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as being at a “turning point” and “in transition” 
(Evergreen CityWorks, 2016; Bradford, 2016). In the 
context of a rapidly changing global economy, these 
cities have lost traditional comparative advantages 
and community attractors. Yet multiple assets remain 
‘in place’ including strong educational and research 
institutions, relatively high levels of social cohesion 
and community identity and the quality of life factors 
associated with modest growth in cities that blend 
elements of urban and rural lifestyles (Lewis and 
Donald, 2009).

Indeed, civic leaders are now mobilizing to make 
change. A host of innovations in policy, planning, and 
governance are quietly proceeding across Ontario’s mid-
sized medium growth cities to reposition for success in 
the knowledge economy, balancing goals of innovation, 
inclusion, and sustainability. As Evergreen CityWorks 
summarizes, these communities increasingly recognize “a 
unique opportunity to re-imagine themselves” through 
renewed political leadership and civic engagement that 
is “revitalizing politics and opening new windows of 
opportunity to do things differently” (2016:5). 

Over the past decade, London, Ontario is one mid-
sized medium growth city where the hard work of 
urban re-imagining and revitalization is underway on 
several key development fronts. The purpose of this 
London-focused study is to explore the prospects and 
problems of transformation in a typical mid-sized, 
medium growth city. This case study explores the 
change processes and local tensions in the fields of 

A host of innovations in policy, planning, 
and governance are quietly proceeding 
across Ontario’s mid-sized, medium 
growth cities to reposition for success 
in the knowledge economy, balancing 
goals of innovation, inclusion, and 
sustainability.

Mid-sized cities:  
turning points and transitions

Mid-sized cities comprise approximately 44% of 
Ontario’s urban population. This includes urban 
centres with varying degrees of growth – those in the 
Greater Toronto Area have high growth rates, rural 
municipalities experience much slower growth, while 
those in- between experience medium growth. All mid-
sized cities are encountering significant challenges in 
maintaining economic prosperity, social well-being, 
and healthy environments1. They struggle to retain 
and attract the diverse ‘talent pool’ needed to grow 
emerging knowledge industries and provide equal 
opportunity labour markets for all residents including 
historically underrepresented groups. Meanwhile, 
evidence continues to show that the built environments, 
infrastructures, and land-use patterns that were 
configured for a by-gone era of sprawling industrial 
growth are outdated and in need of creative redesign.

This project focuses on mid-sized, medium growth 
cities, the ‘in-between places’ representing a unique 
middle ground in urban development. While they are 
not experiencing the structural decline associated with 
rust belt communities, they are far from becoming 
the new economy’s hot spots. Instead, they occupy 
an in-between economic space, typically featuring 
mundane urban amenities and limited creative buzz. 
Not surprisingly, these places tend to fair well enough 
and remain under the radar of federal and provincial 
governments and without much interest from scholars 
or analysts.

However, mid-sized, medium growth cities are 
increasingly recognized by their leaders and residents 

1. According to the typology developed by Mark Seasons and Joshua 
Warkentin for classifying growth trajectories for city-regions in Ontario, 
medium growth communities are categorized as recording population 
increases of 10-20% based on data from the 2001-2016 period. London 
Ontario’s growth has been 12.4%.
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governance, policy, and planning that are central to 
London’s municipal agenda and its ability to move 
forward. The report probes and assesses London’s 
civic “handling” of change, asking whether or how 
fragmentation and contestation can transform into 
coordination and collaboration.

To conduct the research, we draw on place-based theory 
of urban development (Bradford, 2005; Hambleton, 
2014; Benner and Pastor, 2015). We introduce a three-
pronged framework tailored to the mid-sized medium 
growth city. 

1. The collective capacity of communities to reframe 
challenges and leverage assets for innovation. The 
place-based lens is especially relevant to mid-sized 
cities since it pays close attention to the ideas and 
mindsets that brings together people who might not 
normally meet to envision a common urban future.  

2. The availability of development coalitions – place-
based networks of actors and organizations that 
articulate community aspirations and engage 
multiple sectors in a civic engagement process for 
experimentation and implementation (Keating, 
2002).  

3. A process of social learning whereby diverse civic 
players work through differences and fragmentation 
toward common ground and collaboration. Leaders 
move beyond their own immediate priorities into 
“zones of uncomfortable debate” (Hambleton, 
2014:126) where values and approaches collide but 
innovation happens.

With a place-based framework, a central question 
for scholars and practitioners comes into focus: 
what conditions, forces, and factors enable a city 
to re-envision its future and act strategically for its 
realization? It is also equally important to ask: what are 
the barriers or obstacles to progressive collective action? 

The discussion below sets out in more detail the core 
components of this study of London as a mid-sized 
medium growth city in transition where civic actors 

over the past decade have started to think and work 
differently on cross-cutting urban priorities. We begin 
with a brief review of key literatures that situate our 
study theoretically and practically. Next we introduce 
the three developmental fields – planning, policy, and 
governance – that constitute the research target, and 
within each, identify issue areas of controversy in 
London. We close by highlighting some of the potential 
takeaways from the case study2.   

Making the mid-sized city 
case: place-based development 
coalitions

This study builds on urban political economy research 
known as “new localism” which tracks how 
globalization’s most important flows – of people, 
investment, and ideas – intersect in cities around the 
world (Gertler, 2001; Wolfe, and Gertler, 2016). Cities 
are the places where the 21st century’s major economic, 
ecological, and social challenges play-out, and the 
spatial scale at which the synergies of population 
density, cultural diversity, and organizational proximity 
can best be captured. To this end, many municipal 
governments are becoming catalysts of urban 
transformation, mobilizing local actors and extra-local 
resources. Rejecting outdated views of their subordinate 
roles and responsibilities, municipal leaders are stepping-
up as partners “in shaping provincial and federal policies 
with a spatial impact, and initiating and coordinating 
new, broader based governance models to respond more 

2. In our focus on policy, planning, and governance, we acknowledge 
two limiting factors in making a causal argument about ‘successful 
transformation’. First, the endemic fiscal challenges of mid-sized 
cities constrain all innovation efforts. Second, there remain powerful 
structural forces in the global, continental, national, and regional 
economies that can overwhelm even the most creative re-imaginings 
and re-inventions of local actors. That said, our hypothesisis that 
we can learn much from detailed study of the work of place-based 
coalitions, their problems and prospects. 
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effectively to global competition (Tindal and Tindal, 
2009: 396).  As Jon Pierre aptly summarizes: “Cities need 
to get their proverbial acts together: engaging in a 
discussion about what the city should look like in ten, 15 
or 20 years’ time; formulating a strategy to attain those 
collective goals, mobilizing resources from all corners of 
the community in pursuit of long term objectives” 
(Pierre, 2011).

While many are contributing to the field, research in 
new localism exhibits two primary biases. On the one 
hand, the largest city-regions at the leading edge of 
the cognitive-creative economy have been extensively 
studied. On the other hand, cities and regions at the 
other end of the development spectrum have also 
received considerable attention. The pre-occupation 
with either creative city dynamics or declining city 
drama deflects attention from the many mid-sized 
medium growth centres. Without strong cluster profiles 
to distinguish the local economy, these in-between 
places lack both the urban buzz of the big cities or the 
heroic stories of restructuring (Chatterton, 2000; Hall 
and Donald, 2015). 

Medium growth, mid-sized cities are not well served 
by importing ideas and strategies. They need their 
own policy and planning frameworks, scaled and 
contextualized to their size and growth. Indeed, the 

Cities are the places where the 21st 
century’s major economic, ecological, 
and social challenges play-out, and the 
spatial scale at which the synergies of 
population density, cultural diversity, 
and organizational proximity can best be 
captured.  To this end, many municipal 
governments are becoming catalysts of 
urban transformation, mobilizing local 
actors and extra-local resources.

imperative of asserting “local agency” is more urgent 
in these places (Benneworth, 2007). Most large city-
regions attract people, investment, and ideas by  
virtue of their inherent dynamism while cities in 
structural decline frequently command extensive 
adjustment supports from governments. In contrast, 
the mid-sized city must reset its development trajectory 
from within. In mid-sized cities, “sustained, and 
sustainable economic growth requires that political 
leadership has the capacity to embed the economy in a 
larger context of social norms and political objectives” 
(Pierre, 2011: 87).

To this end, a quite sparse body of academic research 
and policy commentary mostly reports the obstacles 
to making change. Barriers identified include: a lack 
of confident, risk-taking leadership; a reluctance to 
make the policy case to upper level governments for 
recognition or resources; and an underlying civic 
culture that signals “things can’t be done differently 
here”. Economic geographers label these orientations as 

Wellington Street in Downtown London. Photo by Ryan Stubbs (CC BY-SA 3.0)
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“cognitive lock in” and “path dependent development” 
(Storper, 2013). From a more institutional perspective, 
political scientists describe similar gaps as mid-sized 
cities are unable to forge networks to realign their 
assets and rebuild comparative advantages (Bradford 
and Bramwell, 2014).“Internal fragmentation” and 
“organizational thinness” limit the collective capacity 
to mobilize for progressive change.

While acknowledging barriers, the research also 
highlights a more hopeful path. Several detailed case 
studies of mid-sized cities shed new light on key factors 
enabling resilience through successful adaptation 
(Benner and Pastor, 2015; Safford, 2009). Economic 
shocks or crises create opportunities for change as 
established ideas and routines are called into question, 
allowing for experimentation. At such moments of 
uncertainty, leaders can start a conversation about 
possibilities and create processes of “repeated 
interaction” within and across multiple sectors – 
economic, social, environmental, and cultural – allowing 
time for participants to develop a common language, 
shared knowledge, and common strategies. Benner and 
Pastor summarize their findings: “there was something 
about knowing together that seemed to promote 
growing together” (2015, viii).

Drawing together these threads, we propose an 
analytical framework with three interrelated 
components. We begin from a place-based perspective 
that is fully attuned to tracking how (or whether) 
local actors recognize the need for change, broadly 
frame their challenges for collective action, and 

This process of ‘recognizing, framing, 
and partnering’ is rooted in strategic 
conversations and knowledge generation 
that reflects the distinctive assets  
and priorities of the community across 
multiple sectors. 

mobilize partnerships in collaborative structures or 
mechanisms to experiment and innovate. This process 
of ‘recognizing, framing, and partnering’ is rooted in 
strategic conversations and knowledge generation 
that reflects the distinctive assets and priorities of 
the community across multiple sectors. The result 
is a “related variety” of intersecting place-based 
projects led by individual or organizational champions 
(Safford, 2009). At a city-wide level, this place-
based approach explores whether a multi-sectoral 
“development coalition” forms to align and amplify 
the various projects in partnership with multiple 
orders of government (Keating, 2002: 376). Through 
persistent civic work and multi-level interactions, 
cities may overcome the lock-in and path dependency 
emphasized by scholars. More iterative than linear, 
the civic process is one of social learning wherein 
communities come to see that conflict and consensus 
are not binary outcomes but rather mid-points along an 
extended “innovation journey”, one without permanent 
winners and losers or ‘once and for all’ destinations 
(Benneworth, 2007).

To research a city’s innovation journey we apply 
the place-based lens to three development fields: 
governance, policy and planning. We explore common 
processes of knowledge generation, issue framing, 
coalition formation, and collaborative action. Municipal 
governments set the tone by reaching beyond 
traditional responsibilities for “roads, rubbish, and 
rates”. They forge internally for the community capacity 
for collective action and represent externally the city 
to upper level governments and investors (Tindal and 
Tindal, 2009).

1. Governance
Urban governance – as distinct from government –  
is a critical partnership process for tackling complex 
problems beyond the reach of any single actor or 
sector. Administrative fragmentation and lack of 
coordination in service delivery and infrastructure 
projects can be costly in terms of resident needs not 
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met and foregone opportunities to leverage federal 
and provincial programs or philanthropic grants.

Transformation: From fragmentation to coordination

2. Policy
Urban policy engages partnerships to address crucial 
issues of economic development and social inclusion. 
The priority for medium growth mid-sized cities is 
to build advanced manufacturing, often through 
cluster strategies that connect education, research, 
and entrepreneurs. In turn, a social inclusion lens 
localizes and extends opportunity through workforce 
development, social enterprise, and innovative policy 
experiments such as basic income pilots or living wage 
campaigns.

Transformation: From economic growth to inclusive innovation

3. Planning
Urban planning in many mid-sized cities is in a period 
of conceptual and practical transition. Dispersed low 
density and car-oriented urbanization is increasingly 
viewed as unsustainable, expensive, and ill-suited to 
the ‘talent, ideas and lifestyle’ of the knowledge-driven 
economy. Many urban planners are trading the postwar 
paradigm of separation and distance for a place-making 
approach that envisions more complete, compact, and 
connected communities. Provincial legislation and 
federal programming promotes density but each city 
needs to find its own implementation path.

Transformation: From sprawling development  
to compact community

The London case study outlined below puts each of 
these three development fields in context through the 
investigation of two critical local issues. With each issue, 
the municipal government is seeking a new and different 
role – catalyst, convenor, and partner – with business, 
community, and environmental organizations and federal 
or provincial governments. Preliminary research suggests 

FIGURE 1. Innovating in the Mid-Sized City

London, Ontario Skyline. Photo by Rjsbird287 (CC BY-SA 3.0)
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that a place-based development coalition may be 
emerging in London.

Getting on with the job:  
from sector transactions  
to strategic transformations 

A mid-sized, medium growth city with a population 
of about 383,000 and the urban centre of a Census 
Metropolitan Area (CMA) of some 494,000 people, 
London is the country’s eleventh largest market area, 
serving as a regional economic, educational, and 
cultural hub for Southwestern Ontario for both its 
agricultural producers and smaller cities and towns. 
Located at the junction of three important 400 series 
highways and the Ontario city closest to all three major 
US border crossings (Detroit, Buffalo, and Port Huron), 
London prospered in the second half of the 20th 
century as a site of choice for many subsidiaries of 
American manufacturers, notably in food and beverage, 
automotive parts, air craft and locomotive assembly 
(Bradford, 2014a; 2016; Bradford and Nelles, 2014).

The foundations of London’s stable trajectory began 
to deteriorate in the 1990s. As continental and global 
restructuring took its toll on Ontario’s economy, London 
lost several of its corporate head offices and many 
branch plant manufacturers closed. A flight of head 
offices drained away business leaders and philanthropic 
families that had heavily invested in the community, 
and signaled that London’s new knowledge economy 
might not offer the same employment opportunities as 
those available in the industrial age.

In fact, London, through the 1990s and into the early 
2000s, exhibited several of the limiting characteristics 
associated with the mid-sized city. London evolved 
few leadership networks that connected the economy 
and the community. There were no institutional 

structures that in many other cities serve to engage 
civic participation or social learning around longer 
term challenges. Missing in London were multi-sectoral 
networks to construct a city-wide identity and future-
oriented agenda. Lacking in “cluster synergies”, 
interactions among London firms were quite infrequent, 
with weak ties to local research institutions and few 
anchor companies that branded sectors and supported 
start-ups or spin-offs. On the social dimension, 
municipal officials reported that London lacked 
mechanisms for addressing community-wide problems 
in a coordinated way. A study of London’s downtown 
revitalization efforts found “no evidence that a stable, 
informal, and cross-sectoral governing coalition guided 
development policy-making in London” (Cobban, 2003: 
352). Young people, it was reported, found the city 
“hard to penetrate if you don’t know how to get in to 
know people, to get into the different organizations” 
(Richmond, 2011).

In sum, London, across the first decade of the 21st 
century, struggled to articulate a common urban 
destiny. Observers of city council debates saw 
“camps that are so divided there is no bringing them 
together” (Bradford, 2014). The Chamber of Commerce 
CEO went so far as to call for a “cease fire” and 
urged appointment of an outside facilitator to help 
councillors find common ground across economic, 
social, and environmental divides. 

Skirmishes and stalemates are far from the whole story. 
The 2008 global financial crisis supplied the “switching 
mechanism”. Plunged into the worst recession since 
the Great Depression with unemployment reaching over 
11%, the second highest in the country, and social 
assistance claims increasing 20%, London civic leaders 
responded by asserting their agency to enhance 
the city’s prospects. Three significant processes 
now distinguish London’s “innovation journey” 
(Benneworth, 2007). 
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In 2015, London City Council, London Economic Development Corporation, and the London Chamber 
of Commerce led the formulation of a five year community economic road map for the city.  Over 300 
individuals participated in the consultation process. Building on a Situational Analysis, Technical 
Report and SWOT Analysis the road map identifies five action priorities for “transforming the city” with 
leadership coalitions attached to each priority.   A follow-up report on implementation progress was 
published in 2016.  This Roadmap builds on two earlier civic planning exercises in 2006-2007 – the 
Creative City Task Force and the Next London advisory panel. Major collaborative projects are profiled 
such as the London Medical Innovation and Commercialization Network and digital gaming clustering.

Following six months of research, study and community consultation, the eight member London 
Poverty Panel in 2016  issued an ambitious and detailed action plan for “ending poverty in one 
generation”. Through 100 meetings the Panel heard from 1,000 individuals and set priorities across 
112 recommendations.  Rooted in a social determinants of health framework, the Panel introduced 
an integrated strategy that tackles poverty through multiple lenses: human rights, community/
place, economic sustainability, and equity.  Key recommendations include aligning with the 
Community Economic Road Map on workforce development and social enterprise, making London a 
Basic Income Guarantee pilot site, and “changing mindsets” of Londoners about the roots of 
poverty and partnership solutions.

 

In 2014, London initiated a remarkable civic engagement exercise called ReThink London to 
produce a new official plan.  The London Plan redefines the city’s urban vision and growth ethos 
through a “place making” discourse of connectivity, mobility, preservation, and sustainability. 
The London Plan took shape over a two year consultation process to capture residents’ hopes for 
change as well as cultivate their ownership of the plan and its principles. Local planners used a 
multimedia outreach strategy to make participation meaningful and diverse.  For accessibility, the 
technical language of zones and land use typical in official plans was replaced with ideas about 
places and communities.  Implementation of the London Plan is well underway guided by the 
community participation ethos.

Back to the River is a community mobilization initiative launched in 2014 by the London 
Community Foundation in partnership with City of London and Upper Thames River Conservation 
Authority. The Thames River is one of London’s signature resources uamenities, yet its natural 
benefits and community value have not been fully leveraged. The London Community Foundation 
frames the five kilometre project broadly seeing the river as central to London’s urban identity, 
historical settler and industrial past, and sense of community. In addition to extensive local 
consultation and mobilization, Back to the River leaders have learned from revitalization projects 
across North American and launched an international design competition. Implementation of the 
project involves environmental assessment and opened a substantive civic and scientific debate 
about the future of Springbank Dam in relation to the “Forks of the Thames”.

Urban policy: inclusive economic growth

Urban planning: sustainable urban development

1. Community 
Economic 
Road Map 
 
 
 
 
 

2. London  
For All:  
A Roadmap 
to End 
Poverty

1. The London 
Plan  
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Back to  
the River
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In 2009, LMLIP was formed as a collaborative governance mechanism to bring together the 
public, private and not-for-profit sectors to improve the settlement and integration of newcomers 
in all aspects of London’s social, economic and cultural life.  Informed by ideas from London’s 
Creative City Task Force, the LMLIP works to align policies, services, and agencies and implement 
locally-driven strategic plans.  It seeks to change local mindsets about the immigrant experience, 
advocating for systemic change. Funded by the federal government and supported by the Ontario 
Ministry and Citizenship and Immigration and the Association of Municipalities of Ontario, the 
LMLIP is co-led by the City of London with social agencies in the settlement and community 
sectors.  Guided by a Central Council, six Councils provide support and reduce barriers on 
education, employment, health and well-being, inclusion and civic engagement, and justice and 
protection services, and settlement.  London’s local immigration partnership has been recognized 
across Ontario for the quality of organization and activities, engaging over 500 individuals from 
multiple sectors and delivering over 20 innovative programs and products through innovative 
settlement service partnerships.

In 2016, London became the first city in Ontario to formally merge its shelter and support systems 
to assist victims of sexual violence and abuse.  The new collaborative agency, Anova, was formed 
by the joining of the Sexual Assault Centre of London and Women’s Community House. The merger 
followed two and a half years of board of directors’ dialogue and consultation with community 
partners.  With the slogan “a future without violence”, the unified Anova provides a ‘single door’ 
for women experiencing sexual violence and domestic violence.  With the integration, not only 
will individuals access timely and appropriate supports but a common framework is established to 
align public policies, funding streams, and special projects in meeting the sector’s multi-faceted 
needs that extend to transitional housing and legal representation.  This social innovation speaks 
to London’s long standing leadership in tackling domestic violence.  Over four decades, Women’s 
Community House and the Sexual Assault Centre of London have supported tens of thousands 
of women and children.  Anova renews and reinvents an extraordinary and quite unique policy, 
service, and support tradition in London.

 Urban governance: multi-level partnerships

1. London 
Middlesex 
Local 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2.  Collaborative 
Partnership 
in Domestic 
Violence 
Support 
(Anova)

Panorama of the London Skyline. Photo by Bolognium (CC BY-SA 3.0)
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Research takeaways?  
Public policy and  
community practice

Ontario’s urban policy and governance remains too 
“GTHA centric” and place-based research is required to 
empower cities outside the Greater Golden Horseshoe. 
This will assist cities in advancing their own priorities 
and projects and inform provincial and federal policy 
makers about regionally-sensitive policies to leverage 
diverse local assets and manage spatial disparities 
between Ontario cities. 

Next steps: research strategy

The London case study will rely mainly on qualitative 
research. Through intensive field work it will seek 
to clarify the mechanisms that trigger community 
action in governance, policy, and planning, and the 
reasons for relative success or failure. The aim would 
be a contribution to knowledge in the under-studied 
topic area of change and transformation in mid-sized, 
medium growth cities. Methods of investigation will 
include: secondary source review, primary document 
analysis, media content analysis, participant 
observation, and key informant interviews.

 A place-based approach to policy-making:

 7 Emphasizes the importance and uniqueness of 
local contexts and formation of urban development 
coalitions that co-create action plans. 

 7 Acknowledges conflict and differences, but focuses 
on social learning and project experimentation that 
drives innovations. 

 7 Reveals the variety of local leaders, organizations, 
and institutions that lead transformations thereby 
informing a wider provincial or national conversation 
on how different cities can move forward.
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