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Introduction

Lately, planners working in Ontario’s Mid-Sized 
Cities (MSCs) have had many reasons to feel anxious 
about the future. MSCs are going through an era of 
demographic uncertainty. In the last few decades, 
national demographic transitions such as low birth 
rates and aging populations have contributed to 
decline in cities not able to retain significant numbers 
of immigrants to replace population loss. Immigrants’ 
choices on where to settle, as well as young and old 
Canadians’ regional and inter-city migratory decisions, 
are creating important differences between cities. 
Typically, domestic migrants move to high-growth 
places in search of better employment opportunities, 
while the overwhelming majority of international 
migrants settle in one of the country’s seven largest 
metropolitan areas. In parallel, globalization dynamics, 
suburbanization, economic and technological 
shifts, and changes in the orientation of territorial 
development policies have transformed the social, 
cultural and economic geographies of Canadian 
communities in ways that we are only beginning to 
understand (Bourne & Rose 2001; Bourne & Simmons 
2003; Filion 2010; Townshend & Walker 2015). 

Despite a wide range of urban research aimed at 
comprehending these structural shifts, the 
overwhelming majority of urban studies still focus on 
issues concerning the country’s core metropolitan 
areas. In the absence of a substantial body of research 
specifically focused at the mid-sized city scale, 
researchers and practitioners interested in the MSC 
context often borrow conceptual categories and 
assumptions based on economic development theories 
and development scenarios that do not fit. In addition, 
the disparate level of political influence conferred to 
large metropolitan areas is affecting MSCs with what we 
call “the middle-child syndrome.” This is based on fears 
of exclusion, whereby the oldest and overachieving 
child (namely the GTA) gets all the awards, the younger 
(namely rural municipalities) gets all the love, and the 

middle child gets nothing. To overcome this sense of 
exclusion, MSCs will need to develop their own methods 
for economic development planning, urban policy, and 
local activism. Instead of attempting to apply 
perspectives meant for rapidly-growing or declining 
urban contexts, we argue that immigrant attraction, 
retention and settlement are one area of urban policy 
where local governments, civic organizations, anchor 
institutions, and communities can play out their agency 
to support economic development and the local social 
sustainability.

Ontario’s MSCs need to attract immigrants to offset 
population loss and continue to grow, while immigrants 
move into communities where they have the greatest 
opportunity to achieve upward socio-economic 
mobility. Research on recent immigrants with regards 
to their locational trajectories in MSCs highlights 
the importance of housing availability, adequacy and 
affordability (Wachsmuth 2008; Teixeira 2009); the 
presence of reputable colleges and universities in 
the host city (Walton-Roberts 2011), the possibilities 
for integration in the local labour market (Di Biase 
& Bauder 2005); and the existence of diaspora 
communities.

Though the needs of immigrants are diverse, the 
foremost of them relate to employment opportunities. 
Without an economic development strategy, MSCs have 
no chance of attracting and retaining immigrants to 
their communities. This paper (1) overviews current 
economic development models and discusses why 

Immigrant attraction, retention and 
settlement are one area of urban 
policy where local governments, civic 
organizations, anchor institutions, and 
communities can play out their agency to 
support economic development and the 
local social sustainability.
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their applicability to MSCs is limited, (2) explains 
why and how MSCs are overlooked in Ontario and why 
they require a higher level of local activism, and (3) 
lays out a future research agenda with the goal of 
understanding the “immigrant-to-MSC” dynamic.

Neither growing nor  
declining: finding models for  
“in-between” urban scales

The story of MSCs does not fit with current economic 
development frameworks; rather MSCs find themselves 
“in-between” two ends of the spectrum. For at least two 
decades now, experts have been talking about patterns 
of growing polarization in Canada between large 
cities experiencing rapid-growth, and cities – typically 
small – facing decline (Bourne & Rose 2001, Polèse & 
Shearmur 2006). Indeed, the forces of globalization 
contribute to inter-urban disparities, as large cities can 

take advantage of the strategic value of agglomeration 
economies – their better infrastructure, employment 
supply, connectivity, demand for services, opportunities 
for face-to-face interaction, and significant influx of 
new immigrant populations – to keep their service 
economies expanding in ways that are not always 
possible for smaller urban centres.

In Canada, these trends have, for the most part, 
benefited the country’s largest metropolitan areas 
– Greater Toronto, Montreal, Vancouver, Calgary and 
Edmonton – which have been able to increase their 
populations, employment opportunities, service 
provision and innovation systems, and in this process, 
secured their political influence in national matters. 
These cities will continue to attract capital, businesses, 
immigrants and promote development despite lower 
birth rates. Conversely, cities with greater reliance on 
natural population replacement will eventually plateau, 
face slow growth, or lose population (Filion 2010; 
Bolton & Breau 2012).

Some scholars and policy-makers have celebrated 
the potential of rapidly growing city-regions and 
their agglomeration economies as ideal sites for the 
expansion of the creative or knowledge-based economy 
(Florida 2002; Polèse et al. 2002; Gertler et al. 2002; 
Dobbs et al., 2011). From a critical perspective, other 
authors have recognized uneven urban development 
as an outcome of globalized capitalism. Within this 
perspective, major cities compete against each other 
within urban hierarchies of global cities to attract 
foreign capitals and highly-skilled workers (Borja & 
Castells 1997; Sassen 2001).

Given their population size (ranging within 50,000 and 
500,000) however, MSCs are rarely represented in these 
debates or in regional territorial policies oriented to 
strengthen post-industrial economies. The emphasis 
on innovation and creativity as a means for economic 
development has skewed the theoretical reflection 
towards a much-reduced list of large and cosmopolitan 
cities seemingly able to attract the “right type” of 

Citizenship ceremony at Kitchener City Hall welcomes 35 new Canadian citizens. 
Source: Institute for Canadian Citizenship/Tomasz Adamski
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focusing on qualitative–instead of quantitative–growth, 
and “place-based” improvements. These approaches 
are referred to as “smart decline,” “rightsizing,” or 
“palliative planning” (Pallagast 2009). The goals are 
to build on the opportunities for a good quality of life 
and higher sustainability in smaller cities without using 
growth-inducing policy. For instance, the “Slow Cities” 
network, inspired by Italy’s slow-food movement, has 
become popular as a network of cities that promote 
community hospitality, local food systems, traditional 
culture, and sustainable lifestyles (Donald & Hall 2015).

In Europe, discussions on metropolitan shrinkage have 
emerged from demographic shifts and a heightened 
awareness of accelerating global ecological change 
(Haase et. al. 2016). Pro-growth urban models have 
been increasingly criticized for their unsustainable 
ecological load and the rising vulnerabilities to which 
they may expose their populations in the future. These 
insecurities include climate unpredictability, energy 
and food insecurity, rising sea levels, and the potential 
for violent conflicts (Victor 2008). Other authors 
have taken issue with the conflation of “growth” and 

creative entrepreneurs that should form the basis of the 
New Economy (McCann 2004). Hall and Donald (2009, 
p. 3) argue that the categories employed in creative 
city research, such as “talent, tolerance, and technology 
are biased by design to favour large, core metropolitan 
areas.” Undeniably, creative-city policies in Ontario 
have so far been centred in the Greater Toronto Area 
(GTA) and the Ottawa-Gatineau region while MSCs 
generally lie at the margins of these discussions. In 
Southern and Central Ontario, the rhetoric of Toronto’s 
“world-class” status has created a discourse of the GTA 
versus “the rest.” This dominant representation often 
renders MSCs peripheral or indistinct in people’s mental 
cartographies of the Province.

Alternative to these approaches, more recent literature, 
though small, is concerned with scenarios requiring 
planning for slow growth and shrinkage (Simmons 
2003; Hall 2009; Hollander et al 2009; Ryan 2012). 
This scholarship has emerged as a critique of the 
pervasiveness of growth-oriented planning models that 
no longer address the realities of an increasing number 
of cities (Sousa & Pinho 2015). The 2011 Census of 
Canada raised awareness of the issue, as roughly 57 
percent of cities in the country were found to be 
growing slowly (at 40.1 percent) or declining (at 17.7 
percent) (Donald & Hall 2015).

The reasons for population decline are varied, 
including aging populations, low fertility rates, 
deindustrialization, and a shift from manufacturing 
production to service provision. Globally, the highest 
concentrations of shrinking cities and housing 
abandonment can be found in the industrial belts 
of the United Kingdom, East Germany, the former 
Soviet Union and the Midwest’s post-industrial “Rust 
Belt” in the United States (Ryan 2012). Beyond 
globalization dynamics and economic transitions, 
in some US cases, shrinkage has been significantly 
worsened by governance factors such as fragmentation, 
suburbanization, and racism (Hackworth 2016). 
Shrinking cities literature calls for new planning 
approaches that can adequately manage decline by Downtown Toronto. Photo by Maarten van den Heuvel
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degree of placemaking to retain them in the long run 
(Walton-Roberts 2011).

Overcoming the  
“middle-child” syndrome: 
changing governance  
scenarios and implications  
for planning practice

Section 92(8) of The Constitution Act of 1867 
gives provincial legislatures of each province 
exclusive responsibility for making laws relating 
to that province’s municipal institutions. As 
such, municipalities are described as “creatures 
of the province” because provincial governments’ 
legislative frameworks determine the fiscal capacities, 
administrative responsibilities and regional governance 
arrangements for cities (Kitchen 2010; Côté and Fenn 
2014). However, not all cities are treated the same. In 
recent years, large cities have gained increased political 
influence. For example, every municipality in Ontario is 
governed by the Municipal Act, 2001 except for the City 
of Toronto – governed by The City of Toronto Act, 2006 
– which entitles them to additional fiscal powers and 
flexibilities that all other municipalities lack.

By virtue of their size, but also their political 
sensitivity, mid-sized cities in Ontario are currently 
enduring a “middle child syndrome” whereby the oldest 
and overachieving child gets all the awards, the younger 
gets all the love, and the middle child gets “nothing.” 
Indeed, there is a sentiment of exclusion among MSC 
leaders (Evergreen & Sotomayor 2016) that comes 
from the privileges and responsibilities granted to 
the City of Toronto, while rural municipalities benefit 
from redistribution within larger jurisdictions. In turn, 
medium-sized cities perceive a lack of attention to 
their pressing problems.

“development” since development does not necessarily 
imply growth. According to Pallagast (2009, p. 81) 
dealing with issues of urban decline provides an 
opportunity to initiate a paradigm shift “from growth-
centered planning to planning for more sustainable 
regional development patterns.” As Rees (2015, p. 60) 
puts it: “[T]o achieve sustainability, global energy and 
material throughput must decrease, not growth”.

Despite the powerful insights of the “shrinking cities” 
critique, this analysis reproduces the framework of 
large vs. small, and rapid vs. slow growth dualities. 
Similarly to global cities and creative city approaches, 
this dichotomy fails to recognize cities “in-between” 
the spectrum and the variety of possible urban 
development patterns that exist beyond world cities 
and shrinking cities. While many of Ontario’s MSCs 
are enduring issues such as aging populations, youth 
outmigration, suburbanization and fiscal constraints, 
others are developing robust balanced economies with 
an important regional impact as they serve quite large 
areas of influence. In fact, between 2001 and 2011, 
most of Ontario’s MSCs appeared to be slowly growing 
(0-10 percent population increase) or rapidly growing 
(more than 10 percent increase), except for Thunder 
Bay and St. Catharines, which depicted slow decline (0 
to -5 percent decrease).

MSCs, such as Kitchener-Waterloo, are actually 
strengthening their service economies and innovation 
systems. Others, such as London, are seeing important 
development emerge in the downtown core, and have 
experienced some level of success in the attraction and 
retention of new immigrants. Since the 1980s, Sudbury 
has worked with the notion of qualitative development, 
which promotes retrofitting and redevelopment of 
existing buildings, conservation, and re-greening (Hall 
& Donald 2015). Despite a rough transition from a 
resource extraction economic base to service provision, 
and its remote location in Northern Ontario, Sudbury 
has managed to reinvent itself without declining. All 
of these examples are anchored by universities that 
attract new, young immigrants and are able to enact a 
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generate more and better employment opportunities 
than smaller jurisdictions. In order to keep attracting 
foreign investment and talent, the case is made that 
Toronto requires special circumstances such as reliable 
infrastructure, fiscal capacity to accommodate growth, 
and cultural amenities and a high level of service 
delivery (Sancton 2008). As Hutton and Vinodrai (2015, 
p.88) point out, it is those cities “with metropolitan 
populations ranging from just over 1 million to 
5.5 million – [that] are increasingly influential in 
configuring Canada’s national economic systems, social 
agenda and polity.”

From an equity perspective, the benefits of 
agglomeration economies, such as the GTA’s, are 
expected to create a trickle-down effect and flow 
to surrounding regions (Arcand 2012). Inevitably, 
therefore, the popularity of targeted investments in 
high-growth places creates a “bias by design to favour 
large, core metropolitan areas” (Hall & Donald 2009, 
p. 3) in terms of policy development, investment and 
local autonomy at the expense of all the rest. Ontario’s 
Partnerships for Jobs and Growth Act, 2014 reinforces 
this cluster framework to favor the GTA over MSCs. 
This framework sees little role for MSCs beyond being 
absorbed into the larger orbit of the GTA.

In previous decades, the federal and provincial levels 
of government sought to counteract deindustrialization 
with efforts to revitalize local economies and attract 
new manufacturing plants to declining regions. 
Between the 1950s and 1980s, MSCs undergoing 

The growing relevance of the City of Toronto in 
population and economic terms has dramatically 
increased the GTA’s political influence in the province. 
One reason may be that the provincial government 
is seated in downtown Toronto, making both the 
legislature and the civil servants who work in the 
bureaucracy more attuned to the needs of the city 
than those outside of it. Furthermore, most MSCs 
outside the GTA have no representation in the current 
Liberal majority government as they elected MPPs 
from other political parties. This includes Windsor, 
Waterloo, St. Catharines, Sudbury, Hamilton, and 
Thunder Bay. These cities do not have a seat at the 
table when decisions are made concerning provincial 
policy frameworks and large investments, such as 
housing and infrastructure projects.

The argument to favour special deals for Toronto 
is based on the recognition that it contributes 
a disproportionate share of economic growth to 
Ontario’s economy, and that it has better chances to 

There is a sentiment of exclusion among 
MSC leaders that comes from the privileges 
and responsibilities granted to the City 
of Toronto, while rural municipalities 
benefit from redistribution within larger 
jurisdictions. In turn, medium-sized 
cities perceive a lack of attention to their 
pressing problems.

Toronto. Photo by Freaktography via Flickr
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metropolitan areas, it is also the case that MSCs provide 
solid strengths in several areas. 

Methods

This research will focus on how MSCs can attract and 
retain immigrant communities as a regional economic 
development strategy. Specifically, this research will 
focus on three case study cities: London, Sudbury and 
Kitchener-Waterloo.

First, an academic literature review on strategies of 
population attraction and retention will be conducted 
in order to understand the factors and dynamics at play 
in Ontario’s MSCs and others like it. 

Second, a cohort-survival method as pioneered by Foot 
and Stoffman (2001) will use 2011 and 2016 Canadian 
Census data to project into the future two time 
periods to 2026. This analysis assumes that conditions 
remain the same in terms of birth rates, survival rates, 
migration rates, and housing construction between the 
2011 and 2016 time points.

decline would be the subject of state interventionism 
via economic development strategies aimed to attract 
large employers and revitalize urban centres through 
investments. National and provincial governments 
applied these policies across the territories with limited 
success (Filion 2010).

In the current context of neoliberal policies and less 
government interventionism, however, deindustrializing 
cities are being left to their own devices for 
employment creation and urban policy. New trends 
towards privatization, public-private partnerships, 
and reductions in government spending have led to a 
diminution of the state (Sassen 2001) in cities, and the 
enlarged role of capital as an outcome of globalization 
(Ryan 2012). Following these trends, provincial 
governments have discontinued former attempts 
to redistribute public investments and employment 
opportunities across regions.

Perhaps out of necessity, recent policy changes have 
pushed some local governments across Canada to reach 
out to different sectors of society in search for solutions 
and to encourage bottom-up activism. Similarly, there 
is a new awareness of the complexity of local problems 
and the need for place-based approaches that take 
into account the particularities of the local context. 
Municipal governments also seem to be increasingly 
interested in innovating with governance arrangements 
and are well positioned to assume a higher level 
of policy responsibility (Taylor & Bradford 2015). 
Immigrant attraction, retention and resettlement is one 
area of policy where some mid-sized municipalities have 
demonstrated leadership and showed the potential of 
building local development and resilience.

There are many factors that can condition Ontario’s 
MSCs possibilities, including particular economic 
development paths, geographic factors such as the 
distance and connectivity to larger urban centres, the 
quality and dynamism of local innovation systems, 
social capital and local institutions, to name a few. 
While it is true that MSCs hardly compete with core 

The following conditions are linked to the inherent 
dimensions and characteristics of MSCs, which 
can be leveraged to promote MSCs as “welcoming 
communities” for immigrants, and to support the local 
social sustainability for all residents:

 7 Housing affordability

 7 Quality of life

 7 Reduced commuting times

 7 Access to natural and rural environments

 7 Social inclusion

 7 Local identity

 7 Presence of anchor institutions such as colleges, 
universities and hospitals
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orders of government, a renewed interest in local policy 
and municipal advocacy can counterbalance provincial 
and federal policy gaps. Immigrant attraction, retention 
and settlement is one specific area where municipal and 
community partnerships can achieve a level of success. 
As this study unfolds, it will provide rich insights 
about the trajectories, opportunities, and limitations 
of immigration settlement policy through comparisons 
across three case studies. 

Third, 2001 through 2016 Census data will be used to 
map out demographic change at the neighbourhood 
level using ArcGIS. More specifically, this research will 
tease which immigrant communities are moving to 
each city and whether ethnic enclaves or growing or 
disappearing. Beyond signaling inclusivity (Florida, 
2001), the hypothesis is that these enclaves work as an 
immigration magnet for these cities by creating a social 
network of pipelines to immigrant countries of origin 
and other parallel ethnic communities in Canada.

Fourth, this research will use the most recent Canada 
Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CHMC) and Census 
housing data to run descriptive statistics on housing 
availability and affordability for the three case study 
cities to test the degree in which housing availability/
affordability may be a constraining factor for future 
growth.

Finally, the research will offer policy recommendations, 
based on its qualitative and quantitative findings, 
intended for use by planners in these three cities and 
for academic applications to MSCs more broadly. This 
research will commence with the full release of 2016 
Canadian Census data in November 2017 with the goal 
of having preliminary results by summer 2018.

Conclusion

This research project challenges some of the common 
assumptions and generalizations that are used to 
describe MSC trajectories. We argue that Ontario’s MSCs 
are quite diverse, and that dualistic assumptions hardly 
reflect the unique functions, territorial relationships 
and economic opportunities of the mid-sized city 
context. The strands of literature referred above provide 
relevant indications of structural urban changes and 
the potential scenarios mid-sized cities can seemingly 
expect, react to, or hope for. Although the economic 
development needs of MSCs seem overlooked by higher 
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