not get a chance to find out. 

Participant A: “I have not asked (how to book) and I do not know how 
to ask. But, probably I just ask the building manager.” 

Participant W: “I'm aware that you can book. I believe it's like a 
meeting room or maybe it's two meeting rooms, I can't quite remember 
but yeah I've never had a need for it like I don't need a lot of like studies 
space or I don't really meet at my home with anybody so yeah no I 
haven't used it. I'm not sure actually yeah I haven't looked into it I've 
never actually tried to book it” 

The restrictions on access to in-

building amenities also applies to some of 

the indoor amenity spaces in Rivermark. For 

example, the indoor amenity space/party 

room in Rivermark has been closed due to 

COVID-19. One of the participants took a 

photo of the notice of closure showing this 

barrier (figure 53). Another participant 

reported her reason for not using the 

meeting room in the building was that she 

had not needed such a space so far. 

Covid-19 restrictions have also led to 

closure of the neighbourhood facilities which 

people believed had been lively and places to socialize and gather among neighbours. 

For example, one person mentioned how Covid-19 and closure of recreational facilities 

has reduced their get togethers with friends. 

Participant K: “I mean I get together with my friends go swimming or 
something but it's hard because now it's covid and no one really gets 
together anymore.” 

Figure 53. Amenity room closure 
notice (Photo by 
participant P). 
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Similarly, some gatherings and activities in the neighbourhood have happened 

less due to the pandemic. 

Participant W: “Before the pandemic, UBC boathouse was more busy 
like you know people doing sports and paddling and that type of stuff so 
you would see gatherings there.” 

The restrictions of social distracting have caused barriers to developing further 

connections. One of the participants, in response to whether he has been able to 

develop any relationships with the neighbours, reported it is difficult to start 

conversations, when everybody is wearing masks and following social distancing 

guidelines. 

Participant B: “um, no not really (haven’t developed neighbourly 
connections) and part of that is because of Covid you know everyone’s 
social like distancing even when you're outdoors everyone’s keeping 6 
feet, you have masks on it’s hard to randomly start conversations. I 
know several of my neighbors like on this floor and the floor below. I 
sometimes see them in the hallway, or the south side of the building 
and you know like chat about stuff but also, probably because of covid, 
I wouldn't say that we have had a chance to socialize with any of them 
properly.” 

Participant K: “The people here are very weird but even in the hallway 
I say hi to them or by the elevator, they never answer maybe it is 
because of COVID.” 

Due to rules against using some of the facilities, coordination shortcomings, and 

Covid-19 restrictions, shared spaces were not fully activated for residents, many of the 

neighbourhood facilities closed and people believed their interactions with their 

neighbours have been impacted negatively. Catalyst conducts Town Hall meetings with 

residents, annual surveys, Community Connections programming, maintains an online 

community portal, and other initiatives for connecting with neighbours and enhancing 

social well-being of residents. While Catalyst maintained mainly online forms of 

connections, other initiatives such as on-site programs have not been happening at 

Rivermark. In conversation with Catalyst staff, I learned some of the barriers to activating 

the shared spaces (e.g., amenity room, rooftop garden facilities) and to running any in-

person, on-site programs. One of these is that the building’s amenity space is closed 

and not furnished because Rivermark opened at the onset of Covid-19 and was 

impacted by the regulations on the use of shared indoor spaces in residential buildings 

from the first time they opened their doors to residents. Therefore, equipping the amenity 
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spaces was not a priority. It was reasonable in this context for the landlord to reallocate 

money that might normally have been spent furnishing a new amenity space. Another 

barrier to introducing more programming in the building related to the property 

manager’s lack of support for such space activations from corporate leadership at 

FirstService. Notably, FirstService staff lacked enthusiasm or motivation to coordination 

resident activities in the shared spaces. FirstService and Catalyst also disagreed about 

the value of using the Tribe Home online application for resident engagement at the time 

of this study. These barriers to offering resident engagement spaces and social activities 

affected residents’ abilities to connect with their neighbours. 

5.2. Perception of fairness within socioeconomic mixing 

Another theme of the conversations regarding what residents would have wished 

to change or improve about their home and neighbourhood was the perception of 

fairness in terms of accessing housing facilities and amenities. While they appreciated 

the opportunity to live in such an “affordable”, “clean”, and “nice” building, they were 

conscious of the dynamic of socioeconomic mixing between affordable and market 

housing residents in the semi-public spaces of this development. 

Participant B: “We are super pleased and really grateful to have found 
Rivermark. It is very affordable, it's nice, it's clean, it's new and under 
good management, FirstServices are pretty big nationwide real estate 
management company and Catalyst seems like a non-profit group that 
has a pretty clear mandate as to maintaining places affordable so we're 
super grateful. But for me as a student of human nature it's really 
interesting to live in this space and observe how two different economic 
classes live together and I'm sure once pandemic’s over I'll see more 
people interact with others and it will be interesting. Some of the 
volunteers at my wife’s workplace actually live in a luxurious building 
next door so we see them every now and then we go out, it's interesting 
and they are like did you guys buy your space? are you guys renting? 
what's the situation? So they weren't aware what Rivermark was like.” 

Also, there were questions about the inclusivity of accessing the shared 

resources available in their mixed-income housing development. These included access 

to the indoor amenities of the market housing and the shared rooftop garden in the River 

Park Place development: 

Participant K: “I wish that we could use the amenities from the other 
buildings because we share the whole patio area, where the barbecues 
and the playground are. We all share it. But the area in front of our 
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building, where they have the basketball courts in the gym and stuff, 
we can't use it. That way, I feel separated. I know we are affordable 
housing, but I feel it is not fair that we live in the same building, just a 
different section and we can't use it because we're affordable housing 
and they pay full price like I don't think that's fair.”  

According to the development’s floor plans and the Development Permit, market 

housing and affordable housing blocks and their indoor spaces are separated spatially, 

including their indoor amenities. The market housing block’s indoor amenities include a 

two-storey amenity space which incorporates gym and workout spaces, lounge, 

children’s activity space, kitchen, and change room, as well as billiards, board and card 

games and karaoke rooms (figure 54).  

There are two smaller indoor spaces on the east side of the market housing and 

one on the west side of it. There are study and music practice spaces on the two upper 

floors as well. In addition to these, the market housing has two visitor suites on top 

floors. However, the 2-storey amenity space and facilities, centrally located in the market 

housing block, are visible to Rivermark tenants through large windows facing the shared 

garden (figure 55).  

Figure 54. Rivermark and market housing shared level plan (Reference: 
Rivermark Development Permit, City of Richmond, 2016). 
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Therefore, inequitable allocation of facilities and tangible separation of some of 

the shared spaces in this development for market and affordable housing  residents 

have led to socioeconomic comparisons and class consciousness from Rivermark 

residents. 

Participant B: “Our building, Rivermark, doesn't really have much in 
terms of amenities, like it doesn't have a gym. There is a meeting space, 
but it doesn't really have any fancy amenities to speak of. Whereas if 
we go on the balcony and just look across that common area, not the 
garden but the building next to it, you see a crazy chandelier space, 
fancy art and luxurious furnishing and they have a little bowling alley 
and a gym with a lot of equipment.”  

“When you live in one (LEMR), it also makes you a little bit more class-
conscious. There's a bit of economic stress stratification in a single 
building or is like a single complex or apartment.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rivermark, on the other hand, has two indoor amenities including a multi-purpose 

room with a washroom at the podium level, indicated in the floor plan in figure 54, and a 

meeting room with storage and a washroom on the second floor. These indoor amenities 

remained closed during this research after the COVID-19 restrictions were eased. These 

are the facts that might have intensified the perceptions of Rivermark tenants when 

comparing their existing facilities with the market housing tenants.  

Figure 55. Market housing’s 2-storey amenity space from outside 
(Photo by author). 
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Another conversation in terms of the fairness of using the semi-public spaces in 

this development related to the outdoor amenities. The rooftop garden above the 2-

storey indoor amenity room is exclusively intended for the market housing (figure 55). 

However, the outdoor space located in between the market and affordable housing is a 

shared garden and play area for all residents and a space to connect all the buildings. 

Some observations by this study’s participants led to feelings of confusion over this 

spatial separation and they questioned the equality of access for the residents of 

Rivermark compared to market housing. 

Participant K: “A lot of people from the other building, they walk their 
dogs there, but I am confused because when we leave from our exit, it 
says there's no pets allowed on the rooftop. It’s hard too, because it's 
all connected that's why it doesn't feel separate. The gardens in the 
middle and the four buildings are all around it. It feels like we're all one 
building but then you feel outcasted.” 

Participant A: “Some mornings, I would see people walking their dogs 
or even at night, they would walk their dogs. I don’t know if they are 
my neighbours or not, because I don’t know all of my neighbours.”  

Participant B: “(When we first moved) we thought we might bring our 
cats down there (rooftop garden) to get them harness trained and stuff, 
but we received the notice couple months ago that pets aren't allowed, 
not notices for us specifically but for the whole building. Like I said we're 
not supposed to bring pets down there but that's also interesting 
because couple weeks ago signs went up in the garden area, little 
signage in the grass that you must pick up after your dog. So obviously 
there is a crossed communication somewhere. It looks there’s different 
set of rules for Rivermark versus the other fancier buildings. It’s like a 
perceived unfairness if that is the case.” 

Figure 56 shows the photos taken by the author during visits to Rivermark to 

confirm the participants’ observation of the existing rules regarding accessing the shared 

garden. These show signs put up by the market housing management about the use of 

the outdoor shared garden for their own residents. These signs appear to indicate that 

pets are allowed in this space when they are the pets of market housing residents (River 

Park Place I and River Park Place II). This contradicts the rules communicated by 

affordable housing management (FirstService) for Rivermark residents. 
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Another example of the perception of unfairness within socioeconomic mixing 

from one participant’s perspective is related to the retail use under the Rivermark 

development, an early education centre. This mother was the only participant of this 

study with a small child. Among all the other preference reasons she brought up 

regarding not using this centre, she rejected the marketing to social class division 

apparent at this centre (e.g., specializing in successful applications to private schools) 

and the race and class demographic targeted by this service. 

Participant K: “In all honesty, I don't wanna sound racist but that 
school if you look at the outside it says its specifically for people who 
wanna get into private school. So, there's a lot of very rich Asians like 
you see lots of Teslas driving up and all of those fancy cars. It's not like 
a normal daycare, it’s like they are trying to get success into private 
school.” 

5.3. Appeal based on cultural and lifestyle preferences 

Many of the places for optional and social activities that participants shared on 

the map were related to their cultural and/or individual preferences. Demographic 

characteristics of residents such as their family composition (e.g., having children or 

pets), cultural background as well as other social values and individual preferences they 

hold were some of the factors contributing to the qualities they sought. As one example, 

people shared advice about places for leisure and enjoyment such as restaurants and 

cafes:  

Participant A: “I think with friends it would be food, I am not big on 
dessert so I know there are lots of desserts around Richmond I feel like 

Figure 56. Signage in the shared garden showing market housing residents 
are allowed to take their dogs to the shared garden (Photos by 
author). 
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those are occasional for me cause I don't like sweets, but I like bubble 
tea places and there is a variety of food and drinks that we can choose 
from as opposed to dessert only places.” 

Other similar examples are places to have food that are appealing to participants 

based on their individual preferences. 

Participant P: “I am a vegetarian, Freshii at Hollybridge Way is one of 
the places that I like to get takeout.” 

Participant B: 4 Stones Vegetarian Cuisine: “Amazing restaurant for 
vegan/vegetarian Taiwanese fare. Our favourites are the spicy tomato 
noodle soup with faux-brisket. Can't wait to go back once the pandemic 
is over!” 

There are some references on the map to the places connected to Asian and 

local food as part of the culture. This participant, who identified herself as Asian, 

commented that she would go to this Asian supermarket not only to access core needs 

but to connect with other cultural values beyond shopping. She also added a few other 

places with this reference. 

Participant F: “T&T at Hollybridge Way is an Asian supermarket!!! I 
come here once a week to buy food and snacks! 5 minutes walking from 
our building.  

“PriceSmart Foods, Ackroyd Road: “Another Asian supermarket to go. 
They also have Save On Food inside, if I want to buy local food, I would 
come here for it.” 

The lifestyle and individual preferences were reflected in participants’ 

experiences of visiting neighbourhood places for performing daily necessary activities 

such as grocery shopping as well as the other optional and social activities. An example 

is one of the Rivermark families who cares about the sustainability and affordability of 

their choices when doing shopping and when eating out.  

Participant B: “Affordability, accessibility in general, not maybe 
physical accessibility but accessible to our finances, within our financial 
means. You'll have noticed (from the map) that we really like to shop at 
thrift stores. Buying new things, it's kind of wasteful especially clothes 
and there's also a sense of reclaiming something that would have been 
wasted or rescuing something that they've gone to compost, for 
instance. Also, sustainability in general is pretty big for us and we want 
to support. When the pandemic started, my wife and I were discussing 
we enjoy eating out every now and then but now that's impossible 
because of COVID. Should we get takeout?! But then we realized fairly 
quickly getting a takeout also meant a lot of plastic waste and styrofoam 
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waste. So, we want to support local restaurants, the places we like, but 
at the same time we really don't wanna have tons of plastics.” 

Individual values also came up as a reason not to use the nearby early education 

centre. This mother, who mentioned being trained in early childhood education, believed 

the “philosophy” of this education centre was not aligned with her values. 

Participant K: “So, it’s what it says ‘early childhood success’. It says 
we specialize in applications to private schools and children success at 
an early age and blah blah blah, which I personally my philosophy of 
what I'm learning, I don't agree. Kids in that age should be playing, they 
shouldn't be learning academic stuff. I mean that's my specialty. What 
I'm studying in school is early childhood education and that's what my 
work is in. When it comes to daycare and stuff, I am really particular.” 

The individual and lifestyle choices have also been brought up as reasons that 

impact neighbourly connections. Participant A discussed the culture of keeping privacy 

and a busy life that people have as barriers to deeper social interactions and a reason 

why they prefer keeping to themselves.  

Participant A: “ummm (hesitating) I feel…I do not necessarily feel 
welcome, because we are in Richmond (laughing), so I think that 
Richmond’s culture is not very “oh, welcome home” sort of entity, it’s 
more like I respect you and your space. I am not going to create 
conversations with you because I don’t want to intrude in your mind 
space… because I think everybody is very busy mentally with something 
so when they are going in and out of their homes, I do not disrespect 
their space by making conversations, but I would still say hi, but a lot 
of people are shy in my building so they will not say hi. But I think there 
are a few neighbours who initiate greeting and I try to do the same to 
people who are shy.” 

Having some similar lifestyle traits has been a reason to connect some of the 

neighbours in the Rivermark and Oval Village and City Centre area. These similarities 

for some of the residents are owning pets and having children in the same age range. 

One of the participants, who is mother of a 14-year-old son, tells her experience of 

interacting with another mother in the building. 

Participant A: “There is this one neighbour with a son also that I think 
the same age. So mine is turning 14 and I think he is turning 14 as well 
so we drive our kids to school around the same time and then we come 
back around the same time, so we see each other along the hallway or 
in the parking lot and then I offered fruits cause I was coming home 
from grocery shopping one time. So I asked for her name and now we 
know each other’s names and then I gave her fruits.” 
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Similar interactions have been experienced by two of the dog owners in 

Rivermark when taking their dogs for a walk which have led to some greetings. Even 

one of the participants believed that Richmond is a dog popular city and that this 

characteristic required the related infrastructures. This lifestyle similar to household 

composition (e.g., having kids of similar age) has been a mediator for further 

connections among Rivermark neighbours (some with similar cultural background) and 

strangers in the neighbourhood public realm. 

Participant F: “We met each other many times around the building 
walking our dog and dogs getting close together and I remember one 
time his daughter asked me where your dog got groomed. At that time, 
I just finished his grooming, so he (the dog) looked nice and I said oh 
it's a Chinese private groomer and we changed info on a Chinese 
communication app, but we didn’t contact anymore. Sometimes around 
the building when I come back from work, and I take my dog for a walk, 
I notice there is a dog but I don't know which breed and then I ask his 
owner and we recognize each other’s dogs.” 

Participant P: “On the trail sometimes we meet other dog owners, and 
our dog recognizes their dog and then we recognize each other, and we 
will say hi on the trail. Our dog is kind of social. Dogs just checking 
themselves and then we say hi and then we will walk away and then say 
bye.  

5.4. Appeal based on social environment  

Another value that interests participants when connecting to their neighbourhood 

third places are the social environment of the places. These are qualities beyond the 

physical aspects and aesthetics of the space but relate to how people experience an 

environment in the presence of other people. For example, one of the participants used 

a set of terms to describe social qualities and characteristics of places such as 

restaurants, cafés, and food courts which identify whether a place is appealing to them 

or not. These terms include friendly, busy, loud, dead, varied demographic, cozy, 

uncomfortable, and quiet, all referring to the experience of being in a public realm. 

Another aspect of the third place that was important to this participant was the role of 

“conversation” as an important part of experiencing an appealing place for 

pleasure/leisure. She also highlighted that appearance and physical features of the 

place are not important factors in choosing where to enjoy time with friends.  

Participant A: “I look for a good environment and atmosphere, the 
ambiance is friendly and not too loud and not for example Cactus Club 
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and then also not completely dead. For example, I don’t like food court. 
Food court is very very busy but at the same time I think the 
demographic is too varied so there's lots of kids and then lots of older 
people and then everybody just looks at each other. So, I feel a little bit 
uncomfortable out in places like that. I prefer a restaurant that is a little 
bit more cozy and a little bit more quiet so you can actually focus on the 
conversation. So, I like bubble tea restaurants so not the shops where 
you can only see a few people but the restaurants where you can 
actually sit down comfortably for an hour and have a decent 
conversation with a friend. Also, I think it's spacing that's important so 
if it’s together then it makes me feel uncomfortable because of COVID 
and then if it's too small, then I probably won't go there because either 
we are too close to the ordering desk or if it's too small let’s say they 
only have two tables, then I'm not gonna risk going there because it will 
probably be full. So, it is spacing really, and it doesn't have to look nice 
because I'm there for my friend, I'm not really there to enjoy the 
decorations and usually if it's really nicely decorated then it will reflect 
in the price. So generally speaking, if it's nicer then it's more expensive.” 

Social aspects of third places have been important in a different way for a mother 

of a 5-year-old at Rivermark. The characteristics that appeal to them are very connected 

to the child’s social needs, but also the needs of a busy single mother who works full-

time and would like to enjoy some time relaxing in the public realm. Based on this 

participant’s perspective, a third place for them is a place that is fun for the kid and 

relaxing for her. 

Participant K: “Normally kids play places. I would just say something 
where it's fun for both of us with my son can be busy doing and I can 
kind of relax.” 

Another example of the social environment features that a participant is referring 

to is related to the level of comfort in the presence of other people. This participant noted 

that in a public setting, she prefers being spaced out from other people, specifying that 

this had been her preference even in the absence of the social distancing restrictions.  

Participant W: “I guess in terms of what I enjoy, I like outdoor spaces. 
Even before the pandemic, I don't really like to go in places where I'm 
inside. And not too busy with people, like I don't mind being in places 
that are lively, but crowd is not so appealing to me so first some places 
where I can be a little bit spaced out from other people. And usually, 
some place that's just nice to walk, like green spaces, to look at the 
river, look at the skyline, those types of things.” 
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5.5. Attachment to people and places over time 

In the previous chapter, my results demonstrated that not all regular places for 

people to meet their core needs and to do optional and social activities are within the 

vicinity of their home. This is the case even where comparable services or places exist in 

the vicinity. One of the reasons for this choice is the attachment that participants have to 

places and services they have used for a long time. Giving up these former places and 

services and adapting to their new neighbourhoods is neither quick nor easy. One of 

these places of attachment is a community garden where a couple volunteered and 

visited before moving to Rivermark. This has remained their happy and social place, 

although they have moved to their new home in Oval Village. 

Participant A: “Actually, the reason I still garden at the same plots is 
because I'm kind of connected to those specific plots. Like a lot of the 
times, you have to be on a wait list for a long time, so I don't wanna 
lose those plots. So, I stay at the same place.” 

A similar example applies to healthcare services. One of the participants 

mentioned not using the health services nearby, preferring to drive to another city. She 

believed family doctors are not something to change easily because of the importance of 

a long-term relationship with a doctor.  

Participant P: “Our family doctor is in Vancouver. So, although we live 
in Richmond, we still drive all the way to Vancouver just because our 
doctors know our history. It's not something you will just change 
because it's next to your home. So even though there's dental clinic, we 
still stick to the previous one.” 

Also, a mother stated that she would not send her child to the 

childcare/education centre under the Rivermark building. One of her reasons was the 

attachment of her child to a childcare centre he attends already.  

Participant K: “Oh! I just saw that. No, he doesn’t; they just opened 
now. He has been in his daycare since he was two and a half, so he's 
been there for a while. I never really gone to look at [the childcare 
facility in the development], honestly. I see the people picking them up, 
but I haven't gone to look.” 

When people interact and engage in shared activities with people regularly and 

over a long period of time in a place, they valued their connections and relationships 

more.  
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Participant W: “I guess when I go for walks and even biking around 
that type of thing, I guess I don't connect with too many people to be 
honest, I like to connect to people in the garden because I see people 
sort of more than once and I have an opportunity to kind of recognize 
people and know them a little bit and then you can get talking with them 
at a distance. I mean it's still a little bit tricky in the pandemic, but at 
least when you're outside you can still do a bit of that but going for 
walks and other things no not usually, I can't say that I formed any 
connections that way.”  

Participant B: “Not that I'm particularly outgoing, but before we moved 
to Rivermark, both my wife and I, we went to a community centre for 
fitness classes and both of us made lot of new friends while using the 
community centre. So, we're looking forward to doing something like 
that once the City Centre Community Centre which is near Rivermark 
opens up.” 

In a similar story, one of the residents reported using the badminton areas in the 

neighbourhood with at least one friend. Also, through this sport she has connected with 

people in the neighbourhood. 

Participant A: “Generally, I go with at least one other friend and then 
we meet people who play all the time (in the badminton area). There 
(badminton area) are lots of familiar faces and because I think people 
who play badminton, they really like the sport so then they stick with it 
for a long time. Lots of friendships and acquaintances or anything 
business-related. I guess this is a large variety of people.” 

To summarize, rules of behaviour and policies, perceptions of fairness within 

socioeconomic mixing, appeal based on cultural and lifestyle preferences, appeal based 

on social environment, and attachment to former places/services were all factors 

impacting the ways people feel about and use certain services, amenities, and shared 

spaces, their feelings of belonging and being welcome in their new homes, and the 

quality and types of neighbourly interactions and connections. These values raise 

questions of how much to expect from complete communities and the built environment 

in terms of the full spectrum of residents’ daily lives, in spite of urban planning and 

design-based ideas about completeness. This analysis points to the fact that it may take 

much more than the planning and built environment features implemented in a complete 

neighbourhood for a neighbourhood to be perceived as complete by a diverse and mixed 

group of residents. This constitutes a problematization of how much of a sense of 

belonging and connection with neighbours can be expected from a complete 

neighbourhood in view of the spectrum of resident needs for necessary, optional, and 

social activities.  
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Chapter 6. Discussion and conclusion 

This study sought to explore the research question: How do the public and 

shared spaces of a ‘complete community’ achieve the social goals of cultivating social 

interactions and sense of belonging among community housing residents in the master-

planned Oval Village district of Richmond City Centre Area? 

Locating affordable housing in high amenity areas such as city centres and 

suburban masterplan redevelopment areas seeks to provide added benefits of an 

inclusive set of amenities in close proximity to residents. These neighbourhoods also 

aim to provide a public realm, community amenities, and high-standard shared and small 

scale commercial spaces for neighbourhood residents not only to access the services 

but also to enhance social interactions and sense of belonging, leading to creation of 

complete community or in other words, 15-minute neighbourhoods. Although these goals 

and requirements are reflected in neighbourhood planning and development, the way 

these are performed in the occupancy phase and from residents’ point of view remains 

unclear. This study aimed to explore these perspectives and perceptions towards 

clarifying the actual social uses and community benefits of these kinds of developments 

through a LEMR community housing building called Rivermark, as part of the River Park 

Place mixed-income, mixed-use development located in the Oval Village of City Centre 

Area in City of Richmond. To do this, I conducted mixed-method research through a 

scan of the existing planning and development documents and a resident survey, 

conducting a participatory collaborative online-mapping exercise with Rivermark 

residents and follow-up semi structured interviews with them. On-site researcher 

observations were also done to complement the findings of study. 

6.1. Findings and summary of results 

In this study, through the scan of the planning and development documents of 

the Rivermark mixed-income, mixed use development and the City Centre Area and 

Oval Village district, I learned what urban design considerations and requirements were 

in place towards the goals of complete community. Some of these main characteristics 

included proximity, walkability, and co-location of amenities close to the high-density 

neighbourhood and housing choices that relate to their public realm through mixed-use 
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design. Then, I investigated how the shared and semi-public spaces of the Rivermark 

building and neighbourhood performed for the participants of this study and in what ways 

the spaces were or were not utilized.  

Some of the ways the building and neighbourhood performed were aligned with 

the planning and development requirements and goals such as the visual appeal 

brought to Rivermark units facing the outdoor patio and the riverfront trail being a 

regular, uninterrupted, walkable trail, close to home for Rivermark residents. Also, the 

15-minute neighbourhood concept was tested and many but not all of the places that 

residents located on the map and visited regularly were within 15 minutes walking 

distance of their home. People also accessed some places regularly by walking 

somewhat further than the 15-minute radius of Rivermark. Finally, people identified 

multiple places outside the 15-minute walking distance of their home, accessed by car or 

bike. 

On the other hand, there were some instances where shared and public spaces 

performed differently compared to what was expected in the plans and development 

phase. Some examples are Rivermark balconies being a storage space for bikes and 

other household items as a matter of lack of storage room for some or resident 

convenience. There was also one concern about crowdedness of the building frontage 

as a result of the opening of one of the retail spaces under the building. In the 

neighbourhood, some of the places within the 15 minute radius of Rivermark that 

participants were interested in were not yet opened or under operation. This observation 

indicates that such master-planned neighbourhoods do not become completed and 

developed all at once and not all the services and places start operation simultaneously; 

it may take years for complete communities to shape according to their plans. Also, 

participants identified services that were not useable for them because of affordability 

concerns, such as grocery stores, regardless of being located within 3 minute walking 

distance of Rivermark.  

In terms of sociability, Rivermark residents did not feel connected to their building 

neighbours. The interactions between neighbours were minimal and limited to 

encounters, and greetings in the hallways, elevator, and building parking. There was no 

report of interactions with market housing residents. People believed they had 

neighbourly connections and more encounters with neighbours on the same floor, or 
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those connected vertically. For example, noise complaints became a reason for 

numerous participants to shape further connections to their upstairs/downstairs 

neighbour. At a neighbourhood level, residents felt a sense of belonging to some places 

such as the riverfront walkway, however there were fewer experiences of neighbourly 

connections at that level. A few people felt welcome or a sense of belonging within their 

building/complex. Some positive experiences of engagement with other people occurred 

in the neighbourhood third places such as community garden and sport venues where 

people were conducting a shared activity such as gardening or playing badminton with 

the community. There were also some instances of interactions with neighbours or 

strangers as a result of similarities such as walking their dogs, or taking kids to school. In 

terms of safety, participants felt quite safe from violence and crime. However, they did 

not feel safe to bike in Richmond City Centre Area. 

Through delving into the aspects of participants’ choices to choose certain 

neighbourhood places and connecting with their neighbours, and considering the 

conceptual framework of this research, I found out a set of qualities and values beyond 

the built environment considerations of the plan and development. These qualities add to 

the definitions of complete community and provide some clarification of what makes a 

community “complete” for the residents of affordable community housing. The values 

that this study found include rules of behavior and regulation, perception of fairness and 

socioeconomic mixing, appeal based on cultural and lifestyle preferences, appeal based 

on social environment, and finally attachment to places and people over time. All these 

values together were impactful in how residents of community housing perceive and 

experience the public realm of their neighbourhood towards feeling a sense of belonging 

to their neighbourhoods and development of social interactions and connections with 

their neighbours. Figure 57 illustrates the relationship found in this study and responds 

to the research question. 

Based on these findings, rules of behaviour, policies, and restrictions are factors 

impacting the ways that residents may develop a sense of belonging and attachment to 

their neighbours and are mediators of behaviours such as social interactions in different 

levels (e.g., encounters, and activities in a shared public setting). Some of these rules of 

behaviours are the restrictions imposed by the Covid-19 pandemic and closure of 

neighbourhood and Rivermark shared facilities, and policies by the property managers to 

coordinate and manage the use of shared spaces and to direct residents’ behaviours. 
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For instance, the pet access restriction notice affecting use of the outdoor patio for 

Rivermark residents, and the property manager’s lack of support and engagement in 

community connection initiatives are among these experienced barriers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rivermark residents also became aware of the socioeconomic mixing dynamic in 

this mixed-income, mixed-use development. This awareness of social class clearly 

impacted how they perceived their housing shared and public spaces. OCP and CCAP 

guide and encourage creation of housing units and features that relate to the public 

realm for a diverse socio-economic population and River Park Place development 

sought this through incorporation of LEMR affordable housing contribution as a 

requirement of rezoning within other market housing buildings, retail, and other uses. 

However, one of the reasons that Rivermark residents have not yet felt fully integrated 

into the rest of the development was the tangible socio-economic separation and 

feelings of exclusion due to spatial inequity and separation in some of the shared 

amenities, the unfairness in accessing them, and feelings of exclusion and inequity in 

Figure 57. Relationship between complete community and impactful 
values in creating a context for sense of neighbourhood 
belonging and social interactions among neighbours 
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using some services (e.g., the education centre under Rivermark) that seem to be 

allocated for people of high-income status. Some of the lived experiences included the 

unfair lack of access to the shared patio for Rivermark residents’ pets, while market 

housing residents had this freedom. Also, there was an obvious difference and 

discrimination from residents’ perspectives in the allocation of facilities in the amenity 

rooms of the two buildings for market and affordable housing residents. 

Rivermark residents’ lived experiences and patterns of their daily activities also 

showed that many of the choices that they make in terms of using neighbourhood and 

housing amenities and interacting with others emerge from their appeal for certain 

cultural and lifestyle preferences. These were experiences and preferences that relate to 

the cultural background and choice such as connection and feelings of belonging to the 

Asian and local culture, leading to visiting Asian supermarkets and restaurants. Also, the 

choices that residents made when choosing to use certain services in the 

neighbourhood was dependant on their value and beliefs and lifestyle leading them 

travel even longer distances beyond the 15-minutes walking distance of their home. 

Some of the examples were the sustainability and affordability dimensions which were 

important in choosing their regular grocery store, or their philosophy and inclination in 

using or not using a childcare service. These lifestyle preferences and characteristics 

also applied to the tendency of residents for shaping connections with their neighbours. 

A culture of maintaining privacy and busy lifestyles are some examples that lead to 

avoiding social interactions between neighbours from one of the participants’ viewpoints. 

Next, the characteristics of their social environment were factors contributing to 

the participants’ perception in choosing especially happy places for regular, voluntary 

activities and for pleasure and leisure purposes. The social characteristics for places of 

this type were important to a sense of belonging to neighbourhood because people often 

have freedom of choice in where to visit for social and optional activities as apposed to 

places for necessary activities, where one does not have the same level of autonomy. 

The features of social environments that were valued in this way were mainly associated 

with the ways participants felt when in the place in the presence of other neighbours or 

strangers. These preferred social features also varied for different participants. While 

one person tended to choose a friendly, active though not overly loud third place, where 

having conversation with a friend was her favoured activity, some others prioritized a 

public space that is a not crowded, is relaxing, and is away from the hassle of city life. 
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Finally, Rivermark residents’ lived experience showed that attachment to places 

and connections with people are very connected to the consistency and time spent in a 

neighbourhood, and history of using certain services. When people visited places 

regularly and engaged with other people in the neighbourhood, more social interactions 

took place and they felt attached to the community and place. This not only led to 

shaping communities in their own neighbourhood places, but also for some made it 

difficult to give up on the services and places they used to visit and use when living in 

their former neighbourhood. Some  examples included meeting people at a sport venue 

through engaging in a social activity like playing badminton regularly which generated a 

sense of belonging to place and community for a Rivermark resident. On the other hand, 

some people were still attached to their former services such as dental care centres, and 

childcare and a community garden because of an attachment that had grown over a  

long period of use. 

6.2. My conceptual thoughts 

Understanding and learning about what is useful and valuable to people and 

what is lacking in quality and design will help build places and public realms that speak 

to the needs of the community. Although master-planned communities are developed 

according to community goals, the case of Rivermark and its neighbourhood showed the 

importance of learning from the lived experiences of residents in the occupancy phase of 

a development. Happy places and public realms for people are partially defined by 

physical features (e.g., maintenance, walkability, proximity) but they also very much 

depend on other aspects of fit with the people themselves, related to their lifestyle 

preferences, features that appeal to them culturally, the social environment that interests 

them, and spatial and social equity in the neighbourhood at micro and macro levels. 

Another important conclusion to reach from these results is that complete communities 

are not the be-all and end-all when it comes to people’s sense of belonging and social 

connection with others. When a master-panned neighbourhood is taking shape and 

people are starting to live in their new homes, they need time to shape these 

connections and explore and discover opportunities in their new living environment. On 

the way, rules of behaviour, expectations and experiences of equity and inequity, and 

amenities and programs that reflect culture and interests of the community members, 

are significant intervening factors.  
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6.3. Impacts of Covid-19 Pandemic 

The Rivermark building went into occupancy in June-July 2020 and the data 

collection of this research took place in February-June 2021 and during the onset of 

Covid-19 Pandemic when social distancing restrictions were in place. At this time, social 

programming in both building and neighbourhood was minimal. As a result, the way that 

residents experienced their neighbourhood shared and semi-public places for 

recreational activities and the quantity and quality of the social interactions with 

neighbours were impacted to some extent, as noted in the results. However, this study 

presented an example of a planned complete community, its performance, 

shortcomings, and other important values in the state of pandemic emergency and the 

aspects of public realm of a master-planned neighbourhood that performed well for 

residents during this time (e.g., Waterfront Middle Arm recreational Trail). These 

learnings offer helpful lessons especially for the evolution of planning approaches 

towards 15-minute neighbourhoods and complete communities in a pandemic and post-

pandemic context. 

6.4. Participatory research reflection and directions for 
housing providers 

The participants of the online mapping engagement exercise appeared to find 

this activity fun and easy. Some found this collaborative map a space to suggest their 

neighbourhood places to other neighbours through sharing what they had experienced 

positively (e.g., bike-friendly routes), suggest resources they were aware of through their 

work (e.g., food bank) or the opposite, warnings about certain places (e.g., dangerous 

intersection). Overall, this research activity made participants look and reflect more 

closely on their shared spaces, connections to neighbourhood places, and their 

connections with their neighbours. Also, this was a platform where participants found a 

space to talk about their improvement ideas with the researcher with the hope to inform 

future changes. 

Activities of these sorts are also valuable especially because the tenants of such 

rental buildings do not get a chance to reflect on their housing development in the public 

hearing and design stages. The public hearing in the process of rezoning is a place 

where other neighbourhood residents can bring their opinions or oppositions, whereas 
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the potential tenants are not realistically part of it, as most do not already live in the 

notification area. Therefore, hearing from the tenants in the occupancy phase of cases 

like Rivermark, through exercises such as those used in this research, would be 

valuable for housing providers such as Catalyst and property managers to improve the 

conditions of the housing they are operating, to improve the development of new LEMR 

housing, and when relocating tenants to new developments. Also, municipalities would 

be able to use such mapping methods to engage communities and employ these 

geographically referenced data in updating the neighbourhood plans and priorities and 

improving the public realm and shared spaces in these complete communities. This is 

especially vital as there is usually a gap in neighbourhood scale qualitative data. In one 

case, the City of Vancouver used a similar online mapping exercise as part of their 

community engagement programs, Planning Vancouver Together: Complete Connected 

Neighbourhoods, to direct the City’s long-range comprehensive Vancouver Plan towards 

the goal of “Complete, Connected, and Culturally Vibrant Neighbourhood” (City of 

Vancouver, 2021). 

Also, the results of this research revealed that the efforts of non-profit housing 

providers and developers are critical to developing complete communities within a 

socioeconomic mixing context and in meeting the expectations of diverse residents for 

complete and equitable communities. Strategies and policies in the plans and 

development phase are generally loose and do not incorporate specifics of how public 

and shared places are being ruled, coordinated, and managed and how residents’ 

feelings of belonging and neighbourly connections are formed. Therefore, non-profit 

housing providers ought to be aware of the importance of hearing from tenants, 

allocating staff and funding to facilitate conversations, programs, and initiatives, so that 

these housing projects can play their intended vital role in generating social connections 

and a welcoming environment for residents and neighbours.  

6.5. Limitations 

The participatory engaged methodology of this research was primarily designed 

to be conducted in a group in-person workshop setting. The in-person workshop was not 

only to engage residents in data collection, but also to develop group discussions and 

interactions among Rivermark neighbours as one of the goals of this study. This was 

also intended to be an opportunity for the residents of this new housing to develop some 
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relationships around a matter of common concern: the shared spaces and valued 

amenities of their daily lives in public and shared spaces. However, due to social 

distancing restrictions of the Covid-19 pandemic, it was adjusted to include both online 

options and one-on-one in-person conversations. Due to the unavailability of participants 

for online group discussion, the discussions eventually occurred one-on-one, and the 

collaboration between Rivermark neighbours happened passively on the online map. 

Therefore, some of the anticipated goals of the community engagement approach of this 

research, such as fostering deeper connections between neighbours through group 

conversations, was not met fully.  

One of the intentions of the idea of an online club for residents of Rivermark in 

this study was to create a new social opportunity, an online third place, for community 

development under social distancing and other constraints. However, this online place 

for sharing was not taken over by participants of this research. After the data collection 

ended, participants did not appear to find any further utility on the Padlet map that they 

might have appropriated for their own neighbourly uses. This experience shows some of 

the limitations of merely using online platforms to facilitate the development of continued 

and sustainable social connections between neighbours. 

Having more case studies and including residents of similar housing models to 

Rivermark (LEMR) in the same geography, Oval Village, would have added to a more 

thorough understanding of the performance of this complete community and the values 

that make a new neighbourhood complete. However, it would have been challenging in 

terms of developing relationships with each housing provider and building manager, in 

order to recruit participants and conduct the participatory research. My own capacity 

limitations in this research may restrict the generalizability of the findings from this 

project. 

6.6. Directions for future study 

In order to explore fully the performance of a complete master-planned and 

mixed-income neighbourhood including low to moderate income residents with higher 

income households, more case studies involving residents would be informative and 

useful. I would suggest future studies with such residents of complete neighbourhoods, 

examining specific types of third place amenities in relation to affordable housing 
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developments. This would help to identify what success stories, gaps, warnings, and 

failures exist in relation to the lived utility of particular neighbourhood places for different 

groups of residents. For example, the Riverfront walkway was an important happy place, 

and regular spot for the participants of this study which performed to residents’ benefit 

especially during the Covid-19 pandemic when indoor gathering places were not 

functioning as social spaces. Focusing on the relationships of such green and open 

spaces to the lived experiences of the residents in complete communities, learning from 

their successes in relation to other neighbourhood planning elements and features, 

could provide new insight to effective planning for mixed-income, complete 

neighbourhood communities. 
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 Appendix A. Catalyst 2020 Tenant Survey Questions 

Your social connections and sense of safety in the building/complex: Please tell us about 
the kinds of relationships you have, and you would like to have with your neighbours, and 
your perception and experience of crime and safety in your building and neighbourhood. 

1. Would you say that you know...?  

 Most of the people in my building/complex  
 Many of the people in my building/complex  
 A few of the people in my building/complex  
 None of the people in my building/complex  
 Prefer not to answer  

2. Would you like to get to know your neighbours better? 

  Yes      No      Prefer not to answer 

2. a. If you answered “No” to question 2, what makes you not want to get to know your 

neighbours better? (Select all that apply)  

 I prefer to maintain my privacy 
 I already spend a lot of time with neighbours 
 I already have enough friends 
 I do not feel like I have enough time 
 The building/my neighbours are unfriendly 
 I do not have anything important to offer  
 Prefer not to answer 
 Other (please specify): ……………………………………………………………………… 

3. Approximately how often do you have conversations with your neighbours? Could be anything 

from "hello, how are you?" to more significant chats.  

 Every day 
 A few times per week                                                                                                                           
 2-3 times per month                                                                                                                           
 Once a month 
 Never 
 Prefer not to answer  

4. How many close friends do you have (that is, people who are not your relatives, but who you 

feel at ease with, can talk to about what is on your mind, or call on for help)? 

 0 
 1 to 3 

 4 to 6 
 More than 6 
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 Prefer not to answer

5. How easy do you find it to make friends here in your daily life?  

 Making friends here is easy 
 I am too new here to say 
 Making friends here is not too hard  
 Making friends here is difficult  
 Prefer not to answer 

6. Would you feel comfortable asking your close neighbour (Select all that apply):  

 To borrow something 
 To help when I am sick 
 To check on my unit when I am away 
 To look after my pet 
 To watch my child when the need arises  
 To go to an event/social activity 
 To help with a task in my home 
 None 
 Prefer not to answer

7. In the past month, have you done a favour for a neighbour in your building/complex?  

 Just moved into the area 
 No 
 Prefer not to answer 
 Yes (Please describe the favour): ………………………………………………………..  

8. In the past month, have any of your neighbours done a favour for you?  

 Just moved into the area 
 No 
 Prefer not to answer 
 Yes (Please describe the favour): ………………………………………………………… 

9. Have you shared or traded anything with a neighbour in this building/complex in the last year?  

 No    
 Prefer not to answer    
 Yes (What was shared?) …………………………………………………………………… 

10. Can you identify an area in your building/complex that makes you feel unsafe?  

 No    
 Prefer not to answer    
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 Yes (Please explain): …………………………………………………………………….. 

11. How much do you feel you can trust each of the following groups of people?  

 Cannot be 

trusted at all 

Cannot be 

trusted 

Neutral Can be 

trusted 

Can be trusted 

a lot 

Prefer not to 

answer 

People in my 

family 

      

People in my 

community 

      

Neighbours in 

my building/ 

complex 

      

People I do 

not know 

      

12. Please tell us how much you agree or disagree with each of the following statements.  

 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree 

Prefer not 

to answer 

The tenants here take care of 

one another 

      

I have close relationships that 

provide me with a sense of 

emotional security and well-

being 

      

I often feel lonely (left out, 

isolated from others, lacking 

companionship) 

      

I feel welcome in my 

community and feel like I 

belong here 
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The tenants take good care of 

their homes and the 

surrounding common spaces 

      

The tenants here work 

together to solve conflicts 
      

I feel safe living in this 

building/complex 
      

I feel like my belongings are 

safe in this building/complex 
      

The building/complex has safe 

spaces for children to play 

nearby 

      

If I was to lose my wallet in my 

building, it would be returned 

to me 

      

Your motivation to live here: These questions ask about some factors that may be 
important in attracting you and keeping you as a resident here.  

13. When you applied to live at this building, how important were the following factors in your 

decision?  

 Not at all 

important 

Not 

important 

Neither 

important nor 

unimportant 

Important Very 

important 

Prefer not 

to answer 

Affordability/Cost of 

rent 

      

Sense of community       

Reputation of the 

landlord 
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Security of tenure (no 

renovictions, etc.) 

      

Location (access to 

services, public 

transportation, park, 

etc.) 

      

Newness of the 

building/building 

design/unit design/in-

suite laundry 

      

Enough space for my 

family 

      

Pet-friendly policy       

Walk-ability/bike-

ability 

      

Sustainable 

neighbourhood/buildi

ng 

      

Public and semi-

public spaces (such 

as open spaces for 

children to play, 

community spaces 

inside the building, 

spaces for gardening, 

rooftop, balcony, 

terrace) 

      

Media coverage 

and/or landlord 

website 
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14. How important are these factors now that you live here?  

 Not at all 

important 

Not 

important 

Neither important 

nor unimportant 

Important Very 

important 

Prefer not 

to answer 

Affordability/Cost of 

rent 

      

Sense of 

community 

      

Reputation of the 

landlord 

      

Security of tenure 

(no renovictions, 

etc.) 

      

Location (access to 

services, public 

transportation, park, 

etc.) 

      

Newness of the 

building/building 

design/unit 

design/in-suite 

laundry 

      

Enough space for 

my family 

      

Pet-friendly policy       

Walk-ability/bike-

ability 

      

Sustainable 

neighbourhood/ 

building 

      

Public and semi-

public spaces (such 
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as open spaces for 

children to play, 

community spaces 

inside the building, 

spaces for 

gardening, rooftop, 

balcony, terrace) 

Media coverage 

and/or landlord 

website 

      

Impacts of COVID-19: These questions ask about the impacts of COVID-19 on your life.  

15. Since the introduction of "social distance" measures due to the COVID-19 pandemic, how has 

each of the following changed for you?  

 Gotten Worse No change Improved Prefer not to answer 

My relationships with 

my neighbours 

    

Sense of community in 

my building 

    

My safety from theft or 

violence 

    

My safety from 

COVID-19 

    

16. Is your employment currently impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic? (select all that apply)  

 Yes, I have been laid off                
 Yes, I am working reduced hours     
 Yes, because I am not able to seek work   
 No, not currently impacted                                                 
 Prefer not to answer 

17. Has your employer (or, if you are self-employed, have your clients) signaled to you that your 

employment income will be impacted in the near future?  
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 Yes, in this coming season     
 Yes, sometime in the short term    
 Yes, but in the longer term 
 No                             
 Prefer not to answer 

18. Does your household need help with your rent or other necessities in the short term, due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic? (If yes, please specify select all that apply and specify the value 

needed per month)  

 Yes, help with rent 
 Yes, help with food 
 Yes, help with other necessities  
 No 
 Prefer not to answer 
 Value ($): …………………………  

  

Demographic questions: Please tell us a bit about yourself.  

19. What is your age? 

 Under 15 
 15-19 
 20-24 
 25-34 

 35-44 
 45-54 
 55-64 
 65-74 

 75 and above  
 Prefer not to answer

 

20. With which gender do you identify? 

 Female 
 Male 
 Non-binary 

 Prefer not to answer 
 Other (please specify): 

………………………………………….

21. Do you live in a:  

 Studio 
 1-bedroom  
 2-bedroom 
 3-bedroom  
 4-bedroom  
 Prefer not to answer 
 Other (please specify): …………………………………………………………………….... 

22. How many adults are in your household, including family members and roommates?...........  

23. How many children (under 18) live with you? 
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 0 
 1 

 2 
 3 

 4 or more 
 Prefer not to answer

24. I have one or more children who are: (Select all that apply) 

 Under 5 years old 
 5 years old and older 

 No children 
 Prefer not to answer

25. How many people in your household work, study or volunteer outside of the home on a part-

time or full-time (20 hours per week or more) basis?......................................  

26. Do you have a disability that affects your ability to find housing? 

 No  Prefer not to answer
 Yes (Please describe): …………………………………………………………………

 

27. What percentage of your pre-tax household income do you spend on housing (only rent, 

excluding any insurance and utilities)? 

 30% or less  
 Between 40% and 50% 

 Between 30% and 40%  
 50% and more 

 Prefer not to answer

28. Do you identify with any of the following groups? (Select all that apply)  

 Seniors 
 Young adults 
 Indigenous peoples 
 People with disabilities 
 Substance abuse problems 
 Living with addiction 
 Poor mental health 
 Women fleeing domestic violence 
 Veterans 
 LGBTQ2+ 
 Racialized peoples 
 Recent immigrants and refugees 
 People who have experienced homelessness  
 Prefer not to answer  

29. In general, would you say your physical health is...? 
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 Excellent 
 Very good 
 Good  
 Fair 
 Poor 
 Prefer not to answer 

30. In general, would you say your mental health is...?  

 Excellent 
 Very good 
 Good  
 Fair 
 Poor 
 Prefer not to answer 

31. Please rate your happiness these days.  

 Very happy 
 Happy 
 Neither happy nor unhappy 
 Unhappy 
 Very unhappy 
 Prefer not to answer 

32. Are you an immigrant to Canada?  

 No, I was born in Canada 
 Prefer not to answer 
 Yes, I immigrated in (Year): …………………………………………………………….  

33. How long have you lived in this building/complex?  

 Less than a year 
 More than 6 years 
 1-3 years  
 4-6 years 
 Prefer not to answer 

34. What type of housing did you live in just before moving to this building/complex?  

 Social housing 
 Private market housing (apartment or house) 
 Lived with my family 
 Transitional housing 
 Couch-surfing 
 Homeless 
 Shelter 
 Prefer not to answer 
 Other (please specify): …………………………………………………………………. 



 

138 

34. a. What municipality did you live in just before moving to this building/complex?  

 Vancouver 
 Victoria 
 Penticton 
 Prefer not to answer 
 Other (please specify): ………………………………………………………………….. 

35. Other than your move here, how many times have you moved in the past 5 years?  

 0 
 Once 
 Twice 
 Three times 
 More than three times 
 Prefer not to answer  

36. How likely are you to move in the next 5 years?  

 Very likely 
 Somewhat likely 
 Not at all likely 
 I do not know 
 Prefer not to answer  

37. Please tell us your unit number. …………………………………………………… 

Final thoughts 

- Are there any final thoughts or comments on the survey that you would like to add?  

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

- Who filled out this survey form?  

 Me 
 Interviewer 
 Other (please specify): …...………………………………………………………………….  

- How did you hear about this survey?  

 Notice in my building common area 
 Paper brochure I received 
 Email or electronic notice I received 
 Phone call I received 
 Friend or neighbour 
 Other (please specify): ……………………………………………………………………… 
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Appendix B. Participant Recruitment Poster 
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Appendix C. Participant Recruitment Poster-Updated 
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Appendix D. Online Mapping Instruction Booklet  
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