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INTRODUCTION

Considering that currently
over a third of Canadians
live in mid-sized cities and
that all major metropolitan
areas are becoming
increasingly unaffordable,
policymakers now view
mid-sized cities as the key to
Canada’s future growth

There is no shortage of writing on the cycles of death
and rebirth in global cities (Sassen, 2001), from
deindustrialization (Grogan and Proscio, 2000) to
the emergence of economic superclusters (Glaeser,
2011). Yet often overlooked in this literature is the
question of whether mid-sized cities—with smaller population bases and often less diverse economies—are following comparable economic cycles.
Considering that currently over a third of Canadians
live in mid-sized cities1 and that all major metropolitan areas2 are becoming increasingly unaffordable,
policymakers now view mid-sized cities as the key to
Canada’s future growth (Keesmaat, 2018). Although
the potential for mid-sized cities to play a key role
in Canada’s future growth exists, most mid-sized
cities must first overcome global economic forces that have led to the growth of megacities at the
expense of their smaller counterparts. As a result,
investigating how Canadian mid-sized cities are overcoming the decline caused by this global economic
realignment is of fundamental importance. In this
paper, we hone in on these issues by asking: what
role do economic resilience and anchor institutions
play in stabilizing population loss and stimulating
local economic development?

economic decline (Wiechmann and Pallagst, 2012).
Most of the shrinking cities scholarship has concentrated exclusively on simultaneous instances of population loss and economic decline (Bernt et al., 2012;
Wiechmann, 2008; Wu et al., 2014). However, they
are in fact distinct phenomena (Dewar and Thomas,
2012; Ryan, 2012) that do not always occur jointly.
The study of economic resilience, often described as
how and why regions bounce back from adversity,
has become increasingly popular among economic
development scholars (Cowell, 2013; OECD, 2016).
Definitions of “resilience” vary. Simmie and Martin
(2010) discuss resilience in terms of a region’s ability to resist a sudden economic shock, while Christopherson et al. (2010) refer to the “inevitable adaptation” required by city-regions over time to face new
challenges. Other authors describe “adaptive resilience” or whether regions have the ability to structurally, functionally and organizationally “bounce-back”
from an economic crisis (Dawley et al., 2010; Martin,
2012; Martin and Sunley, 2014).

Descriptions of declining cities have taken on a
variety of terminology, including “shrinking” (Hollander et al., 2009), “declining” (Beauregard, 1993),
“legacy” (Mallach and Brachman, 2013), and others.
Definitions introduced in the academic literature,
including the definition recommended by the Shrinking Cities International Research Network, generally
focus on two concurrent causes: population loss and
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In order to have a clearer understanding of different
circumstances, which may require dissimilar policy
remedies, this paper takes a number of steps to better understand the situation of Canadian mid-sized
cities. First, we discuss implications of economic
cycles on growth and decline as they apply to different Canadian cities. Second, we use data from
the 2011 Census to develop a typology of terminology surrounding concepts of urban decline. Next,
we elaborate on our typology by exploring the case
study of Sudbury, Ontario. Finally, we conclude with
brief policy recommendations and directions for
future research.

nomic globalization did not diminish the importance
of place, location, and distance, but rather reinforced
and heightened the importance of select cities in a
global market, ultimately, widening the gap between
the haves and the have-nots. Soja (2000) argues that
governmental responses to these shifts have also
grown less influential as the nation-state is no longer the political, economic, or cultural epicentre, with
territories being (cognitively) redrawn and new forms
of economic organizations and cultural identities
emerging at the transnational level.
The global restructuring of production, distribution,
and consumption in recent decades is considered
characteristic of a shift towards a new global economic order which has resulted in the concentration of resources, key infrastructure, and intellectual
assets in a small number of “global” cities (Castells,
2004; Martinez-Fernandez, Audirac, Fol, and Cunningham-Sabot, 2012; Soja, 2000). Financial and human
capital are relocating away from small and mid-sized
cities, leaving a myriad of social, economic, and environmental challenges in their wake (Audirac, Fol, and
Martinez-Fernandez, 2010). These small and midsized cities have been dubbed a number of terms,
such as “shrinking cities” and “legacy cities,” and
recent academic literature has consistently concluded that this emergent phenomenon is a lasting symptom of globalization, not simply a step in an evolutionary cycle (Großmann, Bontje, Haase, and Mykhnenko,

I M P L I C AT I O N S F O R
GROWTH AND DECLINE
In the past three decades, the spatial scope of
economic cycles has shifted from local to global
(Berge, 2012; Kose et al., 2003). As a result, cycles
of growth and decline are increasingly disconnected
from local actions and decisions (Hartt and Warkentin, 2017). Seminal works by Friedmann (1986) and
Sassen (2001) articulate the restructuring of urban
areas in response to modern economic globalization.
Their work initiated a paradigm shift in how urban
scholarship understood globalization and its impact
on the evolution of urban areas (Mccann and Ward,
2013). The global cities literature argues that eco-

These large, place-based institutions, such
as universities and hospitals, employ hundreds
or even thousands of people, contribute to
the local economy, and often generate other
community benefits and knowledge spillovers
that can provide stability in the face of
economic shocks.
3

ANCHORS AND DIVERSITY

2013; Hartt, 2017; Pallagst, 2010). Our view is that
the ongoing challenges that mid-sized cities face in
continuing to provide a high quality of life is in line
with the concept of “adaptive resilience” as defined
by Martin and Sunley (2014). In this paper, we will
explore, conceptually and empirically, the notion of
resilient mid-sized cities in the Canadian context.

The common rationale in the literature for this growth
disparity is related to globalization and structural
economic shifts (Schatz, 2010). Canadian cities in
resource- and manufacturing-based regions have
experienced significant job losses due to the growth
of the service sector, the concentration of knowledge-based jobs in large metropolitan areas, and the
decline of the resource and manufacturing sectors
themselves (Bourne and Simmons, 2003; Hall and
Hall, 2008; Hartt, 2018). Leadbeater explains that
changing conditions at the community and macro-level have shifted the development prospects and
created a new “crisis of hinterland development”
(2009, p. 94). These changes have resulted in declining employment and an exodus of residents in search
of economic well-being elsewhere (Shearmur and
Polèse, 2007).

In the past, cyclical models of innovation, expansion,
propagation, and eventual decline may have explained
local demographic and economic change. However,
advances in economic, urban, and social theory have
demonstrated that local cultures and economies are
increasingly linked to global trends (Hartt, 2017). The
presumption that stages of growth follow decline
no longer holds at the local level. The trajectory of a
city’s economy or population is increasingly impacted by the contemporary restructuring of production
and consumption, and, as such, is increasingly difficult to generalize. Some cities are able to adapt and
flourish, while others are confronted with difficult
adjustments (Newman and Thornley, 2011; Hollander et al., 2018). Regardless of the success or failure
of cities, it is clear that generalized cyclical models
of growth and decline are no longer applicable to the
majority of cities. Martinez-Fernandez et al. (2012)
contend that, in the modern context, shrinking cities
are arguably not simply at a temporary stage in a cyclical process, but, rather, reflect a more permanent
spatial symptom of an emerging global progression.

This crisis is characterized by: (1) an increase in productivity in resource industries; (2) massive increases
in the concentration of both domestic and international capital; (3) major shifts in state policy resulting
in cutbacks in employment and social programs; (4)
environmental limits on production and consumption; and (5) increased political resistance regarding
sovereignty and land claims from Aboriginal peoples.

Canadian cities in resource- and manufacturingbased regions have experienced significant job
losses due to the growth of the service sector,
the concentration of knowledge-based jobs in
large metropolitan areas, and the decline of the
resource and manufacturing sectors themselves.
4
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ROLE OF ANCHORS AND
D I V E R S I F I C AT I O N
According to Wolfe (2010), a key focus in the study
of resilience should be on the ability of regions in the
face of economic, technological, and environmental
challenges to engage in collaborative processes to
plan and implement change, within the constraints
endowed by their existing regional assets (including
public and private research infrastructure, and the

infra-structure of their regional institutions). We believe that this development of resilience can occur
through two distinct strategies: anchoring and diversifying. In the following section, we summarize the
literature on anchor institutions and diversification
and their roles in making cities more resilient.

First Nations University, Regina, Saskatchewan
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ANCHORS

Further, universities create new knowledge and
new work, diversifying local economies. Cohen et
al. (2002) emphasize the importance of university–
industry knowledge transfer. Cohen and Levinthal
(1989) argue that universities increase a local economy’s “absorptive capacity”—the ability to capture
increased knowledge spillovers and commercialize
research. New industries often arise out of college
towns, as universities and supporting organizations
are “critical components of the cluster” and “crucial
factors to the cluster’s competitiveness” (Austrian,
2000, p. 103). Feldman (2005, p. 219) writes that
“anchor firms located in bounded knowledge rich
environments are expected to realize higher rates
of innovation, increased entrepreneurial activity, and
increased productivity due to the localized nature of
knowledge creation and deployment.” Some evidence
suggests that anchor universities in smaller cities
can even act as a substitute for the agglomeration
effects offered by larger cities, effectively allowing
them to punch above their economic weight (Drucker, 2016; Goldstein and Drucker, 2006; Goldstein and
Renault, 2004).

One overarching approach deemed by its proponents
to help reinvigorate shrinking cities and retain residents concentrates on anchor institutions—large,
immobile employers who act as stabilizers of local
economies, such as universities and medical centres.
Building upon the work of Birch (2009), Silverman et
al. argue that in shrinking American cities, “anchor
institutions have emerged as a critical component
of inner-city revitalization strategies” (2014, p. 162).
Post-industrial shrinking cities in particular have
embraced “anchor institutions”-based economic
development strategies as they attempt to mimic Pittsburgh’s much-celebrated eds and meds3
approach (Neumann, 2016).
The academic literature praises the innumerable benefits of universities in their ability to act as anchor
institutions. Gertler and Vinodrai (2005) emphasize
the positive effect universities have by attracting
and retaining talented students and academic staff.
Beyond acting as a talent aggregator, Munro et al.
(2009) show that universities draw domestic and
international students, who contribute to the local
economy through spending and provide flexible parttime labour. Universities are significant purchasers of
local goods and services that, magnified by multiplier
effects, have considerable direct and indirect impacts
on their wider local economy (Siegfried et al., 2007).
“All this economic activity increases the linkages
within the local economy” (Malizia and Feser, 1999,
p. 183), acting as a regional magnet for consumer
spending and investment from the hinterlands.

Anchor institutions—and in particular universities—
are undoubtedly significant actors in local and
regional economic development. With the majority of
Ontario’s public universities located in mid-sized cities
(16 out of 22 primary campuses are located outside
Toronto and Ottawa), they offer important potential
for promoting urban resilience in their host communities. Universities are often among the largest individual employers in their urban regions (Birch, 2014),
offering both high-skilled teaching, research, and administrative jobs as well as a host of low-skilled work
(for example, in cleaning and foodservice). More importantly, a number of university outputs can favourably contribute to economic development (Goldstein
et al., 1995; cited in Goldstein and Renault, 2004):

Eds and meds refers to economic strategies that concentrate on the development of the higher education and
medicine industries

3
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DIVERSIFICATION

>> Knowledge creation;
>> Human capital creation;
>> Transfer of existing knowledge;
>> Technological innovation;
>> Capital investment;
>> Provision of regional leadership;
>> Production of knowledge infrastructure; and
>> Production of a favourable regional milieu.

Both scholars (Cowell, 2013) and policy experts
(OECD, 2016) have emphasized that more diverse
regions are more resilient economies, whereas less
diverse regions are more economically vulnerable.
The more diverse a region’s economy, the more resilient it is to external shocks because the region has a
larger portfolio of industries with different elasticities
of demand, different labour and capital necessities,
different export orientations, and different levels of
internal and external competition (Davies and Tonts,
2010; Martin and Sunley, 2014). The cyclical fluctuations of one industry can be offset by the cyclical
fluctuations of another. This idea has roots in Jacobs’
Economy of Cities

Together, these outputs can lead to productivity
gains, business innovation, new business start-ups,
increased regional economic development capacity,
regional creativity, and direct and indirect spending.
Some private sector companies may fulfill some of
these functions as well, but unlike private companies,
universities are generally not footloose and do not
relocate to other cities for competitive tax rates or
generous municipal subsidies (Adams, 2003).

People have long observed that poor regions ...
typically import more than they can afford or else
are terribly deprived because they fail to produce
wide ranges of things for themselves… goods for
export – the work that pays for the imports –
helps feed the import replacing process… the root
of all economic expansion. (1969, pp. 35–42)

They also tend to be recession-proof as they are the
local sites of considerable economic redistribution
from higher levels of government—for example, in
the form of subsidies for teaching and research—
and therefore are not solely dependent on the local
economy. While cumulative causation implies that
the loss of a major industry can have profound negative implications for other local businesses in a city,
this is typically not the case for universities. Instead,
universities continue to receive government and private funding for teaching and research activities, with
positive spillovers for the local economy. Moreover,
universities have a built-in public service mandate
that may make them more likely to contribute to other public initiatives than private companies (Adams,
2003). Anchor-based economic development strategies attempt to direct these advantages to benefit
local communities—which, in turn, helps reverse economic decline.
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The more diverse a region’s
economy, the more resilient
it is to external shocks because
the region has a larger
portfolio of industries with
different elasticities of demand,
different labour and capital
necessities, different export
orientations, and different
levels of internal and external
competition.

University of Guelph, Ontario

Jacobs (1969) then goes on to describe how
import-replacing in one field can create new work in
other fields as firms look to expand their products to
new markets; leading to a more diversified economy. There is widespread agreement that new work is
necessary to replace old work, yet there remains “little understanding of how regions diversify into new
growth paths, and to what extent public policy may
affect this process” (Asheim et al. 2011, p. 894).

We see resilience not as a stationary condition, but
rather as an ongoing dynamic that cities can increase
through using economic development strategies. In
this light, we view the tension in the academic literature between anchoring and diversifying as two differing strategies: cities can increase resilience either
through (a) developing a network around their anchor
institutions, which we call anchored resilience; or (b)
developing the conditions to attract a diverse set of
industries, which we call diverse resilience.
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T YPOLOGY OF TERMINOLOGY IN CANADA
As the academic literature uses terminology in different ways, it becomes necessary to create a typology of
terminology. Our definition may not perfectly align with all other sources, but it coincides with how the two
major factors in the shrinking cities literature are discussed: population loss and economic decline (Wiechmann and Pallagst, 2012). We use “shrinking” to mean population loss and its antonym “growing” to mean population gain. We use “declining” to explicitly mean a decrease in real median income and “prospering” to mean
an increase in real median income. Both of these numbers are calculated by the difference between 2011 and
1981 using Canadian Census data, with the latter being adjusted for inflation. Table 1 summarizes our typology.
Table 1: Typology of Terminology of the Economic Attributes of Cities
MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOMEA
PROSPERING CITIES
(INCREASING)

GROWING CITIES
(INCREASING)

Emergent Cities
Oakville
Gatineau
Surrey

SHRINKING
CITIES
(DECREASING)

Anchored CitiesB
Sudbury
Jonquiere
Chatham

POPULATION

DECLINING CITIES
(DECREASING)
Diverse Cities
Markham
Windsor
Niagara
Legacy Cities
Thunder Bay
Sault Ste. Marie
Saint John

Data Source: 1981 Canadian Census and 2011 Canadian Census
A: Inflation Adjusted to 2011 dollars using Bank of Canada (2018) CPI Calculator
B: All of these cities would have decreased in population if not for municipal amalgamations in the late 1990s; all former cities
experienced population loss even as the newly amalgamated cities gained population. Sudbury is now part of Greater Sudbury.
Jonquiere is now part of Saguenay. Chatham is now part of Chatham-Kent.

Legacy Cities (Shrinking, Declining) have been
experiencing decreases in both population and
median income. We hypothesize that legacy cities
have borne the brunt of global economic restructuring, experiencing the harshest deindustrialization,
and have since become economically stagnant. Without government intervention, it is unlikely that these
cities will find new pathways to generate new work,
either through diversification or specialization.

Anchored cities (Shrinking, Prospering) have
been experiencing population loss but are still able
to provide an increasing median income. We hypothesize that anchor institutions, which have a vested
interest in the communities they operate within, are
reinvesting in maintaining a high quality of life for
their employees and other residents and are resisting
downward pressure on wages. These anchors provide
an economic buffer to prevent further population loss.
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Resilient cities (Growing, Declining) have been
experiencing decreases in median income but have
been able to attract new residents. We hypothesize
that these cities have been able to attract (lowincome) migrant populations through the formation
of new work opportunities. These cities might not
have higher-paying jobs found in anchored and emergent cities, but the diversification of industry provides
a resilient foundation for the future.

The goal of most cities is to become emergent, growing in both income and population. There are two different pathways—diversification or specialization in
which “legacy cities” can overcome global economic
restructuring to become “emergent cities,” thereby
achieving a greater degree of resilience. To reflect the
two pathways to emergence, we subdivide resilience
strategies into diverse resilience (focus on job creation now and income increases will come later) and
anchored resilience (focus on quality of life now and
job and population growth will come later). Depending on the current assets and capacities of the region
in which the city lies, one strategy or the other may
be more practical.

Emergent cities (Growing, Prospering) have been
able to both grow in population while providing an
increasing median income. We hypothesize that
these cities have benefited from global economic
realignment, channeling either diversification or specialization strategies in order to offer a higher quality
of life that in turn attracts (higher-income) migrants
from the other three kinds of cities.

McMaster University, Hamilton, Ontario
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RESILIENCE AND ANCHOR
INSTITUTIONS IN ACTION
I N S U D B U R Y , O N TA R I O

Sudbury, Ontario
Source: See References

Sudbury, Ontario has long experienced fluctuating
boom–bust cycles typical of a resource-based economy and its population has never surpassed its peak
(of about 170,000 residents in 1971); however, median income has continued to increase during this time
frame.4 This occurred because, as direct employment in the mining sector declines and the industry
becomes more capital-intensive, the city has been
able to partially reinvent itself, largely due to the presence of anchor institutions. Sudbury is therefore an
anchored city in our framework.

facilities, Sudbury is also the “educational capital” of
northeastern Ontario (Hall, 2009, p. 7), home to Laurentian University, the Northern Ontario School of
Medicine, Cambrian College, and Collège Boréal.
These institutions establish Sudbury as a regional
service centre, but more importantly, they have contributed to resilience by playing to the region’s existing
economic strengths. Laurentian University, Cambrian
College, and Collège Boréal all offer programs in mining engineering and geology, with Laurentian holding more federal research funding in this field than
any other comparable university program in Canada
(Harquail School of Earth Sciences, 2017). NOSM in
particular upholds the anchor mission of a broader
public service mandate, engaging with local minority
groups such as Aboriginal, Francophone, and remote
communities (NOSM, n.d.). NOSM has also been
involved in research to discover drugs derived from the
boreal forest through partnerships with the region’s
existing forestry expertise (Hall and Donald, 2011).

Sudbury supplemented its declining natural resource
industry by specializing in health care and education.
In addition to hosting a number of major health care

According to our dataset, Sudbury increased in population
by 65,936 and experienced an $8,065 per-household
increase in real median income between 1981 and
2011. During this time period the city underwent an
amalgamation that turned the old Regional Municipality
of Sudbury into the City of Greater Sudbury, which accounts
for the population increase. Using the old City of Sudbury
borders, Sudbury decreased in population by 3,879 people.

4
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Science Centre, Sudbury, Ontario

These anchors have also spawned several other local
organizations promoting innovation. For example, the
Northern Centre for Advanced Technology (NORCAT),
a non-profit organization supporting entrepreneurship
and innovation, spun out of Cambrian College in 1995
and provides a number of training and development
programs for sectors including mining, oil/gas, and
healthcare. NORCAT also operates a demonstration
mine for training, product testing, and prototyping; it
also incubates small businesses (NORCAT, 2018; Hall
and Donald, 2011). Meanwhile, the Mining Innovation
Rehabilitation and Applied Research Corporation (MIRARCO) was established in 1998 as a not-for-profit
corporation of Laurentian University linking industry
and academia to promote innovation in the mining

sector (MIRARCO Mining Innovation, 2018). Laurentian is also partnered with Sudbury’s Centre for
Excellence in Mining Innovation (CEMI), a non-profit
organization dedicated to developing commercially
viable “practices, procedures, tools, techniques and
technologies to help generate a significant improvement in the performance of mines” (CEMI, 2018). In
combination with existing, locally-held knowledge of
the mining sector, these initiatives originating in the
academic sector play a crucial role in supporting the
local mining supply and services cluster (Hall and
Donald, 2011).
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R E C O M M E N D AT I O N S A N D
FUTURE RESEARCH
When it comes to the role of anchor institutions in
economic development, it is important not to place
too much emphasis on a small number of exceptional successes (Coenen, 2007). While they may hold
lessons for other places, Pugh (2017) cautions that
policy must nonetheless adapt to regional circumstances and cannot be overly prescriptive. A focus
on mining innovation worked for Sudbury given its
historical and geographical context. Such a focus
would probably not be helpful for Niagara or Windsor; conversely, the Sudbury case would not likely
have been as successful had it centred on a sector
with little regional importance. Cities and anchor
institutions should start by establishing shared priorities tailored to regional needs, as well as forums
to keep these connections intact (Kleiman et al.,
2015). These partnerships can start small, establish
what works (or doesn’t work), and build from there
(Dragicevic, 2015).

Source: Mysudbury.ca flickr account

most from added resilience (shrinking, declining, and
legacy cities, in our typology) are not further marginalized (Rosen and Razin, 2007; Goddard, Coombes,
Kempton and Vallance, 2014).

Top-down approaches have focused on using “hard”
policy instruments—such as the use of public subsidies and infrastructure investments—to relocate
economic activity to declining regions (Halkier and
Danson, 1997; Huggins and Izushi, 2007). However, more recent policy has turned away from that
approach; rather, it focuses on creating environments
that are conducive to the growth of specific industries
(Huggins and Williams, 2009) and fostering entrepreneurship (Acs and Szerb, 2007). Some scholars (Mackinnon et al. 2009; Morgan 2012) suggest that policymakers’ lack of capacity to intervene is responsible
for regions failing to adapt to economic change. This
problem is particularly acute at the local level, which
may highlight a necessary role for the provincial and
federal governments. Federal and provincial funding
for education and research should retain a redistributive function lest those places that stand to benefit

This discussion paper is the launch point of this
research project. Future research would further test
our model by exploring how and why cities move
between our defined typology over time. We will be
coupling quantitative findings with interviews of
local planning officials, specifically inquiring into what
policy strategies and planning efforts different cities
took to reach their goals and how successful these
efforts were. We invite scholars and practitioners
from Ontario’s mid-sized cities to partner with us to
further understand the causes and outcomes of their
economic development plans with the goal of helping
municipalities more effectively reach their economic
development objectives.
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